
  Colter’s Run


  (1807)—John Bradbury


  Indians strip a trapper naked and turn him loose to run for his life.


  Although the mountain man era in Yellowstone Park had its heyday in the 1820s and 1830s, it actually began in 1807, when John Colter became the first white man to visit the area. People have told and retold John Colter’s adventures with embellishments that turn him into a legendary figure like Pecos Bill and Paul Bunyan. But Colter was not a fictional character. He really did cross the plains naked after outrunning hundreds of Blackfeet warriors who were screaming for his scalp. He really was the first white man to visit what is now Yellowstone National Park. And his reports of a stinking place where springs spout steam and boiling water were greeted as fantasy and labeled “Colter’s Hell.”


  Colter was a member of the famous Lewis and Clark Expedition that first explored the American West beginning in 1803. He came within fifty miles of what is now the park in 1806 when he accompanied William Clark on the return trip down the Yellowstone River.


  Later, Colter sought permission to muster out of the Corps of Discovery so he could return upriver with a pair of trappers. After extracting a promise from the rest of the men that they wouldn’t seek similar treatment, the captains acceded to his request.


  Colter soon broke up with his partners, and he joined Manuel Lisa’s Missouri Fur Company. In 1807 Lisa sent Colter up the Yellowstone River to make friends with the Crow Indians and bring them back to his trading post. While he was on this mission, Colter passed through parts of what is now Yellowstone National Park.


  Apparently illiterate, Colter left no written accounts of his travels. But on a visit to St. Louis in 1810, Colter told his adventures to English writer and naturalist John Bradbury. In a footnote in his 1819 book, Travels in the Interior of America, Bradbury provided this version of the story, known widely as “Colter’s Run.”


  Colter came to St. Louis in May, 1810, in a small canoe, from the headwaters of the Missouri, a distance of three thousand miles. I saw him on his arrival, and received from him an account of his adventures. One of these, from its singularity, I shall relate.


  He trapped in company with a hunter named Potts. Aware of the hostility of the Blackfeet Indians, they set their traps at night, and took them up early in the morning, remaining concealed during the day.


  They were examining their traps early one morning, in a creek about six miles from that branch of the Missouri called Jefferson’s Fork, and were ascending in a canoe. Suddenly they heard a great noise, resembling the trampling of animals. But they could not ascertain the cause, as the high, perpendicular banks on each side of the river impeded their view.


  Colter immediately pronounced it to be occasioned by Indians, and advised an instant retreat. Potts accused him of cowardice and insisted that the noise was caused by buffaloes. In a few minutes their doubts were removed by a party of Indians making their appearance on both sides of the creek—five or six hundred—who beckoned them to come ashore.


  As retreat was now impossible, Colter turned the head of the canoe to the shore. At the moment of its touching, an Indian seized the rifle belonging to Potts. But Colter, who is a remarkably strong man, immediately retook it. He handed it to Potts, who remained in the canoe, and on receiving it pushed off into the river.


  He had scarcely quitted the shore when an arrow was shot at him, and he cried out, “Colter, I am wounded.” Colter remonstrated with him on the folly of attempting to escape, and urged him to come ashore.


  Instead of complying, he instantly leveled his rifle at an Indian, and shot him dead on the spot. This conduct may appear to have been an act of madness, but it was doubtless the effect of sudden and sound reasoning: If they had taken Potts alive, he must have expected to be tortured to death, according to their custom. He was instantly pierced with arrows so numerous that, to use the language of Colter, “he was made a riddle of.”


  They now seized Colter, stripped him entirely naked, and began to consult on the manner in which he should be put to death. They were first inclined to set him up as a mark to shoot at. But the chief interfered, and seizing him by the shoulder, asked him if he could run fast.


  Colter, who had been some time amongst the Crow Indians, had in a considerable degree acquired the Blackfoot language. He was also well acquainted with Indian customs. He knew that he had now to run for his life, with the dreadful odds of five or six hundred against him. Therefore he cunningly replied that he was a very bad runner—although he was considered by the hunters as remarkably swift.


  The chief now commanded the party to remain stationary, and led Colter out on the prairie three or four hundred yards—and released him, bidding him to save himself if he could.


  At that instant the horrid war whoop sounded in the ears of poor Colter. Urged with the hope of preserving his life, he ran with a speed at which he was himself surprised.


  He proceeded towards the Jefferson’s Fork, having to traverse a plain six miles in breadth, abounding with prickly pear, on which he was every instant treading with his naked feet. He ran nearly halfway across the plain before he ventured to look over his shoulder.


  He perceived that the Indians were very much scattered—and that he had gained ground to a considerable distance from the main body. But one Indian, who carried a spear, was much before all the rest, and not more than a hundred yards from him.


  A faint gleam of hope now cheered the heart of Colter. He derived confidence from the belief that escape was within the bounds of possibility. But that confidence was nearly fatal to him. He had exerted himself to such a degree that the blood gushed from his nostrils—and almost covered the fore-part of his body.


  He had now arrived within a mile of the river, when he distinctly heard the appalling sound of footsteps behind him, and every instant expected to feel the spear of his pursuer. Again he turned his head, and saw the savage not twenty yards from him.


  Determined if possible to avoid the expected blow, he suddenly stopped, turned round, and spread out his arms. The Indian, surprised by the suddenness of the action, and perhaps of the bloody appearance of Colter, also attempted to stop. But exhausted with running, he fell whilst endeavoring to throw his spear, which stuck in the ground and broke in his hand.


  Colter instantly snatched up the pointed part, with which he pinned him to the earth, and then continued his flight. The foremost of the Indians, on arriving at the place, stopped till others came up to join them, when they set up a hideous yell. Every moment of this time was improved by Colter, who, although fainting and exhausted, succeeded in gaining the skirting of the cottonwood trees, on the borders of the fork, through which he ran and plunged into the river.


  Fortunately for him, a little below this place there was an island, against the upper point of which a raft of drift timber had lodged. He dived under the raft, and after several efforts, got his head above the water amongst the trunks of trees, covered over with smaller wood to the depth of several feet. Scarcely had he secured himself when the Indians arrived on the river, screeching and yelling, as Colter expressed it, “like so many devils.” They were frequently on the raft during the day, and were seen through the chinks by Colter, who was congratulating himself on his escape, until the idea arose that they might set the raft on fire.


  In horrible suspense he remained until night, when hearing no more of the Indians, he dived under the raft, and swam silently down the river to a considerable distance. He landed and traveled all night. Although happy in having escaped from the Indians, his situation was still dreadful. He was completely naked, under a burning sun—the soles of his feet were entirely filled with the thorns of the prickly pear—and he was hungry. He had no means of killing game—although he saw abundance around him. He was at least seven days’ journey from the nearest fort.


  These were circumstances under which almost any man but an American hunter would have despaired. He arrived at the fort in seven days, having subsisted on a root much esteemed by the Indians.


  — Story adapted from John Bradbury, Travels in the Interior of America (London: Sherwood, Neely, and Jones, 1819). Quoted in Charles Griffin Coutant, “The Famous John Colter,” The History of Wyoming from the Earliest Known Discoveries (Laramie, Wyoming: Chaplin Spafford & Mathison Printers, 1899), 61–69.


  The First Written Description of Yellowstone Geysers


  (1827)—Daniel T. Potts


  A trapper describes geysers, hot springs and a harrowing escape from Indians in a letter to his brother.


  Evidence of early mountain man activity is sketchy, but we know that trapper brigades reached the Yellowstone Plateau by 1826. An anonymous account of a trapper’s adventures in what is now Yellowstone National Park was published in the Philadelphia Gazette and Advertiser on September 27, 1827.


  The identity of the author was finally revealed in 1947 when two elderly ladies offered to sell the National Park Service three letters that were in their family papers. A fur trapper named Daniel T. Potts had sent one of the letters to his brother on July 8, 1827. It is thought to be the first written description of the thermal features of the upper Yellowstone by someone who actually saw them.


  Potts wrote the letter at what is now called Bear Lake in northern Utah. It was then called “Sweet Lake” to distinguish it from Great Salt Lake. Here’s Daniel T. Potts’s famous “Letter from Sweet Lake.”


  Sweet Lake


  July 8th 1827


  Respected Brother,


  Shortly after writing to you last year I took my departure for the Blackfoot Country. We took a northerly direction about fifty miles where we cross Snake River or the South fork of Columbia—which heads on the top of the great chain of Rocky Mountains that separate the water of the Atlantic from that of the Pacific. Near this place Yellowstone South fork of Missouri and the Henrys fork head at an angular point. The head of the Yellowstone has a large fresh water lake on the very top of the mountain which is as clear as crystal.


  On the south borders of this lake is a number of hot and boiling springs—some of water and others of most beautiful fine clay. The springs throw particles to the immense height of from twenty to thirty feet in height. The clay is white and of a pink. The water appears fathomless; it appears to be entirely hollow underneath.


  There is also a number of places where the pure sulphur is sent forth in abundance. One of our men visited one of those whilst taking his recreation. There at an instant the earth began a tremendous trembling. With difficulty he made his escape when an explosion took place resembling that of thunder. During our stay in that quarter, I heard it every day.


  From this place by a circuitous route to the northwest, we returned. Two others and myself pushed on in the advance for the purpose of accumulating a few more beaver. In the act of passing through a narrow confine in the mountain, we were met plumb in face by a large party of Blackfeet Indians. Not knowing our number, they fled into the mountain in confusion—and we to a small grove of willows. Here we made every preparation for battle. After finding our enemy as much alarmed as ourselves we mounted our horses which were heavily loaded, we took the back retreat.


  The Indian raised a tremendous yell and showered down from the mountaintop. They had almost cut off our retreat when we put whip to our horses. They pursued us in close quarters until we reached the plains where we left them behind.


  Tomorrow I depart for the west. We are all in good health and hope that this letter will find you in the same situation. I wish you to remember my best respects to all enquiring friends particularly your wife.


  Remain yours most affectionately.


  Daniel T. Potts


  — Adapted from Daniel T. Potts’s letter in Aubrey L. Haines, The Yellowstone Story, Volume 1 (second ed.) (Boulder: University Press of Colorado, 1977), 41–42.


  A Fur Trader Travels to Geyserland


  (1834)—W. A. Ferris


  A clerk for the American Fur Trading Company hears strange stories at a trappers’ rendezvous and goes to see geysers for himself.


  Only a few of the rugged mountain men who penetrated the area that became Yellowstone National Park could read and write. One who could was Warren Angus Ferris, a clerk for the American Fur Company.


  At the mountain man rendezvous near the present-day Daniel, Wyoming, trappers told Ferris about geothermal features they had seen northwest of there. Ferris was intrigued and decided to see them for himself. That made him Yellowstone’s first known tourist, in that his visit was motivated by curiosity instead of commerce.


  Ferris kept a journal that was published in serialized form in 1843–1844 in a magazine and later as a book entitled Life in the Rocky Mountains. In these writings he offered the earliest written descriptions of the Upper Geyser Basin.


  I had heard in the summer of 1833, while at rendezvous, that remarkable boiling springs had been discovered, on the sources of the Madison, by a party of trappers in their spring hunt; of which the accounts they gave, were so very astonishing, that I determined to examine them myself, before recording their descriptions, though I had the united testimony of more than twenty men on the subject, who all declared they saw them, and that they really were, as extensive and remarkable as they had been described.


  Having now an opportunity of paying them a visit, and as another or a better might not soon occur, I parted with the company after supper, and, taking with me two Indians, set out at a round pace, the night being clear and comfortable. We proceeded over the plain about twenty miles, and halted until daylight on a fine spring, flowing into Camas Creek.


  Refreshed by a few hours’ sleep, we started again after a hasty breakfast, and entered a very extensive forest called the Piny Woods, which we passed through, and reached the vicinity of the springs about dark, having seen several small lakes or ponds, on the sources of the Madison; and rode about forty miles; which was a hard day’s ride, taking into consideration the rough irregularity of the country through which we had travelled.


  We regaled ourselves with a cup of coffee, and immediately after supper lay down to rest, sleepy, and much fatigued. The continual roaring of the springs, however, for some time prevented my going to sleep, and excited an impatient curiosity to examine them; which I was obliged to defer the gratification of, until morning; and filled my slumbers with visions of water spouts, cataracts, fountains, jets d’eau of immense dimensions, etc., etc.


  When I arose in the morning, clouds of vapor seemed like a dense fog to overhang the springs, from which frequent reports or explosions of different loudness, constantly assailed our ears. I immediately proceeded to inspect them, and might have exclaimed with the Queen of Sheba, when their full reality of dimensions and novelty burst upon my view, “The half was not told me.”


  From the surface of a rocky plain or table, burst forth columns of water, of various dimensions, projected high in the air, accompanied by loud explosions, and sulphurous vapors, which were highly disagreeable to the smell. The rock from which these springs burst forth, was calcareous, and probably extends some distance from them, beneath the soil. The largest of these wonderful fountains, projects a column of boiling water several feet in diameter, to the height of more than 150 feet—in my opinion; but the party of Alvarez, who discovered it, persist in declaring that it could not be less than four times that distance in height accompanied with a tremendous noise.


  These explosions and discharges occur at intervals of about two hours. After having witnessed three of them, I ventured near enough to put my hand into the water of its basin, but withdrew it instantly, for the heat of the water in this immense cauldron, was altogether too great for comfort, and the agitation of the water, the disagreeable effluvium continually exuding, and the hollow unearthly rumbling under the rock on which I stood, so ill accorded with my notions of personal safety, that I retreated back precipitately to a respectful distance.


  The Indians who were with me, were quite appalled, and could not by any means be induced to approach them. They seemed astonished at my presumption in advancing up to the large one, and when I safely returned, congratulated me on my “narrow escape.” They believed them to be supernatural, and supposed them to be the production of the Evil Spirit. One of them remarked that hell, of which he had heard from the whites, must be in that vicinity.


  The diameter of the basin into which the water of the largest jet principally falls, and from the center of which, through a hole in the rock of about nine or ten feet in diameter, the water spouts up as above related, may be about thirty feet. There are many other smaller fountains, that did not throw their waters up so high, but occurred at shorter intervals. In some instances, the volumes were projected obliquely upwards, and fell into the neighboring fountains or on the rock or prairie. But their ascent was generally perpendicular, falling in and about their own basins or apertures.


  These wonderful productions of nature, are situated near the center of a small valley, surrounded by pine covered hills, through which a small fork of the Madison flows. Highly gratified with my visit to these formidable and magnificent fountains, jets, or springs, whichever the reader may please to call them, I set out after dinner to rejoin my companions.


  — Quoted from P. Koch, “Discovery of Yellowstone National Park. A Chapter of Early Exploration in the Rocky Mountains,” Magazine of American History with Notes and Queries, Illustrated, 11, no. 6 (June 1884): 497–505.


  [image: Mountain men who trapped in the upper Yellowstone in the early 1800s had never heard the word “geyser” and certainly never expected to see fountains of boiling water shooting into the sky. GALLATIN HISTORY MUSEUM]


  A Bedtime Story


  (c. 1836)—Osborne Russell


  A mountain man describes his companions telling tall tales around a campfire in “the infernal regions.”


  The trappers who visited the Yellowstone Plateau in the early 1800s told about the wonders they had seen, but their reports often were dismissed as tall tales. Perhaps that’s because mountain men had a well-developed tradition of entertaining each other by spinning preposterous yarns about their adventures and things they had seen.


  Osborne Russell was one of few mountain men who left credible records of their activities. Russell’s career as a trapper wasn’t remarkable in the sense that he made major discoveries or had grand adventures, but he left his mark on history through a detailed and brightly written account that described the daily activities of the mountain men.


  Russell, who visited the upper Yellowstone in the 1830s, described a storytelling session in his famous Journal of a Trapper.


  We killed a fat elk and camped at sunset in a smooth, grassy spot between two high, shaggy ridges, watered by a small stream which came tumbling down the gorge behind us.


  As we had passed the infernal regions we thought, as a matter of course, this must be a commencement of the Elysian Fields, and accordingly commenced preparing a feast. A large fire was soon blazing, encircled with sides of elk ribs and meat cut in slices, supported on sticks, down which the grease ran in torrents.


  The repast being over, the jovial tale goes round the circle, the peals of loud laughter break upon the stillness of the night which, after being mimicked in the echo from rock to rock dies away in the solitary gloom. Every tale reminds an auditor of something similar to it but under different circumstances, which, being told, the “laughing part” gives rise to increasing merriment and furnishes more subjects for good jokes and witty sayings such as a Swift never dreamed of.


  Thus the evening passed, with eating, drinking, and stories, enlivened with witty humor until near midnight, all being wrapped in their blankets lying round the fire, gradually falling to sleep one by one, until the last tale is encored by the snoring of the drowsy audience. The speaker takes the hint, breaks off the subject and wrapping his blanket more closely about him, soon joins the snoring party.


  The light of the fire being superseded by that of the moon just rising from behind the eastern mountain, a sullen gloom is cast over the remaining fragments of the feast and all is silent except the occasional howling of the solitary wolf on the neighboring mountain, whose senses are attracted by the flavor of roasted meat, but fearing to approach nearer, he sits upon a rock and bewails his calamities in piteous moans which are reechoed among the mountains.


  — From Osborne Russell, Journal of a Trapper or—Nine Years in the Rocky Mountains 1834–1843 (Boise, Idaho: Syms-York, 1921), 49–50.


  Jim Bridger’s Descriptions of Yellowstone Wonders


  (1852)—John W. Gunnison


  An army surveyor attests to the veracity of Jim Bridger’s descriptions of Yellowstone’s wonders.


  Nobody’s life story is more entangled in the history of Yellowstone Park than Jim Bridger’s. Bridger was only eighteen years old when he came to the Rocky Mountain West in 1822, and he lived there nearly fifty years.


  Bridger first visited the upper Yellowstone in 1829 and continued going there into the 1860s. When the bottom fell out of the market for beaver pelts in the 1840s, he established Fort Bridger in northeast Utah to trade with travelers headed west on the Oregon Trail.


  Because of his detailed knowledge of native peoples and the geography of the West, the army frequently hired Bridger as a scout and guide. In the spring of 1860, he guided the Raynolds Expedition, which explored the lower Yellowstone Valley but failed to penetrate the area that became Yellowstone National Park because of deep snows.


  Bridger developed a reputation as a teller of tall tales, and a number of colorful stories are attributed to him. Conventional wisdom is that people just didn’t believe trappers’ tales of fountains of boiling water, mountains of glass, and the other wonders of the upper Yellowstone. The US Army apparently found Bridger reliable; they frequently hired him as a scout, included his descriptions in their reports, and called him “Major.”


  John W. Gunnison, a lieutenant in the Army Corps of Topographers, was one of the officers who believed Bridger. Gunnison was a highly respected Army officer and explorer who lent his name to several cities and natural features in Utah and Colorado.


  When a severe winter kept Gunnison from doing surveys of the Great Salt Lake Valley in 1849–1850, he used the time to do research on the people who lived there. He published a book in 1852 that included this description of Bridger.


  The builder of Fort Bridger is one of the hardy race of mountain trappers who are now disappearing from the continent, being enclosed in the wave of civilization. These trappers have made a thousand fortunes for eastern men, and by their improvidence have nothing for themselves.


  Major Bridger, or “Old Jim,” has been more wise of late, and laid aside a competence; but the mountain tastes fostered by twenty-eight years of exciting scenes, will probably keep him there for life. He has been very active, and traversed the region from the headwaters of the Missouri to the Del Norte—and along the Gila to the Gulf, and thence throughout Oregon and the interior of California.


  His graphic sketches are delightful romances. With a buffalo-skin and piece of charcoal, he will map out any portion of this immense region, and delineate mountains, streams, and the circular valleys called “holes,” with wonderful accuracy; at least we may so speak of that portion we traversed after his descriptions were given.


  He gives a picture, most romantic and enticing, of the headwaters of the Yellowstone. A lake twenty miles long, cold and pellucid, lies embosomed amid high precipitous mountains. On the west side is a sloping plain several miles wide, with clumps of trees and groves of pine.


  The ground resounds to the tread of horses. Geysers spout up seventy feet high, with a terrific hissing noise, at regular intervals. Waterfalls are sparkling, leaping, and thundering down the precipices, and collect in the pool below. The river issues from this lake, and for fifteen miles roars through the perpendicular canyon at the outlet. In this section are the Great-Springs, so hot that meat is readily cooked in them, and as they descend on the successive terraces, afford at length delightful baths. On the other side is an acid spring, which gushes out in a river torrent; and below is a cave which supplies “vermilion” for the savages in abundance.


  Bear, elk, deer, wolf, and fox, are among the sporting game, and the feathered tribe yields its share for variety, on the sportsman’s table of rock or turf.


  — From J. W. Gunnison, The Mormons, or, Latter-day Saints: in the Valley of the Great Salt Lake: A History of Their Rise and Progress, Peculiar Doctrines, Present Condition and Prospects; Derived from Personal Observation, During a Residence Among Them (Philadelphia: Lippincott, Grambo & Co., 1852), 151.


  Mountain Men Led a Delicious Life


  (1874)—The Earl of Dunraven


  Mountain men subsisted in comfort after the fur trade fizzled.


  Beginning in 1807, when John Colter first passed through the area that became Yellowstone National Park, through the 1830s, mountain men flourished in the Rocky Mountain West. Then a combination of overtrapping and a shift in men’s fashions to silk hats ended the lucrative beaver trade in the 1840s. Although a trapper couldn’t earn a fortune after that, a few hardy souls remained in the area and made a subsistence living. Yellowstone tourists encountered such men until the 1880s. Here’s a description of an encounter with two mountain men and their entourage written by the Earl of Dunraven, a wealthy Irish nobleman who visited the park in 1874.


  In the afternoon we passed quite a patriarchal camp, composed of two men with their Indian wives and several children; half a dozen powerful savage-looking dogs and about fifty horses completed the party.


  They had been grazing their stock, hunting, and trapping—leading a nomad, vagabond, and delicious life—a sort of mixed existence, half hunter, half herdsman, and had collected a great pile of deer-hides and beaver-skins. They were then on their way to settlements to dispose of their peltry, and to get stores and provisions; for they were proceeding to look for comfortable winter quarters, down the river or up the canyon.


  We soon discovered that the strangers were white, and, moreover, that there were only two men in camp; and without more ado we rode in and made friends. What a lot of mutually interesting information was given and received! We were outward bound and had the news, and the latitude and the longitude. They were homeward bound, had been wandering for months, cut off from all means of communication with the outside world, and had but the vaguest notion of their position on the globe.


  But, though ignorant of external matters and what was going on in settlements, they had not lost all desire for information. An American, although he lives with an Indian woman in the forests or on the plains, never quite loses his interest in politics and parties; and these two squaw-men were very anxious to hear all about electioneering matters.


  These men looked very happy and comfortable. Unquestionably the proper way for a man to travel with ease and luxury in these deserts is for him to take unto himself a helpmate chosen from the native population. With an Indian wife to look after his bodily comforts, a man may devote himself to hunting, fishing, or trapping without a thought or care. He may make his mind quite easy about all household matters. His camp will be well arranged, the tent pegs driven securely home, the stock watered, picketed, and properly cared for, a good supper cooked, his bed spread out, and everything made comfortable; his clothes and hunting-gear looked after, the buttons sewn on his shirt (if he has got any shirt—or any buttons) and all the little trivial incidents of life, which, if neglected, wear out one’s existence, he will find carefully attended to by a willing and affectionate slave.


  They had a lot to tell us also about their travels and adventures, about the wood and water supply, and the abundance or deficiency of game. So we sat down on bales of beaver-skins and retailed all the civilized intelligence we could think of. The women came and brought us embers for our pipes, and spread out robes for us and made us at home. And the little, fat, chubby children, wild and shy as young wolves, peered at us from behind the tent out of their round, black, beady eyes.


  — The Earl of Dunraven, The Great Divide: Travels in the Upper Yellowstone in the Summer of 1874 (London: Chatto and Windus Piccadilly, 1876), 209 –212.


  Snow Prevents Army from Exploring Wonderland


  (1860)—W. F. Raynolds


  An army mapmaker fails to penetrate the upper Yellowstone, even with Jim Bridger’s help.


  In 1859 the army ordered Colonel William F. Raynolds to explore the course of the Yellowstone River from its mouth in western North Dakota to its source in northwest Wyoming. Raynolds successfully mapped the lower Yellowstone, but when he reached the edge of the area that was to be Yellowstone Park in 1860, snow prevented him from entering.


  The famous mountain man Jim Bridger served as Raynold’s guide, and the colonel quoted his description of geysers in an official report. Here’s an excerpt from Raynolds’s report.


  West of the Big Horn, the other tributaries of the Yellowstone are Pryor’s river, Clark’s fork, the Big Rosebud, and Beaver River. These streams are comparatively short and small, find their sources in the mountains, and flow to the north.


  Beyond these is the valley of the Upper Yellowstone, which is, as yet, a terra incognita. My expedition passed entirely around, but could not penetrate it. My intention was to enter it from the head of Wind River, but the basaltic ridge previously spoken of intercepted our route and prohibited the attempt.


  After this obstacle had thus forced us over on the western slope of the Rocky Mountains, an effort was made to recross and reach the district in question; but, although it was June, the immense body of snow baffled all our exertions, and we were compelled to content ourselves with listening to marvellous tales of burning plains, immense lakes, and boiling springs, without being able to verify these wonders.


  I know of but two white men who claim to have ever visited this part of the Yellowstone Valley—James Bridger and Robert Meldrum. The narratives of both these men are very remarkable, and Bridger, in one of his recitals, described an immense boiling spring that is a perfect counterpart of the geysers of Iceland. As he is uneducated, and had probably never heard of the existence of such natural marvels elsewhere, I have little doubt that he spoke of that which he had actually seen.


  The burning plains described by these men may be volcanic, or more probably burning beds of lignite, similar to those on Powder River, which are known to be in a state of ignition. Bridger also insisted that immediately west of the point at which we made our final effort to penetrate this singular valley, there is a stream of considerable size, which divides and flows down either side of the watershed, thus discharging its waters into both the Atlantic and Pacific oceans. Having seen this phenomenon on a small scale in the highlands of Maine, where a rivulet discharges a portion of its waters into the Atlantic and the remainder into the St. Lawrence, I am prepared to concede that Bridger’s “Two Ocean River” may be a verity.


  Had our attempt to enter this district been made a month later in the season, the snow would have mainly disappeared, and there would have been no insurmountable obstacles to overcome. I cannot doubt, therefore, that at no very distant day the mysteries of this region will be fully revealed, and though small in extent, I regard the valley of the upper Yellowstone as the most interesting unexplored district in our widely expanded country.


  — Excerpt from Report of Brevet Colonel W. F. Raynolds, “U.S. Army Corps of Engineers on the Explorations of the Yellowstone and Missouri Rivers in 1859–60” (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1868), 10-11.


  An Optimistic Prospector


  (1863)—Walter DeLacy


  Prospectors, sure they’ll hit pay dirt, decide on the rules for staking gold claims.


  In 1863 Walter Washington DeLacy led a forty-man expedition that explored the Snake River to its source inside the area that became Yellowstone National Park. The party didn’t find enough “color” (gold) for a paying proposition, but they did bring back a wealth of information about the Yellowstone Plateau.


  DeLacy included that information in his famous 1865 map of the Montana territory. If he had published an account of his trip in the 1860s, DeLacy probably would be remembered as the “discoverer of Yellowstone Park,” but it was more than thirty years before he did that.


  At a time when a man could make a fortune from a few gold pans of dirt, prospectors were ever hopeful of striking it rich. In the virtually lawless territories, prospecting parties made their own rules to assure that everybody had a fair chance. Here’s DeLacy’s description of an effort to draft some “miners’ laws.”


  I halted the men at the creek as they came up, and when all had arrived I suggested to them that we should go on to the next water, pick out a good camp, and remain some days and prospect the different streams, which were in sight. This was agreed to, and we went forward about three miles to the next creek, near the outlet of Lake Jackson and established ourselves where wood, water, and grass were abundant.


  After unpacking and staking the animals out, another meeting was called in order to decide upon our future action. It was decided to build a “corral,” to put the horses in at night that should be left in camp, and that four parties should be formed: one to remain in camp as a guard, and three others to prospect the streams in sight.


  The men were then detailed for the different expeditions, and it was suggested, that as there was a strong probability of finding good “diggings,” we should adopt some mining laws for them.


  We therefore organized ourselves into a “miners’ meeting,” and, after appointing a chairman, etc., one of the members moved, and another seconded the motion, that the following regulations should be adopted:


  1. That every person present should be regarded as a discoverer in each and every gulch found by any party or member of a party.


  2. That each member, as discoverer, should be entitled to five claims of two hundred feet each along the gulch, viz., a discovery claim, and a preemption claim in the main gulch, a bar claim, a hill claim, and a patch claim. (I never knew exactly what a patch claim was, but I think that it meant all that you could grab, after you got the other four claims.)


  These liberal and disinterested regulations were voted in the affirmative with gratifying unanimity, and the chairman was just about to put the question to the meeting whether there was any more business before it, when a big, burly Scotchman named Brown, who had apparently been turning the subject over in his mind, jumped up, and inquired with great earnestness, “But, Mr. Chairman, what shall we do with the rest of it.”


  — Excerpt adapted from Walter W. DeLacy, “A Trip Up the South Snake River in 1863,” Contributions to the Historical Society of Montana 2 (1896): 113–143.


  Documenting Prospector Tales of Boiling Fountains


  (1869)—Charles W. Cook and David E. Folsom


  Three brave men sneak past hostile Indians to see Yellowstone’s wonders for themselves.


  By the late 1860s enough prospectors’ reports of boiling fountains, deep canyons, and glass mountains had accumulated to convince people that there were things worth seeing on the upper Yellowstone. Several plans for expeditions to document the wonders of the area fizzled because organizers couldn’t recruit large enough groups to feel safe from Indians. But in 1869 David Folsom, Charles Cook, and William Peterson decided that a small group could avoid the hostiles.


  These intrepid explorers succeeded in finding the canyons, falls, and geysers, but publishers were leery of their stories. Both the New York Tribune and Scribner’s magazine refused to publish an account of the Cook-Folsom-Peterson expedition, because “they had reputation that could not risk such unreliable material.” A Chicago-based magazine, Western Monthly, finally published it in July 1870, nearly a year after the trip. The Monthly attributed the story to C. W. Cook.


  The account didn’t get wide circulation until nearly thirty-five years later, when it was published by the Montana Historical Society. Nathaniel Pitt Langford, who wrote a preface for the historical society version, attributed it to David E. Folsom. Here’s the Cook/Folsom description of geysers and hot springs.


  We ascended to the head of the lake and remained in its vicinity for several days, resting ourselves and our horses and viewing the many objects of interest and wonder. Among these were springs
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