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  In August 1868 a small group of men gathered at Grand Lake, a small town on the western border of what is now Rocky Mountain National Park. Even though they were brave and determined men, they may have held some secret doubts about what the next several days held for them. After all, they were attempting to make an ascent of Longs Peak, a towering mass of rock that had already defeated other climbing teams. The daring group included John Wesley Powell; William N. Byers; Powell’s younger brother, Walter; Byers’s brother-in-law, Jack Sumner; and three students named Keplinger, Farrell, and Garman.


  On horses, the climbers rode away from their base camp on August 20 hoping to climb Longs Peak from the south side. A mule carried a ten-day supply of food for each man. Within two days they had to abandon their horses as they came to what looked like an impassable tangle of chasms and precipices. Keplinger went ahead to scout out a possible route to the summit. He returned believing he had found one.


  On August 23 at six in the morning, Powell and his company followed the route Keplinger had mapped out. They soon came to a sheer face of smooth, unbroken granite. There were no trees or shrubs to cling to. No vegetation grew here except for a little gray lichen. Was this the end of their excursion?


  At 14,259 feet Longs Peak is the highest mountain in Rocky Mountain National Park. It’s been called “America’s Matterhorn.” This magnificent mountain was first sighted in 1820 by an army expedition led by Major Stephen Long while he was trying to find the source of the Platte River. Major Long’s group noted the location of the mountain, but they were some distance away and did not try to climb it.


  
    JOHN WESLEY POWELL and his party, which included William N. Byers, editor of the Rocky Mountain News, climbed Longs Peak in August 1868. After the newspaper report of the climb, mountaineers and hunters began flooding into the area.

  


  One of the men in Powell’s expedition, William N. Byers, was the founder of Denver’s first newspaper, the Rocky Mountain News, which he had begun in 1859. He was a powerful force in the Denver area. But Byers was more than an editor. He called himself a “mountain tramp.” He enjoyed camping, hiking, and exploring Colorado’s mountains and writing about his adventures in his newspaper.


  In August of 1864 Byers’s wanderings in the mountains had led him into a high mountain valley at about 7,522 feet. He and three friends from Denver had followed the primitive trail of an earlier wanderer in the area, Joel Estes, who first visited this valley on a hunting trip in 1859. Estes thought the area held promise as a cattle ranch, so he came back with his wife and children to settle in 1863.


  The Estes trail that Byers and his party followed was so poor that it proved impassable for their wagon. The men cached some of their supplies, loaded the rest on their horses, and rode to the Estes homestead, where they were warmly welcomed as the first visitors seen that year.


  Byers and his companions explained that they wanted to climb Longs Peak. Stories had circulated that Ute and Arapaho may have climbed the mountain, including one persistent tale of an Arapaho named Old Man Gun who supposedly climbed to the top of Longs Peak to trap eagles.


  With high hopes of being the first to record an ascent, Byers and his group started their climb to the top of Longs Peak on August 19, 1864. Joel Estes’s son went along as a guide. But search as hard as they might, they could not find a useable route to reach the summit. They settled for climbing to the top of nearby Mount Meeker, where they added their names to the register there.


  After this first attempt Byers wrote: “We are quite sure that no living creature, unless it had wings to fly, was ever upon its summit, and we believe we run no risk in predicting that no man ever will be, though it is barely possible the ascent can be made.”


  Three years after Byers’s unsuccessful attempt to climb Longs Peak, John Wesley Powell arrived in Colorado. Major Powell and his party came from Bloomington, Illinois. First they made a twenty-four hour trip by carriage to Chicago. Next they took the Chicago and Northwestern Railroad to Omaha, Nebraska, and then they took the Union Pacific Railroad to Cheyenne, Wyoming, where they bought horses. They rode the rest of the way to the Denver area.


  In 1867 Powell and his party, including his wife, scrambled up Pikes Peak. From this exhilarating perch they could see Longs Peak, 103 miles to the north. It immediately became Powell’s new goal to reach its summit.


  Powell no doubt knew that there were many differences involved in climbing these two mountains. While Pikes Peak is gently rounded, Longs Peak is a craggy monster with several enormous vertical cliffs barring the way to the top.


  Powell was not one to shy away from obstacles. Born in 1834 in New York, he showed an early interest in botany, geology, and zoology. He traveled throughout Wisconsin, Illinois, Iowa, and Missouri collecting shells and minerals and explored parts of the Mississippi, Ohio, and Illinois Rivers. Powell was an ardent abolitionist. At the outbreak of the Civil War in 1860, he joined the Twentieth Illinois Volunteer Infantry, eventually losing his right arm in the battle of Shiloh. After the wound healed Powell returned to battle and remained in the army until the end of the war.


  The one-armed Civil War veteran became a geology professor at Wesleyan University in Illinois. He continued to have a passion for exploration and managed to secure money so that he and his students could spend summers in the field. In 1868, the year after his successful climb up Pikes Peak, Powell made a second visit to Colorado. This time he
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