

  [image: frn_fig_001]




  



  
Rediscovering Wonderland




  




  




  



  
Rediscovering Wonderland




  THE EXPEDITION THAT LAUNCHED YELLOWSTONE NATIONAL PARK




  M. MARK MILLER




  [image: frn_fig_002]




  GUILFORD, CONNECTICUT




  HELENA, MONTANA




  




   

   



  This book is dedicated to Rachel Phillips, the research director of the Gallatin History Museum. Rachel is always ready with a smile to dig out information, maps, or photos for anyone who asks, even me.




  




  [image: frn_fig_003]


 

  

   

  An imprint of Globe Pequot, the trade division of The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.




  4501 Forbes Blvd., Ste. 200




  Lanham, MD 20706




  www.rowman.com




  Distributed by NATIONAL BOOK NETWORK




  Copyright © 2022 by M. Mark Miller




  All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.




  British Library Cataloguing in Publication Information available




  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data




  Names: Miller, M. Mark, author.




  Title: Rediscovering wonderland : the expedition that launched Yellowstone National Park / M. Mark Miller.




  Other titles: Expedition that launched Yellowstone National Park




  Description: Guilford, Connecticut : TwoDot, [2022] | Includes bibliographical references and index. | Summary: “A history of the exploration and founding of America’s first national park”—Provided by publisher.




  Identifiers: LCCN 2021035733 (print) | LCCN 2021035734 (ebook) | ISBN 9781493060740 (paperback) | ISBN 9781493060757 (epub)




  Subjects: LCSH: Yellowstone National Park—Discovery and exploration. | Washburn Expedition (1870)—History. | Yellowstone National Park—History.




  Classification: LCC F722 .M55 2022 (print) | LCC F722 (ebook) | DDC 978.7/52—dc23




  LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2021035733




  LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2021035734




  [image: frn_fig_004] The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992.


  




   


  
[image: frn_fig_005]





   



  
PREFACE





  ON AUGUST 17, 1870, NINETEEN MEN OF THE WASHBURN EXPEDITION rode out of a camp near Fort Ellis, east of Bozeman, Montana, on their way to the wilderness that was to become Yellowstone Park. Later, two of those men, Nathaniel P. Langford and Gustavus Cheney Doane, would claim to be the discoverers of the park. Langford, who has been called “the spark plug” of the expedition, titled his book about the trip The Discovery of Yellowstone Park.1 When he died in 1909, newspapers across the United States lauded him as “The Discoverer of Yellowstone Park.” Doane, the lieutenant who commanded the Army unit that escorted the expedition, later claimed he was entitled to be park superintendent “by right of discovery.” He died on May 5, 1892, with little fanfare.




  The veracity of the two men’s claims depend on the definition of discovery. Native Americans knew about the wonders of the area at the headwaters of the Yellowstone and Madison Rivers for millennia, and the same was true for Euro-Americans for decades. But by definitions that are still in force today, credit for discovery belongs not to the first person to see something but to the first person to publish credible observations of it. Native people’s experiences never count, and verbal reports by working-class people, like fur trappers and gold prospectors, are given little credit.




  Even by those standards, it’s hard to claim that the park area was not discovered before the 1870 expedition that was named for its elected leader, General Henry Dana Washburn. Mountain men’s stories about spouting geysers, deep canyons, and a huge mountain lake had been printed in newspapers scattered across the country. A cartographer for the Montana Territory surveyor general’s office had published a map showing those things. Two men who had seen them just a year before were getting their story published in a national magazine. Members of the Washburn Expedition knew about all of those things. They had heard talks by the men on the 1869 trip and took copies of the cartographer’s map with them. In fact, the Washburn Expedition was launched because the wonders of the area were known—not because they were waiting to be “discovered.”
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    Gustavus Cheney Doane commanded the Army escort that accompanied the Washburn Expedition. He devoted his life to earning fame as an explorer.




  NATIONAL PARK SERVICE




  The late nineteenth century was a time when people could garner fame and fortune for reports of things that surely existed whether human eyes had seen them or not, such as the headwaters of the Nile and Amazon Rivers and the North and South Poles. People who made arduous trips to see such things and published reports about them were credited with their discovery and subsequently became heroes. The wonders of Yellowstone were perfect candidates for glory hunters. Langford and Doane were such men.




  This is not to say that the Washburn Expedition wasn’t important, but its contribution was in documenting the features of the area and publicizing them, not in discovery. The expedition included prominent Montana citizens whose descriptions could not be dismissed as tall tales like those of trappers and prospectors. Equally important, several of the men on the expedition were skilled writers who had the connections to get their accounts published in a timely manner.




  The publicity generated by the Washburn Expedition placed the park area in Americans’ consciousness and helped persuade the US Congress to reserve it “for the enjoyment of the people” by creating the world’s first national park.




  By the 1870s, most of the land in the contiguous forty-eight states had been explored and mapped. That even included the formidable Grand Canyon of the Colorado. John Wesley Powell had led a boating expedition through the canyon in 1869. About the only large section of the country that remained unexplored was an area lying southeast of the point where the borders of Wyoming, Idaho, and Montana meet—the area that was to become Yellowstone National Park.




  Towering mountains that were thrown up eons ago by eruptions of a super volcano surround the headwaters of the Yellowstone and Madison Rivers, where the spectacular wonders are. Access to them was only through rugged river canyons, and hostile Indians guarded access to those canyons. The area is buried under a thick blanket of snow for much of the year. It’s no wonder that fur trappers and gold prospectors avoided the area until after they searched more accessible places.




  Mountain man brigades began regularly trapping in the park area in the 1820s and continued there until the bottom fell out of the beaver trade in the 1840s. After that, visits were rare until the 1860s, when gold was discovered nearby in Montana. Then prospector expeditions forced their way into the area to scour every stream and gully for gold.




  The prospectors brought reports of the wonders they had seen, such as fountains of boiling water hundreds of feet high, canyons a thousand feet deep, and a mountaintop lake that covered a hundred square miles. Such reports were so extreme that they reminded people of tall tales told by mountain men decades before. But by the mid-1860s, the stories had come from so many sources and were so consistent that people began to believe that there really must be wonders in the area. It was time for an expedition of credible observers to explore the area and report back what was really there.




  REDISCOVERING WONDERLAND IS BASED ON A RICH VEIN OF FIRST-PERSON accounts of the Washburn Expedition. The most extensive account is N. P. Langford’s book, which was published in 1905 with two titles: The Discovery of Yellowstone Park on its cover and Diary of the Washburn Expedition to the Yellowstone and Firehole Rivers in the Year 1870 on its title page. Both titles are misleading—the first because it claims credit for “discovery” when the area was well known to Native Americans and to Euro-Americans, the second because the book is not a diary but a reminiscence Langford constructed from notes taken on the trip and other sources. Everyone is a hero in the stories they tell about themselves, and doubtless Langford embellishes the importance of his role, but his account provides a detailed, day-by-day account of the expedition.




  As soon as the Washburn Expedition exited the park area on September 22, 1870, Langford rushed ahead of the group to the nearest telegraph office to tell editors at the Helena Herald. The Herald published a short article based on his notes, but he left it to his companions to write accounts for the territorial newspapers and reserved his effort for national media.




  On September 23, the Herald published an article two columns long under the headline “Interesting Data of the Trip, From Notes Furnished by Hon. N. P. Langford.” Somebody, perhaps Langford himself, also sent the news to the New Northwest, a newspaper in Deer Lodge, Montana, which also published an article on September 23.




  That started a steady stream of news stories in Montana newspapers, several of them written by expedition members who were skillful writers. General Washburn provided the first article by a member of the expedition, and Cornelius Hedges, who was a writer for the Herald, wrote a four-part series of long pieces and sent an article to an Iowa newspaper. As was common practice at the time, newspapers across Montana and the United States republished accounts from other newspapers.




  LANGFORD WAS AIMING FOR BIGGER EDITORIAL TARGETS. NEARLY A YEAR after the expedition headed to the park area, Scribner’s Monthly, a leading national magazine of the time, published a two-part series by Langford titled “The Wonders of the Yellowstone.” Scribner’s was so prominent that newspapers printed summaries of its contents and stimulated nationwide interest in the park area.




  Langford’s brightly written articles described Montana and the park area in glowing terms and claimed that when Northern Pacific Railroad reached the area “thousands of tourists will be attracted to both Montana and Wyoming in order to behold with their own eyes the wonders here described.”2




  As the son of a US senator, twenty-four-year-old Walter Trumbull had the connections to get his account of the expedition published in a prominent magazine, the Overland Monthly, in May 1871.




  News about Truman Everts, who strayed away from the expedition and couldn’t be found, kept the story alive. On October 7 newspapers reported that Warren Gillette, who had stayed behind to search for Everts, had returned to civilization without success. On October 27, the Herald reported that Yellowstone Jack Baronett and George Pritchett had rescued Everts, setting off another round of news stories across Montana and the nation.




  News about Everts stimulated great interest in newspapers across the nation. In November 1871, Scribner’s published Everts’s colorful account of his ordeal under the title “Thirty-Seven Days of Peril.” Everts’s story must be taken with the proverbial grain of salt. He describes conversations with ghosts and his arms and legs that probably were due to starvation-induced hallucinations. Nonetheless, it’s a compelling story.




  Lieutenant Gustavus Cheney Doane, who commanded the Army escort for the expedition, also provided an extensive day-by-day account of it. Doane, who was under orders to provide a report of his observations to the secretary of war, was formal and dry in places. But Doane was a skilled observer and writer who often painted graphic verbal pictures of what he saw and described the expedition’s daily activities.




  Other important sources for Rediscovering Wonderland are diaries that weren’t published until decades later. Doubtless, Cornelius Hedges intended his diary just to be used for his newspaper stories, and Contributions to the Historical Society of Montana didn’t publish it until 1904. Warren Gillette never wrote an account of the trip. His journal wasn’t published until 1972 in Montana, the Magazine of Western History.3




  THERE IS NO FICTION IN THIS BOOK. NO NAMES HAVE BEEN CHANGED, NO characters have been invented, and no events have been fabricated. These stories adhere to the facts as they can be documented or reasonably inferred. They come primarily from first-person accounts by the people who lived the adventure.




  Anything enclosed in quotation marks here comes from material written by the person being quoted (or by people the authors quoted). Of course the direct quotations are the reconstructions of their authors.




  Writing about the area that became Yellowstone Park before the park was created presents challenges to writers who want to be precise. Nathaniel P. Langford claimed credit for finding something before it existed in name when he titled his book The Discovery of Yellowstone Park 1870. To avoid confusion, I have called the region visited by the Washburn Expedition “the park area” or “Wonderland” until the events of 1872, when it was officially designated a national park.




  Throughout, I have used place names as they are recognized now so today’s readers can determine where the actions took place. However, I have tried to describe geothermal and geological features as they appeared in 1870. For example, Mud Volcano was hurling gobs of mud in 1870 but is now a quiet spring.




  Authors have called the exploration described in this book by several names depending upon whom they thought should receive credit for its accomplishments. These include “The Washburn Expedition,” “The Washburn-Doane Expedition,” and “The Washburn-Doane-Langford Expedition.” For sake of economy, I have chosen to refer to it simply as “The Washburn Expedition.”




  Chroniclers of the expedition were quite aware of social distinctions, and when they referred to “the expedition,” they generally meant only the nine government officials and entrepreneurs who took the trip, not including the two packers and two cooks they hired. Members of the Army escort that accompanied the group bivouacked separately and also weren’t considered part of the expedition. I retain these distinctions and call the entire group “the explorers.”




  While preparing this book, I consulted a number of secondary sources and occasionally found errors in them, but I decided to leave it to historians to correct the record. Nitpicking details invites scrutiny, and I am painfully aware of how easy it is to make mistakes. Despite the efforts of me and my editors, errors always creep in. Of course I take responsibility for any mistakes that remain.




  




  

  CHAPTER ONE




  Mountain Men Get No Respect




  ALTHOUGH HUNDREDS, PERHAPS THOUSANDS, OF MEN PASSED THROUGH the area that was to become Yellowstone National Park before 1870, it remained officially undiscovered. No government expedition had managed to penetrate the ten-thousand-foot-high mountains that surrounded the area. There were no official reports showing the wonders there, so officially they didn’t exist.




  Of course the geysers, waterfalls, canyons, and petrified forests had been there for eons. They just hadn’t been reported in a way that penetrated the public consciousness. People usually dismissed as tall tales the oral reports of trappers and prospectors who visited the area. The few written descriptions were in private hands or published in obscure newspapers and government reports. But by the late 1860s, persuasive evidence had accumulated: There were wonders that remained to be definitively documented at the headwaters of the Yellowstone and Madison Rivers.




  Rumors of wonders at those headwaters had circulated around Montana for decades, but they were usually dismissed as the exaggerations of mountain men who had visited the area for more than sixty years. Mountain men had a tradition of spinning fanciful tales for their amusement, and that may have prompted skepticism about reports of things they had actually seen. Nobody could be expected to believe accounts of a canyon that was a thousand feet deep, a mountaintop lake that covered a hundred square miles, or fountains that spouted boiling water hundreds of feet into the air.




  Reports of gold prospectors who had scoured the park area beginning in the 1860s also were greeted with skepticism. Like the mountain men, most prospectors were neither well educated nor skilled writers. Skepticism was so severe that when Charles Cook returned to Helena after touring the area with two companions in 1869, he was reluctant to talk in public about what he had seen. Cook was invited to tell about his trip to a group of citizens in the directors room at First National Bank in Helena, but when he discovered there were many people in the room he didn’t know, he was unwilling to speak for fear of risking his reputation for honesty.




  Cook and one of his companions, David Folsom, co-wrote an article describing their trip, but they had difficulty getting it published. Scribner’s Monthly, a prestigious magazine with a national circulation, and the New York Herald declined to publish the article because “they had a reputation they could not risk with such unreliable material.”1 The Western Monthly, a smaller and less prestigious magazine, finally accepted the article and published it in July 1870, just weeks before the Washburn Expedition departed.2 The Western Monthly edited Cook and Folsom’s article so severely that it didn’t provide much information about the route their trip took.




  The first Euro-American to see Yellowstone’s wonders was John Colter, who went there in the winter of 1807-08 looking for Indian trading partners. Colter had been a member of the famous Lewis and Clark Expedition that explored the American West beginning in 1803. He came within a hundred miles of what is now the park in 1806 when he accompanied William Clark on his return trip down the Yellowstone River.




  When the Corps of Discovery got back to the confluence of the Yellowstone and Missouri Rivers, Colter sought permission to muster out so he could return upriver with a pair of trappers. After Lewis and Clark extracted a promise from the rest of their men that they wouldn’t seek similar treatment, the captains acceded to Colter’s request.




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




  In 1810, Colter returned to Saint Louis and told his old boss, William Clark, what he had seen. Clark used Colter’s descriptions and included the locations of hot springs and Yellowstone Lake and Falls for a map he published in 1814.3




  Colter, who apparently was illiterate, didn’t leave a written description of his adventures, but they were recorded by several prominent writers, including Washington Irving. Now Colter is usually credited with being the first white man to see the park area’s wonders and often is called their “discoverer.”




  The War of 1812 stalled the beaver trade between the United States and Europe. When the war ended in 1815, trapping resumed. Beaver must have been abundant in the early 1800s when trappers first arrived in places like the headwaters of the Missouri where the Madison, Jefferson, and Gallatin Rivers run together. Each of those rivers had its own tributaries that provided ideal beaver habitat. But soon, heavy trapping made beaver scarce along the easily accessible rivers, so trappers pushed into more remote places. By the 1820s, trappers had forced their way through the mountains that barricaded Yellowstone’s wonders.




  The first written description of geysers on the Upper Yellowstone by someone who actually saw them was in a letter a fur trapper named Daniel T. Potts sent to his brother in 1827. In his letter, which was published in a Philadelphia newspaper, Potts described “a large fresh water lake on the very top of the mountain, which is almost one hundred by forty miles in diameter, and as clear as crystal.”4 Potts added, “On the south border of this lake is a number of hot and boiling springs some of water and others of most beautiful fine clay and resembles that of a mush pot and throws its particles to the immense height of twenty to 30 feet.”5 Potts was describing Yellowstone Lake and the West Thumb Geyser Basin.




  About 1829, a nineteen-year-old trapper named Joe Meek was camped along the Gallatin River in southwest Montana with a brigade of mountain men when Blackfeet Indians attacked. Meek escaped and made his way over high mountains to a spot where he saw “the whole country beyond was smoking with the vapor from boiling springs, and burning with hot gasses, issuing from small craters each of which was emitting a sharp whistling sound.”6 Apparently, Meek had found what is now called Norris Geyser Basin.




  In the 1840s, Meek moved to Oregon, where he helped organize the territorial government. In the 1860s, historian Frances Fuller Victor interviewed Meek several times and wrote a book about his adventures, but it wasn’t published until 1870, too late to have any impact on the Washburn Expedition.




  A clerk for the American Fur Company, Warren Angus Ferris, heard about the grand geysers in Yellowstone’s Upper Geyser Basin at a mountain man rendezvous in 1833. The next year he decided to see them for himself. After riding hard for two days, Ferris camped after dark near the bank of the Firehole River. Despite fatigue, Ferris said, “the continual roaring of the springs” kept him awake and filled his “slumbers with visions of waterspouts, cataracts, fountains, jets d’eau of immense dimensions, etc. etc.”




  The next morning Ferris got up to find “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.” Ferris also clearly saw geysers, “columns of water of various dimensions projected high in the air, accompanied by loud explosions and sulfurous vapors.”7




  Ferris’s account of what he saw was published in the Buffalo, New York, Western Literary Messenger in 1842 and reprinted the same year in the Nauvoo, Illinois, Wasp. The publications were obscure, and Ferris’s descriptions were not well known until the twentieth century.




  In the years between 1830 and 1843, a trapper named Osborne Russell kept a journal describing his adventures in the northwest frontier. Russell’s journal provides one of the earliest first-person, written accounts of travel to the Upper Yellowstone. He apparently didn’t know the word geyser, but Russell described what he called “Hour Spring” this way: “The first thing that attracts the attention is a hole about fifteen inches in diameter in which water is boiling slowly about four inches below the surface. At length it begins to boil and bubble violently and the water commences raising and shooting upward until the column arises to a height of sixty feet. It falls to the ground in drops on a circle of about thirty feet in diameter being perfectly cold when it strikes the ground. It continues shooting up in this manner five or six minutes and then sinks back to its former state of slowly boiling for an hour—and then shoots forth as before.”8 Apparently the geyser Russell described no longer exists. He rewrote his journal for publication, but that didn’t happen until 1914, when his nephew put it out in a highly edited version. Russell’s book has been republished several times.9




  In the 1840s, the beaver trade collapsed because fashion in men’s hats changed from beaver to silk after trade opened with China. Also, trappers had decimated the beaver population, so it was hard to make a fortune selling pelts. A few trappers stayed in the area living nomadic lives and earning enough for the essentials like gunpowder, coffee, and sugar. They took Indian wives and subsisted on fish and game and had what the Earl of Dunraven called “a Delicious Life.”10 Others joined the great land rush to Oregon Territory, where some became prominent citizens. A few began buying spent oxen from Oregon-bound settlers in Idaho and taking them to Montana, where the animals regained their strength in the grass-rich valleys. The next year, they were taken back to Idaho and traded, one refreshed animal for two exhausted ones.




  Conventional wisdom holds that trapper accounts of what they saw in the park were generally dismissed as tall tales. It’s true that mountain men told stories to entertain themselves and each other around their campfires and invented preposterous events to see how far they could go before gullible recruits would doubt them. Jim Bridger was the most famous teller of tall tales. One of his favorites was a story of being chased up a box canyon by a hundred Indians. He would say he discovered there was no escape and pause. When someone finally asked what happened next, he would reply, “Why, I was killed.”




  Bridger also told about seeing a magnificent bull elk standing on a hilltop. He said he raised his gun and shot, but the animal continued to pose. Bridger tried again, and the elk still stood. Bridger’s explanation: He was looking through a mountain of crystal-clear glass that magnified the image of an elk that was miles away. Bridger also told about a petrified forest where petrified birds sat on the petrified branches of petrified trees singing petrified songs, and of a stream where fish swam freely across the Continental Divide.




  Preposterous as these stories seem, they are all just exaggerations. Bridger projected himself into the story of his mountain man friend Jedidiah Smith, who was killed by pursuing Indians in a box canyon. Obsidian cliff, although far from crystal clear, is a mountain of glass. The park area contains several petrified forests, and at the Two Ocean Pass south of the current park boundary, fish swim across the Continental Divide.




  A motivation for mountain men’s tall tales was probably that when they told true stories about such things as the Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone and the Upper Geyser Basin, nobody believed them. When Jim Bridger returned to live out his old age in Missouri, a newspaper there refused to publish his accounts of things he actually had seen. Men like Bridger probably decided that if people wouldn’t believe their factual reports, they might as well have fun exaggerating.




  The fact that trappers told tales that many people discounted isn’t the whole story. US Army officers often praised Bridger’s encyclopedic knowledge of western geography and hired him as a scout.




  As early as 1852, Lieutenant John W. Gunnison of the US Army Corps of Topographical Engineers praised Bridger’s descriptions of the headwaters of the Yellowstone where “A lake sixty miles long,11 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.”12 Gunnison’s account of Bridger’s descriptions was published in an obscure book titled The History of the Mormons, so it was not obvious that it reported Yellowstone wonders.




  In 1859, the Army ordered Captain William F. Raynolds to look for a route between the drainages of the Yellowstone and Missouri Rivers, but he went too early in the spring of 1860 and couldn’t get through mountain passes choked with snow. In his report, Raynolds wrote, “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.”




  Raynolds hired Jim Bridger as his guide and believed the mountain man’s accounts of the park area. After failing his mission, Raynolds said, “We were compelled to content ourselves with listening to marvelous tales of burning plains, immense lakes, and boiling springs, without being able to verify these wonders.”13




  Raynolds’s official report included Bridger’s descriptions of the park area, but the Civil War delayed its publication until 1868. Still, it shows that responsible people believed Bridger’s accounts of marvels at the headwaters of the Yellowstone and Madison Rivers.




  Of course not all trappers had Jim Bridger’s reputation, and their tales were met with skepticism. Emma Cowan’s description of such tales is typical. She recalled that when she was a girl in Virginia City, Montana, in the 1860s, her father brought a man home to tell stories to his family.14




  Emma said, “My father termed them fish stories. However, I enjoyed them immensely. My fairy books could not equal such wonderful tales. Fountains of boiling water, crystal clear, thrown hundreds of feet in the air, only to fall back into cups of their own forming; pools of water within whose limpid depths tints of the various rainbows were reflected; mounds and terraces of gaily colored sand—these and many others were the tales unfolded. Although we enjoyed his stories, for he told them well, they were considered by me, even as by others, merely the phantasy of his imagination.”15




  ONE REASON THE YELLOWSTONE PARK AREA REMAINED OFF THE PUBLIC mind until the 1870s is that reports of the wonders there remained in private hands or were published in obscure journals. It wasn’t until years after the park was established that historians uncovered many of the mountain men’s written accounts of their adventures and Army surveyors’ secondhand reports of what they found credible.




  Certainly, mountain men’s stories of the things they had seen often were dismissed as tall tales, but there are other reasons such accounts weren’t taken seriously. Mountain men visited the park area mostly from 1820 to 1840. That was before transportation had developed, so it took months for trappers to return back east and tell their stories. By that time, they were reporting stale news. Also, mass-circulation newspapers and magazines had yet to develop their voracious appetite for reports of the new and unusual. Of course there were no newspapers in the Rocky Mountain West then to collect accounts and no telegraph lines to distribute them.




  All of this had changed by the 1860s, when plans to explore the park area became common. By then, the first transcontinental railroad had been built and a second was planned to cross Montana. Telegraph lines moved information back and forth across the country, and territorial newspapers published stories of returning prospectors. Mass-circulation newspapers that were hungry for articles to fill their columns eagerly reprinted news of strange discoveries from territorial newspapers. The time was ripe for adventurers to make their name by exploring the headwaters of the Yellowstone and Madison Rivers.




  THE AREA THAT BECAME YELLOWSTONE NATIONAL PARK WAS FAR TOO remote and rugged to attract permanent settlers to its mountain valleys, which were buried under deep snow for several months every year. But men began living on its edges in the 1860s. These settlers called their places “ranches,” but they usually launched a variety of enterprises, such as farming, trapping, and fishing. Often, they became commercial hunters to meet the demand for elk hides after buffalo had been wiped out on the plains. The hides were needed to make leather belts for the country’s growing number of mills and factories. Elk hunting took settlers deep into the wilderness.




  Gilman Sawtell settled at Henrys Lake in what is now Idaho, about fifteen miles from the West Entrance of Yellowstone Park. He was a blue-eyed blond from Massachusetts who came west after the Civil War and staked his claim on the northeast edge of Henrys Lake.




  Sawtell’s main business was harvesting and selling fish from the five-hundred-acre lake, as many as forty thousand of them a year. He reportedly caught as many as 160 trout an hour, each averaging two and a half pounds, with a hook and line. In winter when the lake froze over, springs kept open a small area near Sawtell’s compound. Fish swarmed the open water there, and Sawtell harvested them with a spear.




  While launching his enterprises, Sawtell built a veritable village. He had several sturdy log buildings: a residence, a blacksmith shop, a stable, a storage shed for hides and game, and an icehouse. He apparently had guests in mind when he built the compound. His whitewashed house was big enough to accommodate twenty people and had numerous bedsteads, stools, and tables. He also kept enough stoneware to serve large groups.




  In 1871, Sawtell guided a group of men from Virginia City and Deer Lodge, Montana, on a tour that covered the geyser basins, Yellowstone Lake, and the Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone. Because of this trip, Sawtell is credited with being the first commercial Yellowstone guide.




  Another contender for that distinction was a rancher named Frederick Bottler, whom Philetus Norris, later Yellowstone Park’s second superintendent, hired in 1870 to guide him through the park area. Their effort failed when Bottler fell into the snow-flooded Gardner River.




  In 1867, the Fort Laramie Treaty forced the Crow Indians to cede their claims north and west of the Yellowstone River. That’s when Fred Bottler decided to settle across the river from the reservation in the Paradise Valley, north of the park.




  While Bottler was unloading his plow near the mouth of Trail Creek, he saw a group of Crow braves practicing maneuvers across the Yellowstone River. He put the plow back on his wagon and moved farther south to a spot across the valley from where miners worked their claims in Emigrant Gulch. The miners not only deterred the Indians but also provided a ready market for Bottler’s produce.




  Bottler staked his claim at a spot where cold springs bubbled out of the mountains and formed streams that provided water for irrigation. He plowed the land and soon had crops of hay, grain, and vegetables. He raised pigs, milked cows, and made butter in a churn turned by a small waterwheel.




  Like Sawtell, Bottler didn’t confine himself to agriculture. He was an innkeeper, a guide, and a commercial hunter. (Bottler sold more than two thousand elk hides in 1875.)16 While prospecting in the 1860s, he explored the Upper Yellowstone, including the Firehole Basin.




  His combination of skills made him an ideal candidate to join several early expeditions as a hunter and guide. In 1870, Bottler and Philetus Norris, who became the second park superintendent, climbed Electric Peak while scouting the area. Bottler also earned praise in the journals of several early explorers and adventurers, including F. V. Hayden, who led the first official government surveys of Yellowstone in 1871 and 1872, and an English nobleman, the Earl of Dunraven, in 1874. Dunraven described Bottler as “active, strong, willing and obliging, a keen hunter always in good humor, capable of enduring great hardships, and a capital hand at making a comfortable camp.”17




  AFTER GOLD WAS DISCOVERED AT GRASSHOPPER CREEK IN SOUTHWEST Montana in 1862, prospectors fanned out to scour every gully and creek within hundreds of miles. A survey expedition led by Walter Washington DeLacy was typical.




  In 1863, DeLacy was elected leader of a group of about forty prospectors, which was large enough to rebuff Indian attacks.18 In early August, this group assembled south of Virginia City, circled around the area that was to become Yellowstone Park, and headed up the Snake River. They camped periodically and spread out in small groups to look for gold. The men went up the South Snake River to its source, where they divided into two groups. Both groups crossed over the Continental Divide and eventually came to the Lower Geyser Basin. They didn’t find gold in paying quantities, but they did bring back information about the wonders they had seen.




  No doubt the prospectors told wild stories of towering geysers and crystal-clear boiling springs in the saloons and parlors of Montana gold camps. Some of these outlandish prospector stories filtered back to Eastern newspapers. On August 31, 1867, the Montana Post published an article about a group of prospectors who had been to the headwaters of the Yellowstone River. It reported:
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    Walter DeLacy led a group of gold prospectors into Wonderland in 1863. He published the first map of the area that showed prominent features accurately.
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   For eight days they traveled through a volcanic country emitting blue flame, living streams of molten brimstone, and almost every variety of minerals known to chemists. The appearance of the country was smooth and rolling, with a long level plain intervening. On the summits of the roiling mounds were craters for four to eight feet in diameter; and everywhere on the level plain, dotting it like prairie dog holes, were smaller ones, from four to six inches upwards. The stem and blaze was constantly discharging from these subterranean channels in regular evolutions or exhaustions, like the boilers of our steamboats and gave the same roaring, whistling sound. As far as the eye could trace, this motion was observed. They were fearful to ascent to the craters lest the thin crust should give way and swallow them.
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