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To my seven grandchildren—

Ethan, Adri, Finn, Beckett, Cora, Atticus, and Will.

May all your explorations lead to great destinations.
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Introduction

“Know Thyself,” October 6, 1861

On April 12, 1861, Confederate forces bombarded Fort Sumter, a federal military installation located in Charleston Harbor, an attack that opened the Civil War. Eighteen-year-old William Henry Jackson had an important decision to make: whether or not to enlist. His parents discouraged him from signing up, and his friends offered the same advice. Perhaps the war would be short-lived, they said, and the need for hundreds of thousands of young volunteers would prove unnecessary. Jackson was torn between a youthful sense of self-preservation and a nagging patriotic duty. Ultimately, he erred on the side of caution. As Jackson later wrote in his autobiography nearly eighty years later, it appeared to him that “there were enough soldiers.”1

Jackson was, after all, an upwardly mobile professional man in Rutland, Vermont. In 1858 he began working in a local photographic studio, learning the finer points of a technology barely older than himself. Jackson was hardly a directionless young man in search of himself. He had found a place, an interest to pursue, and enlisting in war would only interfere with that pursuit. So he remained out of the national fray and left the enlisting and the fighting to others with less to lose. In his words, “Why give up a promising career[?]” With the encouragement of family and friends, Jackson was satisfied the army life was not for him, even though “my country’s need may have been great.”2

Then, in October 1861, Jackson received further encouragement from a total stranger. A doctor was visiting his small town whose reputation preceded him. Orson Squire Fowler, fifty-something with a long gray beard, arrived to read the bumps on the heads of the local residents. Jackson was among the many in his community to attend Fowler’s sessions, who then tolerated the doctor’s fingers running over their skulls. O. S. Fowler was one of America’s leading phrenologists.

[image: chpt_fig_030]

Jackson has already taken on the western style in this self-portrait, ca. 1867. Collection of the Jackson Hole Historical Society and Museum, Jackson, WY. Accession #1958.2725.001. Used with permission.

The study of phrenology was the brainchild—pardon me—of an idiosyncratic Viennese physician named Franz Joseph Gall, who believed the brain, as the organ of the mind, influenced the shape of one’s skull. This provided a means for assessing a subject’s specific mental and physical aptitudes. Since the human mind is composed of several distinct, innate faculties, each had its place in the brain. Thus, an expert could “read” the distinct bumps on one’s head and, with an understanding of the map of the skull, uncover hidden truths that might reveal the subject’s true potential.

Phrenology emerged on the American scene in 1832 with the arrival of Johann Kaspar Spurzheim, a fifty-five-year-old German physician and adherent of the controversial new scientific study. As a student of Gall’s—who had died in 1828—he had already popularized phrenology in Europe and was ready to plant it on fertile American soil. But he had little time to convince Americans to take phrenology seriously. He soon died of typhoid in Boston, which dramatically cut short his planned American tour. As for Spurzheim’s skull, it was removed, along with his brain and heart, and preserved in jars of alcohol as if they were holy relics.

In the aftermath of Spurzheim’s death, a pair of brothers, Orson Squire and Lorenzo Niles Fowler, picked up the mantle of phrenology proselytizing. They hit the road as itinerant phrenologists, traveling throughout New England, speaking in support of phrenology, and reading heads, for a fee. Early converts included such influential Americans as Walt Whitman, John Green-leaf Whittier, and Clara Barton. The American minister Reverend Henry Ward Beecher—brother to Harriet Beecher Stowe, the diminutive author of Uncle Tom’s Cabin—was an adherent. (He had been a college classmate of Orson Fowler’s.) The Fowlers created the popular three-dimensional, white porcelain bust that included a veritable personality map of the brain for easy reference. The brothers soon developed a cottage industry based on spreading the influence of phrenology, what with speaking engagements, busts for sale, a popular journal, and the opening of a phrenological museum and library in New York City by 1834. Their business slogan was straightforward and pithy: “Know Thyself,” a tagline that suggested clients could encourage the development of their best selves once they were in the know. All that was required was a few uncomfortable minutes of a stranger’s fingers running over one’s head.

All this appealed to Jackson. During the autumnal week of Fowler’s visit, he “was one of his most devoted sitters.”3 Fowler did an examination and then wrote out in flowing longhand his analysis of the bumps on Jackson’s head. As for Jackson, he was intrigued, as Fowler’s analysis rang like music to his ears, beginning with the good doctor’s opening: “You, Sir, have a noble head throughout.”4

Fowler dedicated more than one thousand words to analyzing Jackson’s bumps, which he wrote out in his swirling, left-tilting hand. His analysis ran from the obvious to the sublime. Following are some of the highlights:


You have a fine body, and a good head, have a powerful constitution, have physical stamina enough to sustain your head, and yet you have been brought up a great deal too delicately. You require to rough it more than you have done. . . .

Should knock about outdoors, skate, slide downhill, tear around, anything for exercise, and remember unless you do take good care of your bodily powers, they will not be adequate to the development of your head, so that your splendid talents will wane. . . .

Your love of home is large, so is friendship . . . in fact all your social affections are hearty, and hence you will be much prized by those who know you. . . .

You might want to be pitched right in, head-long into the river of business of life. . . . Are too cautious, and procrastinating, will hesitate too long about pursuing your business, and then pursue it too tamely. . . .

You need roughening up, for you were too delicately born, and educated. . . .

Your mother lacked expectation, so that you were born with two [sic] little spirit of adventure. . . .

Your love of the beautiful and perfect is large, have really a fine imagination, are stylish and elevated in sentiment and conduct. You are noted for the classical throughout your character in manners, in sentiment, in expression in everything. . . .

Would excel as a newspaper editor or writer. Are a good judge of human nature. . . .

Your mechanical genius is far above mediocrity, and will enable you to draw, make, copy, anything you like, and give you excellence as a painter . . . for you are really a genius, and no mistake. . . .

Your life is to be decidedly a success, just in proportion as you preserve your health, so make that paramount. Nature has done splendidly by you, and your natural place is a mechanical, or artistical, or both united.



Jackson took every word of Fowler’s phrenological examination of his head to heart. He was pleased to discover he was, according to the good doctor, a genius. This convinced him even more that his life should not be wasted as a possible casualty of war. He was destined for greater things in life, if he just played his personal cards right. There was so much that Jackson thought insightful on Fowler’s part. He did have “a fine body” and “a good head.” As his ninety-nine years of life would one day attest, he had “a powerful constitution,” considering the privations he put himself through in the name of his photography.

That Jackson had not led an extremely exertive life to date was clear to the young man himself. He could not then even begin to imagine just how rugged his life would become. Fowler’s admonitions that the young Vermonter might “need roughening up, for you were too delicately born” do not begin to describe the exertions Jackson would experience through his repeated travels, many taking him across parts of the American West not yet fully explored. Fowler expressed concern that Jackson’s softer side might stifle his manliness. To the doctor, Jackson was “too delicately born” and “born with too little spirit.” He referred to Jackson as “timid,” “delicate,” “cautious,” and “tame.” Jackson was informed he had aptitudes both mechanical and artistic. In fact, he honed these various attributes— the skills of the artist and the photographer—throughout his life into a single way of life. He brought together his love of photography and painting with his love of travel and adventure to create a personal legacy of accomplishment that lives on even today.

Within five years of Fowler’s phrenological report, the “delicate” Jackson embarked on a series of adventures that would, over the next twenty years, include crossing the Great Plains as a bull whacker driving ox-drawn wagons along the Oregon Trail; herding mustangs from California to Nebraska as a neophyte vaquero; traveling along the nation’s first transcontinental railroad documenting the technological wonder with his camera; and traipsing across the West through eight grueling summers from Wyoming to Colorado to New Mexico and back again, risking his life climbing mountains, all for the sake of the best camera shot. His work required him to lug heavy equipment over difficult landscapes, using large-framed cameras that produced wet plates that required quick processing under difficult conditions. Yet he produced hundreds, even thousands, of photographic masterpieces that are still considered some of the best, most iconic black-and-white photos produced of the West during the nineteenth century.

He experienced cold, hunger, grizzlies, heat exhaustion, and a host of other privations and dangers unknown to most contemporary Americans. And as he traveled, he wrote, sketched, and took photographs of many of the nation’s unknown wonders. The litany of his personal firsts as a photographer is astounding, including the first photographs of Yellowstone’s geological wonders, the Tetons, the Garden of the Gods, Mesa Verde’s ancient Anasazi ruins, Chaco Canyon’s Pueblo Bonito, the Mount of the Holy Cross, and mountain ranges from Wyoming’s Wind River to New Mexico’s Sangre de Cristos.

The story of William Henry Jackson’s life would one day transcend the presumptions and educated guesses of Dr. O. S. Fowler. He would rise far above mediocrity and make himself into a pioneer of sorts. He carried photography into the American West. In doing so, he was a pioneering explorer.

William Henry Jackson represented a different sort of American pioneering explorer. While others, including explorers from Meriwether Lewis and William Clark to John C. Fremont to John Wesley Powell, encouraged the opening of the American West through their discoveries, Jackson helped document the West and revealed the great expanse of its plains, mountains, and deserts to the less intrepid. Jackson’s photographs actually showed a West others simply talked and wrote about. He removed the degree of separation between those who took risks and those who did not. His pictures revealed a world sometimes indescribable. They were his way of saying to the unin-formed and the curious, “See, here it is. This is the West I’ve seen. Wouldn’t you like to see it for yourself?” Just as mountain men and miners and cowboys opened up the great reaches of the West, so did Jackson. What others accomplished with traps and guns and pickaxes and lassoes, Jackson did with his cameras. His story is a unique one worth telling.

In August 1862, despite Fowler’s report of Jacksonian genius, William Henry did enlist in the Union army; during his entire service, he never fired a shot in anger. He survived the great national upheaval to then do service to his country a second time as one of the first of his kind to advertise the West and encourage the advancement of the American republic into places previously unknown. His photographs became collodion calling cards, enticing others to follow him.

Fowler did get some things right, though. He pronounced a verdict on the life Jackson had not yet lived, one that promised success. Indeed, William Henry Jackson’s life was just that—a success. He managed to meld together the “mechanical” and the “artistical” in ways no one had ever done before and likely would never do again.

William Henry Jackson’s story was long and his life full. He became an explorer, photographer, and artist and provided pictures designed to dispel various geological myths and stereotypes while serving as enticements to draw commerce, investment, scientists, and even tourists into the western regions of the United States, which in the opening years of the century were little understood and unmapped—mysterious lands that required a camera and a cameraman to reveal their secrets.

His work helped to advertise the necessity of creating Yellowstone National Park to preserve the West for future generations. His photographs were the first ever taken of the exotic wonders of Yellowstone, dispelling all doubts regarding the existence of great geysers, boiling mud pots, grand waterfalls, and a scenery most sublime.

Ultimately, Jackson’s life spanned multiple incarnations of the American West. In a sense, he played a singular role in revealing the West to eastern Americans. This book represents a compelling story, one that begins with a young man born in the East who makes his way west and leaves his ultimate mark, not as a sodbuster or a cowboy or a miner or a fur trapper, but as an explorer who, armed with a camera, became one of the foremost chroniclers of the American West.




1

An Easterner by Birth, 1843–1860

He was born in the East, a real live nephew of his Uncle Sam. But the West would one day claim him as its own.

His birthplace was Keeseville, New York, and the date was April 4, 1843. William Henry Jackson was the first of seven children born to George Hal-lock Jackson and Harriet Maria Allen. His father’s people came from Ireland, having immigrated to America at the opening of the eighteenth century; they were stern Quakers who settled in New Hampshire. A century later, Will Jackson’s great-grandfather removed his family to a farmstead near Keeseville, where Will’s father was born in 1820.

His mother’s family, the Allens, were of English extraction and had landed in Troy, New York, around 1795. His mother, born in 1821, received more formal education than was common during the early nineteenth century in America, having attended the Troy Female Academy, which was later renamed the Emma Willard School. In Jackson’s autobiography, Time Exposure, he describes his mother as a “city girl,” while his father grew up on a farm.

His father received a formal education of sorts beyond the farm, attending a country school for several years, plus a couple of years at a private academy. George’s teen years saw him tied down to farm work until he turned twenty, when he left home to seek his future. Young George traveled around the young United States, as far as the Mississippi River. Jackson was never clear about exactly what his father did during these years, but in time George returned to New York State with money enough to open up a blacksmith shop and an accompanying carriage-building operation. At twenty-one he met his future bride, and they married on June 15, 1842. Will arrived ten months later.

When William was a year or so old, the family moved to Columbus, Georgia—the year was 1844—and remained there for nearly four years. In 1846 the United States was at war with Mexico, and one of his mother’s brothers was serving. The Mexican War drew Edward Allen farther west than any other family member at that time, and Jackson retained memories of his uncle’s return from the conflict as “a lean and sunburned soldier” who came to his family’s house early in 1848. William had no specific recollections of his uncle’s service, but he “understood that Uncle Edward had been away fighting against a wicked man. To me General Santa Anna—whose name I did not know—was the same scoundrel King George III must have been to a small boy seventy years before.”1

Another Jackson relative involved in war became legendary, one whose story connected to the murky origins of America’s Uncle Sam. Jackson wrote of an uncle named Sam Wilson who was born in Arlington, Massachusetts, in 1766. In Jackson’s version, Sam and a brother moved to Troy, New York, in 1789, the year the town was incorporated, and established a brick yard that thrived into the early nineteenth century, providing the capital for a second business, a slaughterhouse large enough to “kill, cut and pack 150 head of cattle per day.”2 Come the War of 1812, New York troops stationed in and around Albany received beef and pork in barrels provided through a supplier named Elbert Anderson, but according to Jackson, the animals were slaughtered in his uncle’s facility. Barrels labeled “U.S—E.A.” made reference to Anderson’s arrangements with the US government. Questions raised by curious soldiers allegedly elicited a response from those in the know: “What! Don’t you know Uncle Sam Wilson? Uncle Sam’s a great patriot, and he’s feeding up the army to lick the British.” Thus, according to Jackson family lore, their “Uncle Sam” was destined to become the young nation’s most enduring caricature.

In later years, Jackson could recall little about the family’s southern transplantation until his father removed them again, returning to upstate New York. William’s most vivid memory was of the family’s departure down the Chattahoochee River on a river steamboat. Plattsburgh, New York, where his father had attended a local academy for a year or two, was soon home once again. George purchased a two-hundred-acre farm between Plattsburgh and Keeseville, Will’s birthplace. This placed the family in Peru Township in a Dutch colonial house, set back from the main road, the drive flanked by rows of poplars. Another child had joined the family by this time, Jackson’s brother Edward, who was eighteen months younger. A sister, Mary Elizabeth, arrived in 1849. Another brother, Fred, came along in 1851.

Jackson’s earlier autobiography includes vignettes of memories both warm and common to rural American farm life. He recalled the family kitchen—a large room measuring forty feet long, where his mother stood at a wood stove, cooking, baking, and putting up jelly—laden with large loaves of bread, molasses cookies, gingerbread, and “thick apple pies.” Clothes were washed in the same room. A great fieldstone fireplace dominated the room. Pantries and cupboards stored the family plates and crockery. A “wide-planked table, of pine or maple” witnessed countless family meals. It was there Will and brother Ed played while a hired girl rocked infant Mary Elizabeth’s cradle. Food hung from the great room’s beams, including drying apples and newly shucked corn.3 Fruit came from the family’s trees or grew wild along the perimeters of local meadows, including apples, pears, plums, cherries, quinces, and a variety of wild berries. Oranges were a Christmas treat, while pineapples and bananas were too exotic to make the family table. But it was a table heavy with food from the farm: milk, butter, eggs, and fresh beef, lamb, and chickens in abundance. Vegetables ran in seasons, including fresh varieties through the summer and dried sorts in winter. As a young boy, Jackson could remember his first taste of white sugar: “It was a great day when my father came home with a snowy five-pound loaf.”4

The far end of the house’s culinary center was the family’s sitting room, which featured a tall secretary, several rocking chairs, and a horsehair sofa. Evenings included his mother reading to the children by the light of a turpentine-fueled reading lamp. Jackson found destiny in his parentage. The dominant skill sets he honed for most of his adult life focused on two related talents: his ability as an artist, a painter of both oils and watercolors, and his extraordinary, natural propensity as a photographer who entered the field while in its near infancy. His successful father had enough money to afford some of the latest gadgets of the age, including a camera. Several years before Jackson’s birth, George purchased a camera and was experimenting with the new daguerreotype process. He did not turn his interest into another business—carriage building satisfied him—but the novelty of it intrigued the young Jackson. He writes in his autobiography how his first camera “came into my hands as a toy when I was a very small boy. I hadn’t any real idea what the lens-box was intended for; but I got the feel of a camera almost before I could walk. It may sound foolish, yet I can’t help believing that this childhood experience helped to direct my life.”5

Those days of professional photography for Jackson lay far in the future. As a farm boy, there were constant chores, the list extending longer with each passing year of maturity. He fetched kindling for the fire, brought in the eggs, herded cows for milking, and hefted water from the well. His father occasionally rewarded young Jackson’s contributions with a silver three-cent piece. He recalled a local barn raising and playing follow-the-leader with other boys as the fathers labored. One day the boys, a dozen or so, climbed over the new barn’s rafters and pegged beams and took a sip or two from an available cider jug. Will could remember becoming tipsy and his brother Ed being so far gone he had to be carried home.

When Jackson was eight years old, his family again removed to the South. George received a commission to open up a factory of some sort—Will could not recall its exact nature—in Petersburg, Virginia. Like their Georgia sojourn, their time in Virginia was short. His most vivid memory outside his family circle was of the African Americans he saw at every turn, “who were my constant playmates. I remember, too, the great tobacco plantations, with hundreds of Negroes at work in the fields. I was too young to understand that they were slaves; but when the War of the Secession began to brew I thought of those black men and women again.” Jackson would one day take up arms in that war as a Union soldier.6

After a year or so in the South, George moved his family again, this time to Philadelphia. Again, the stay there was short. Low wages worked against the family being able to make ends meet, so Jackson’s parents opened up a tobacco and candy shop in the front room of their home to supplement the family income. Such moves from one community to another postponed William’s formal schooling (the family may have needed his labor at home), but he recalled one life’s lesson—his first cigar, “a ferocious black stogie we had purloined from the little tobacco-and-candy shop which my father conducted on the side.” The experience proved negative. Throughout his adult life, Jackson occasionally puffed on everything from cigarettes to a hookah, but he admitted in his later years, “I still don’t care for smoking.”7 In 1853 a fifth child entered the family, Frank, and soon the expanding circle posed, dressed in their Sunday best, at a downtown studio while a local photographer took their daguerreotype.

Young Jackson’s early schooling was typical of the Jacksonian era, when public schools were largely still in their first generation of offering democratically accessible free education provided by the state. But by the time he was ten, his parents gave his education a new priority. They felt Jackson’s “schooling was in a sorry state” and made the decision to move from Philadelphia to upstate New York and the bustling town of Troy.8 It was arranged for William to make the move ahead of his parents and live with his mother’s older brother, George Wilson Allen. William was measured for a new suit of school and Sunday clothes, which set the family back an astronomical $8. All he called his own was fit into a new packing trunk measuring thirty by fifteen inches, trimmed in brass, with a padlock attached to secure his worldly goods. He hid away the trunk’s key in the pocket of his new clothes.

His solo trip to Troy proved a youthful adventure, the day opening with the entire family of seven riding in a hired carriage to the railway station, where his father handed him a ticket and placed him in the appropriate car, along with his brass-framed trunk. His mother gave him a brown-paper package of sandwiches for his journey to the distant lands of New York. As the train pulled out of the station, William wasted no time devouring his sack lunch, as he sat back and looked spellbound at the scenery. The train trip was the first unaccompanied journey of his life, in which “even the car I rode in was a thing to excite me.”9 From Philadelphia to New York, ten-year-old William was master of himself for the first time. The trip involved more than just trains. At that time, Philadelphia and New York City were not connected directly by rail and would not be for more than half a century. Jackson’s train ran through New Jersey to the coast, where the passengers then took a lengthy ferry boat trip across the harbor to Manhattan. New York City was already home to more than one million residents, but it was a much smaller version of its future self. As Jackson later remembered it, there were “no great liners coming up through the Narrows, no Statue of Liberty on Bedloe’s Island, and not a single skyscraper.”10 The steeple of the Old Trinity Church dominated the skyline of the lower end of Manhattan Island at the corner of Wall Street and Broadway, not only New York City’s tallest building but also the tallest in the entire country, its construction completed only seven years earlier. From the ferry, William carried his trunk to a Hudson River side-wheeler steamboat bound for Albany, its fore dominated by a pair of “perilously tall smokestacks” that “threw out immense clouds of black smoke.”11 Will ate the last of his food and slept in his berth until morning.

William’s boat trip was followed by a stagecoach ride from Albany to Troy, a short excursion of only six miles, his trunk firmly tied down atop the coach. By noon he was in the waiting arms of his Uncle George and Aunt Ellen. George was a successful retailer, and Will remembered each evening his uncle bringing home the day’s receipts and handing them to his nephew to tally to the penny, which was more difficult than it might appear “since at that time specie was still rare, and a large proportion of the coinage in circulation was foreign. Spanish pesetas, French francs, English shillings, and Mexican dollars were as familiar as American silver and equally acceptable as currency.”12

In time young Jackson’s education outside the home became a priority. The school building—Troy’s Fourth Ward School—represented more than the standard rural one-room, clapboard variety so common in mid-nineteenth-century America. Jackson’s school was a substantial, three-story brick model, well-appointed with modern accoutrements, including easel blackboards. (Wall blackboards were not common yet.) Steel engravings and lithographs—the products of a new method of mass-produced printing— adorned the classrooms, including patriotic images of George Washington. In one, Jackson recalled, GW was crossing the Delaware, while in another he was wintering at Valley Forge. The nation’s first president shared space with the fourteenth, the newly elected Franklin Pierce, as well as with dark-eyed images of Daniel Webster, who had only recently died.

The three Rs dominated Jackson’s days in the Troy Fourth Ward School. His best subject was arithmetic, a skill he honed by practical experience, including counting his uncle’s money. Decades after his schoolboy experiences, he could not recall whether he had been exposed to studies in geography, though he was destined to travel the world one day. History lessons centered on emotional civic morality tales marking the advancement of the American republic. Writing was emphasized through the development of a steady and fluid penmanship, a skill assumed requisite for the man of success. Paper was expensive enough for young students to make do with practicing their letters on slate tablets, with final—“exhibition pieces”—versions penned in ink on paper. (Jackson’s handwriting was never enviable.) Still, his penman-ship served him well during his long life of diary and journal keeping. As for reading, Jackson seems to have been a voracious natural, as he notes in his autobiography: “The Art of reading . . . was never a difficult one for me. I always had enough curiosity about things in general to dig for myself.”

One of Jackson’s least favorite subjects was public speaking. Schoolboy declamations were popular during his boyhood—at least among teachers—but Jackson had a youthful aversion to them. “As a boy,” he wrote years later, “my most dreadful experience was that long, solitary walk down the aisle on Speech Day to deliver the words some great man had spoken or written down before me.”13 Jackson’s youth was set in the midst of one of America’s great ages of oratory, and schoolboys were often required to perform their best versions of speeches by the venerable Webster or go-to poets such as William Cullen Bryant, John Greenleaf Whittier, and Henry Wadsworth Longfellow. Despite his boyhood dislike of speaking, he would deliver many speeches throughout his adult life, noting, “I never particularly minded getting up before my audience when I had something I wanted to say.”14

All work and no play might have made Jackson a dull boy, but while delineated playgrounds at school were a future innovation, William and his school chums had opportunities to engage one another outside the school building. A vacant lot adjacent to the school provided the venue for after-school activities, as Jackson recalled: “The game I best remember was the still-popular one-o’-cat, two-o’-cat, a kind of scrub baseball.”15 Wintertime delivered other popular activities—“There’s snow on Jacob Street Hill!”— including ice skating; sledding; and shinny, a form of early hockey, sans any protective gear, with heated stick play sometimes resulting in serious cuts and bruises.16 In time William’s family joined him in Troy, and his time under Uncle George’s roof came to an end. Despite his propensity to enjoy outdoor games and sports with his fellow youths, Jackson was already showing a strong interest in art, especially drawing. In his first autobiography, The Pioneer Photographer, published in 1929, he admits, “It was not studying books . . . which interested me most. I much preferred to draw pictures for the amusement of my classmates.” Perhaps this relative detachment explains why he did not remain in school past the eighth grade.17

His mother—she was an artist by hobby—took note of his artistic interests and soon purchased a copy of a popular art primer, J. G. Chapman’s American Drawing Book. This gift from his mother changed the ultimate trajectory of Jackson’s world, as he observed: “No single thing in my life, before or since that day, has ever been so important to me.” He stated that he had been drawing up to that time with “a burning zeal,” while producing drawings with little technical aptitude. His “houses were flat,” “horses stood on stilts,” and “rivers ran up hill.” With the help of Chapman’s text and tips, William gained much-needed artistic insights, revealing the “mysteries of perspective, the rules of composition and design, the laws of color values, and how to model.”18

The land was a central pivot for Chapman, who emphasized the mythology of beauty and perfection founded in Greek and Roman models, while transplanting such ideals into scenes of American mountains, rivers, and forests primeval. In Chapman’s words, the land represented the truest of republican inspirations: “Of all the application of art to the purpose of the amateur, landscape occupies a deservedly high place.”19 Chapman extolled the importance of Americans creating an art of their own. Just as the likes of Washington Irving, Nathaniel Hawthorne, James Fenimore Cooper, Herman Melville, and other eastern voices were busy forming an American literature reflective of America’s growth and expanding nationalist pride, so Chapman believed American painters, especially landscape artists, should respond to his clarion call for artistic expression grounded in republicanism.

Much of this emphasis in support of the founding and development of an American art form in the mid-nineteenth century likely flew high over Jackson’s head as a hopeful, teenage artist in training. He was more concerned with how to accurately sketch the human form as he practiced “copying and recopying the heads of Apollo and George Washington.”20 But in the end some of Chapman’s emphases likely rubbed off on him. Jackson would one day utilize both his artistic and photographic skills in capturing the American landscape even as the boundaries of the United States progressed farther and farther west. That portion of the country, the Trans-Mississippi West and beyond toward the setting sun, would serve as his muse, as he filled canvases and wet plates with images of a New World as exotic as any known to the Greeks or Romans.

Jackson’s parents were as supportive of his artistic inclinations as their middle-class ideals could manage. Their home on North Fourth Street was situated on a deep lot that included a small two-story outbuilding that provided space for the family’s tools and other outdoor items, plus storage and a woodshed. The second floor featured a clean, expansive space made available to young Jackson as an artistic workspace, a studio of sorts. There the budding artist set up shop, taking lessons from his Chapman manual. His mother provided a professional eye, and “her judgment of my work was the detached appraisal of an artist, not the foolish praise of an admiring parent.”21 Jackson remained jealous of his mother’s time, although she had five children to care for, not one.

Such was Jackson’s commitment to his art at an early age. Painting proved a necessity to him, and he recalled decades later how he “drew or painted every day,” largely landscapes, both “real and imaginary,”22 as well as portraits of his family. He worked in both oils and watercolors, although he sometimes found it difficult to keep himself supplied in materials and paints. At age twelve he took a job to support his artistic habit, working in the office of a local judge, a friend of his father. It was summer work and included “running errands, carrying mail to and from the post office, finding reports, and copying outgoing correspondence with a letter press.” The $2 a week he earned kept him in paints and brushes. The following summer he landed another job working with a cousin who was a printer.23

Then came a moment of realization for young Jackson as he discovered he could receive money to engage in his artistic passion. A local druggist named Johnson—his son, Ira, would one day work for Jackson in his photographic studio in Omaha, Nebraska—needed professional-looking signs for his store displays, and he hired William to paint these display cards with neatly styled letters of blue, red, and gold. The job didn’t last long, but Jackson managed to earn a few dollars, and the work incentivized him to seek out other employment as a painter. He found work painting screen doors. This was a popular practice during the 1850s. Screens were utilized not only to keep the flies outdoors, but also to show off the world to the provincials of Troy, New York. Screens were painted with scenes of distant landscapes. as Jackson later described in his autobiography: “Here were Mr. Jones’s parlor windows parading the virtues of home life among the Romans; there was Mrs. Smith’s testifying to her travels through the Black Forest and an idyllic honeymoon on Lake Lucerne; just beyond, Dr. Robinson’s eloquently bespoke his love of grazing cows, old mills, and waterfalls. It was a wonderful world—and a live market for a boy who could create it.”24

Soon Jackson was as busy as his brushes would allow, painting screens for fifteen cents each. (He later became confident enough to ask for two bits.) Given the cost of materials, he made little actual money, but he was gaining experience and a small-framed reputation. Word spread, and orders nearly poured in for window cards for storefronts, signs for church socials, and political posters. His breakthrough opportunity—“my first ‘big’ commission”—came when a local theater impresario hired Jackson to paint a row of large jars as a backdrop for a production of Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves. For his work he received a dollar and a “hearty slap on the back from the stage manager.”25

Young Jackson’s early artistic itch had been scratched, thanks to support from his parents and local Troy residents. But in 1858 he began working for a local businessman, C. C. Schoonmaker, taking a job that combined his love of art with an early flirtation with photography. Schoonmaker’s River Street studio was one of many first-generation photographic studios in the United States.

A studio such as Schoonmaker’s was constantly busy due to the popularity of wet plates, which involved a chemical process that produced pictures on glass using chemicals. But Jackson was not hired as a teenage photographer (the term at that time was “operator”). He was employed to put his artistic skills to technical use. Photographs of that era were often less than sharp, and retouching was its own art form. Jackson sharpened photos and “warmed them up” through colorization, utilizing watercolors.

Jackson was still a young man, and he was now learning new skills on the fly. Even though he was initially a colorist and retouch man, he “was in a position to learn a lot about photography,” knowledge that would ultimately dramatically alter the direction of his life.26 The camera technology was simple enough that a teenage boy, with proper instruction, could wield the typical camera of the era. Studio portraits were usually taken with a single large box camera designed to accommodate the glass plates on which the image was to be fixed. Unlike most cameras from the late nineteenth century until the advent of digital, cell phone technology—although phone photos are usually taken with an accompanying “click” for reasons of nostalgia, it would seem— the boxy cameras did not utilize shutters that opened and closed. Instead, photos were taken by exposing light through a lens by simply uncapping the lens for a proscribed number of minutes. Subjects were required to hold as still as possible throughout those minutes, a task difficult for many, especially children, prompting photographers to utilize a support rod and clamp behind a subject’s head to keep it in place. Otherwise, blurry photographs were all too common. Subjects were even encouraged to hold their breath during the exposure time frame for as long as possible. In most cases, the size of the glass plate determined the size of the resulting photograph. Enlargements were possible using a “solar camera,” which featured a condensing lens. Such cameras were often set up on rooftops where the natural light could be maximized. This is the world of cameras young Jackson entered during the 1850s.

By the time Jackson entered his teen years, he was working and learning more about the world outside of Troy, New York. The old Whig political party had collapsed early in the 1850s—William was likely named for Whig president William Henry Harrison, who had died in office a few years before Jackson’s birth—and a new party, the Republicans, had emerged from its ashes by 1856. As a thirteen-year-old boy he heard the name John C. Fremont, the Republican candidate for president. But Jackson had first heard of Fremont as a great western explorer, who had made several forays into the Far West as a young man and gained national attention for mapping some of the more mysterious corners of the region for the federal government. Jackson could not have known as a youth that he, too, would one day explore in the name of the US government and document what he saw with cameras.

Jackson knew of the Mexican War and his Uncle Edward’s role and of new lands added to the United States, including Nevada, Arizona, New Mexico, and California. The war raised new concerns over the expansion of slavery into the West—opposition to such expansion was the primary political position of the Republican Party—and Will proved staunchly opposed to the peculiar institution. He participated in several antislavery marches down Troy’s Main Street and attended a mass rally against the southern practice. For that rally, he likely had painted some of the political placards on display. He also carved several pumpkins into jack-o’-lanterns as window decorations for the rally. Fremont lost, but Jackson’s interest in Republican politics endured. He closely followed the 1858 senatorial race between Illinois Senator Stephen Douglas and Abraham Lincoln and was disappointed when “the Illinois legislature re-elected the Little Giant to the United States Senate.”27

International news sparked young Jackson’s imagination as he read about the laying of the transatlantic cable linking the US and British telegraphic systems. Overland mail routes across the West similarly connected St. Louis with San Francisco, allowing the delivery of a letter in fewer than four weeks. Now, as Jackson later wrote, “the Eastern seaboard was scarcely a single month removed from the West Coast.”28 The year 1859 brought stories of John Brown’s ill-conceived raid at Harper’s Ferry, Virginia, and of the derring-do of a French tightrope aerialist who walked a 150-foot-high wire stretched across the Niagara River just below the massive falls. In the midst of his dizzying feat, Monsieur Blondin dropped a line to the Niagara steamer Maid of the Mist, a wine bottle was attached to it, the line was drawn up, and the aerialist drank the contents, tossing the empty bottle into the river as twelve thousand anxious spectators watched in safety. But newspapers in these final years of the 1850s were filled with stories of an increasingly divisive sectionalism engulfing the country as opponents and supporters clashed politically over the expansion of slavery into the West. Jackson sat in the audience at a local Troy theater, where he took in a performance of Uncle Tom’s Cabin, a production he later recalled as “a real thriller.”29

Jackson left home at the age of sixteen. During his upbringing, his family had remained bound to the East. The 1840s and 1850s were years of great movement for millions of restless Americans as the West opened up more and more far-flung territory. States were being added to the Union. The 1840s witnessed the great migration of hundreds of thousands of Americans, first to the Oregon Country and, by the decade’s end, to California in search of gold. It was a demographic shift that continued well into the 1880s, this migratory tendency for whole families to pull up eastern stakes and seek their fortunes in the West.

These various movements resulted in the relative depopulating of the East. During the 1870s, following the Civil War, several eastern states—including Maine, New Hampshire, Vermont, and New York—lost population, while such western destinations as Kansas, Colorado, and California increased their populations several times over. New York State, Jackson’s adolescent home, only increased in population by one thousand souls between 1860 and 1870, despite European immigration into the state during that same decade. The township in which the Jackson family lived during William’s youth—Peru Township—declined in population by 35 percent during the 1860s. But the Jacksons stayed put. It likely did not occur to young Jackson that the West would ever prove as enticing a destination for him as it one day would. For the moment, the West remained a region unclearly formed in the minds of many Americans, including William Henry Jackson. The nation was on the verge of splitting North and South, war was on the horizon, and its coming would soon alter the direction of millions of Americans’ lives, including that of the young man from Troy.
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Gone Soldiering, 1860–1866

The politics of 1860 continued to excite Jackson, but change was taking place in his immediate world as well. After two years of retouching and other finishing work on photographs for Schoonmaker, his boss spoke highly of Jackson to another photographer, Frank Mowry, in neighboring Rutland, Vermont, during a visit by Mowry to Schoonmaker’s studio. Mowry ultimately hired William away from Schoonmaker to do his hand tinting and other photographic work. It meant a move and a pay increase, as Jackson began earning $6 a week. His room and board—including having his laundry done—factored out to $3.50 a week, but Jackson still felt he was moving up in the world, even though he “was still not a photographer.”1 Mowry took on Jackson as an artist, a “brush-and-pencil” man.

Work in the Mowry studio was similar to the work he had been doing for Schoonmaker, with one important difference. At that time, Mowry was shifting away from daguerreotype photography to tintypes and a new form of visiting card called cartes de visite. These were larger than visiting cards and quite popular. From these, Mowry was making enlargements for wall portraits, and Jackson did the oil painting to colorize these works. These were “whole-plate” portraits that cost customers between $2.50 and $5 each based on glass plates measuring 6½ by 8½ inches. In addition to the colorization options, the client could select from a number of specialized backdrops—Niagara Falls, the Pyramids of Giza, architectural ruins of Athens—plus flanking columns or draperies to give the photograph more of a third dimension. While enlargements proved popular and a real moneymaker, most glass plate shots were printed at quarter and half sizes by the dozen.

Through all this studio work, Jackson was learning more and more about actual photography and cameras and how to process plates and printing. At the same time, he was becoming accustomed to working with clients and the other moving parts of running a photographic studio. Work could extend throughout the entire week for photographers. The regular workweek at that time, for those living in towns, stretched from Monday through noon on Saturday. This meant photographers were busiest on Saturday afternoons. Sunday afternoons were also a natural time for photographic portraits, since subjects were already dressed in their Sunday best. These experiences provided him the knowledge to one day open his own studio.

Rutland proved a good move for Jackson’s career and his social reach despite the extended workweek. His $6 weekly wage was “enough to live on decently.” He made friends among other young men in the community. He and his pals shared “many delightful times” in Rutland and outside the town, taking rural excursions into the Green Mountains for picnics, fishing forays, and mountain climbing. But Jackson’s favorite social activity was a buggy ride with a young girl at his side. His “social director” was the middle-aged daughter of the elderly couple, the Fishers, from whom Jackson rented a room on Center Street. “Miss Fisher saw to it that I met young people,” Jackson later wrote, “and my life, even on a tiny salary, was thoroughly happy.”2 He had to live frugally, and some expenditures were completely out of the question. He limited his expenses by not smoking—which he did not enjoy anyway—and rarely consumed alcohol. He took in a few entertainments, including plays. But he did spring from time to time for the cost of renting a buggy to share with a young miss on a Sunday drive, including dinner at a roadside restaurant. Other courting options included hayrides, picnic lunches, small parties, and holiday dances, all “under the sternest chaperonage.”3 Such evening activities usually wound up by 9:45, as many girls were required to be safely home by ten. But these youthful days of work and play “were broken into all too soon.”4

The election of Abraham Lincoln as the nation’s first Republican president only managed to accelerate the confrontational regional politics over slavery. Just as he had for John C. Fremont in 1856, young Jackson campaigned for Lincoln. Jackson remembered the political doings in Troy on Election Day eve. Evening delivered a great political parade featuring a band tootling “Yankee Doodle,” “John Brown’s Body,” and “The Star-Spangled Banner.” Black-coated Republican leaders marched behind the musicians, and the parade gained thousands of adherents as it made its way across town to University Hill and the community’s Rensselaer Polytechnic. (The following year, the school was renamed as the Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute, the name it retains today.) With the mob scattered across the campus grounds, organizers set off Roman candles that lit up the night sky.

Come Election Day, Jackson was at work in the Schoonmaker studio—Mowry did not lure Jackson from Schoonmaker’s until a month or so later—since lots of potential clients would be in town to vote. William, despite his campaigning activities, was still too young to cast a ballot himself. But that evening, after he left the shop, he was downtown in the midst of a crowd anxious for telegraphic information regarding the election’s returns. As dispatches arrived, a citizen armed with a megaphone shouted out what he knew. Since Troy was a Republican stronghold, each vote tally for Lincoln elicited shouts of excitement. By 2:00 a.m. the results seemed clear: Lincoln and his running mate, Hannibal Hamlin, from neighboring Maine, were surely elected. The next morning, an overly anxious Jackson pondered what might have happened if the South’s best candidate had actually won the election. He made himself physically ill thinking about it, considering that “life under the tyranny of a slaveholder . . . would be unendurable.” A trip to the newspaper office confirmed his best hopes: “Lincoln was safely in.”5

The following spring, the divide between North and South widened into a great gulf. Just weeks following Lincoln’s election in November, southern states, starting with South Carolina, began taking overt steps to sever their ties with the United States. Lincoln was perceived as an abolitionist, a wide-eyed radical ready to destroy slavery with the wave of his hand. It did not help the southern perspective to realize that the man from Illinois had been elected virtually without a single southern vote, which seemed to render the views and political notions of the South immaterial. Separation seemed preferable to northern dominance, so state after state began to slip out from under federal allegiance. Lincoln’s Inaugural Address on March 4 sought a conciliatory tone—“We are not enemies but friends”—but the South would have none of it, and the drumbeat for war was heard from Virginia to Texas. April delivered civil war as southern forces in Charleston, South Carolina, opened up shore batteries and pounded Fort Sumter, a federal outpost that was more symbolic than threatening. With the shelling of the island outpost, the animosity between the North and South shifted from “a clash of ideas” to a clash of men and arms.6

Jackson may have been too young to vote, but he was old enough to enlist in the Union army. He did not join as a knee-jerk reaction to Fort Sumter as so many others did that spring and summer. Many of his neighbors and fellow residents in Rutland thought the conflict would be brief, so short that there would be no time for them to join and participate in the fight before the smoke of war dissipated. Lincoln called for seventy-five thousand volunteers, and Jackson later expressed his belief at the time that, “If our fine
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