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DEDICATION 

 

ñHumanity has before it two modes of development. The first involveséthe horizontal 

aspect of man and creationéThe second mode of development involves what is deepest 

in the human being, when, transcending the world and transcending himself, man turns to 

the One who is the Creator of all. It is only this vertical direction which can give full 

meaning to manôs being and action, because it situates him in relation to his origin and 

his end. 

 

In this twofold direction, horizontal and vertical, man realizes himself fully as a spiritual 

being and as homo sapiens.   

 

But we see that development is not uniform and linear, and that progress is not always 

well ordered. This reveals the disorder which affects the human condition.ò1 

 

-Pope Saint John Paul II 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For a More Perfect Union.  

  

 

1 Pope John Paul II, "Address to the Plenary Session on óThe Emergence of Complexity in Mathematics, Physics, 

Chemistry and Biology," The Pontifical Academy of Sciences, October 31, 1992. 
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ABSTRACT 

 

Landmark Mountains is a vertical history of the United States that argues landmark 

mountains reveal how ideology, imagination, and the contradictions of settler colonialism 

coalesced in the making of empire and nation. These iconic and prominent mountains in the 

American West were contingent spaces, places to assert the ideology of continental 

republicanism, settler sites, and contested landscapes in the formation of the American 

republican empire and nation-state. American explorers and settlers from the Founding of the 

Republic (1763) to the post-frontier era (1898) imagined prominent western mountains as 

imperial prizes and as iconic symbols of national meaning and identity. Beginning with early 

republican ideology, continental presumptions were essential in bolstering the symbolic and 

imaginative use of both Western and vertical spaces in the service of an expansive republic. 

During the nineteenth century, explorers and settlers construed the iconic landmark mountains of 

the American West as both barriers to and symbols of a continental republican empire and, later, 

of national identity. At key moments in national history, landmark moments were geographical 

spaces to define again and again what the United States was, who the republic was for, and the 

role of the citizen in it.  
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INTRODUCTION: A VERTICAL REPUBLIC 

 

ñThe principle of free governments adheres to the American soil. It is bedded in it, immovable as 

its mountains.ò2 

-Daniel Webster, 1825 

 

 On July 22, 1893, a thirty-three-year-old English professor, Katherine Lee Bates, gazed 

eastward from her vantage atop Coloradoôs Pikes Peak and towards the edge of the high plains at 

the heart of the continent. It was a gaze intertwined with the past, present, and future of the 

American nation, and a gaze that would come to be remembered by generations of Americans in 

the poetic memorialization of her mountaintop experience in America the Beautiful (1895).3 For 

Bates, Pikes Peak and the surrounding western mountains encapsulated the center of a 

continental and national imagination. From the mountainôs height, Bates imagined the 

landscapes of the West, mountain and plain, and the spatial relationship between them, as a 

symbol of a nation transcending the limited bounds of time and space at the present moment. The 

landscape that the summit of Pikes Peak afforded was an almost transcendent symbol of national 

identity, and the mountain itself was a landmark mountain that evoked the continental scope and 

arc of a nation unbounded across space and time. It was from the summit of this landmark 

 

2 Daniel Webster, An Address Delivered at the Laying of the Corner-Stone at Charlestown, Massachusetts, June 17, 

1825, in Daniel Webster for Young Americans: Comprising the Greatest Speeches of the Defender of the 

Constitution, (Boston, MA: Little, Brown, and Co., 1907): 48, https://www.gutenberg.org/files/41300/41300-

h/41300-h.htm.  
3  Katherine Lee Bates, America the Beautiful, 1895, https://www.gilderlehrman.org/history-resources/spotlight-

primary-source/america-beautiful-1893.  

https://www.gutenberg.org/files/41300/41300-h/41300-h.htm
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/41300/41300-h/41300-h.htm
https://www.gilderlehrman.org/history-resources/spotlight-primary-source/america-beautiful-1893
https://www.gilderlehrman.org/history-resources/spotlight-primary-source/america-beautiful-1893
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mountain in the American West that Bates was inspired to write ñthe opening lines of the hymnò 

that ñfloated into my mind.ò4 The vertical ñpurple mountain majestiesò above the horizontal 

ñfruited plains,ò for Bates was evidence that the hand of Providence had blest this continental 

nation ñfrom sea to shining sea.ò On the summit of Pikes Peak, Batesôs imaginative gaze in 

America the Beautiful appeared as a marriage between the landscapes of the continent and the 

past, present, and future of a republican nation. She beheld in her gaze a sense of deep time that 

emanated around these ancient masses of stone. Pikes Peak stood as a landmark mountain from 

which Bates could look upon the expansive history of the American nation from the ñpilgrim 

feetò that pushed the frontier bounds across the wilderness.5   

With all its lofty and religious overtones, it should be no wonder that the ñhymn,ò as 

Bates called it, came to be set to music, reprinted in hymnals, workbooks, and recited and sung 

regularly across the nation from her time to ours. Bateôs mountaintop words were crafted in a 

larger, wider context of a nation at the end of the so-called ñfrontier era.ò Immediately preceding 

her horse-drawn buggy ride to the summit of Pikes Peak in July 1893, earlier that same summer, 

Bates had been in the Chicago World Fairôs Columbian Exposition. For all her desire to center 

her poem on the identity of a nation, Bates created her poem under the auspices of empire. The 

ñColumbian Expositionò was, in large part, more a celebration of Anglo-American culture that 

spanned the continent and was meant to commemorate the four-hundredth anniversary of 

Columbusôs ñdiscoveryò of the American continents. Four hundred years later, the Columbia 

Exposition advertised itself as the culminating force of Columbusôs imperial project. The 

 

4 Bates, quoted "'America the Beautiful,' 1893," Gilder Lehrman Institute of American History,  

https://www.gilderlehrman.org/history-resources/spotlight-primary-source/america-beautiful-1893.  
5 Jared Orsi, Citizen Explorer: The Life of Zebulon Pike, (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2014): 287-291. 

https://www.gilderlehrman.org/history-resources/spotlight-primary-source/america-beautiful-1893
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ñalabaster cities gleamò in the poem refers to the ñWhite Cityò that Chicago became in the 

summer of 1893, a place Bates had just recently left.6 Both Frederick Jackson Turner and 

Buffalo Bill Cody presented in Chicago during the summer of 1893 in their own interpretations 

of the story of empire-building and nation-making in the American West. Turnerôs reductionist 

view of American history was a progressive succession of continental frontiers gradually falling 

away to republican society, and in the process, invigorating the ñfrontier virtuesò at the center of 

national culture. Turnerôs West was one in which nature, not people, was the primary barrier to 

empire. He made little mention of the hundreds of Native nations across the continent, to say 

nothing of their fierce resistance to the arms of national empire. Across the street was Buffalo 

Bill Codyôs ñWild Westò performance, which featured violent conflict, warfare, and the 

elimination of the Native Americans in the pursuit of continental power.7 Both Turner and Cody 

sought to capture and create a sense of a mythic frontier that was rapidly, if not completely, 

vanishing.  

Caught up in this ñquicken and deepen sense of America,ò Bates caught a train through 

the Great Plains, arriving in Colorado on July 4, 1893, to try to visualize the contrast between 

two conflicting visions of the nation as it stood in the post-frontier era.8 The first was the 

industrialized core that the ñWhite Cityò of Chicago demonstrated, and the second was the 

peripheral natural spaces of the American West, where the flat expanses of the plains ran up 

 

6 Orsi, Citizen Explorer, 287-289. 
7 Richard White, ñFrederick Jackson Turner and Buffalo Bill,ò in The Frontier in American Culture, ed. James R. 

Grossman, (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1994): 1-21; Orsi, Citizen Explorer, 287-289. 
8 Orsi, Citizen Explorer, 287. 
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against the mountainous spine of the continent. Atop this landmark mountain above empire and 

nation, Bates coalesced the meaning of this national moment into America the Beautiful.    

Bateôs ascent of Pikes Peak and the poem that vision wrought captured the sentiment of 

the larger nation-making project of the post- Civil War Era, yet remained deeply ensconced in a 

history of empire that stretched back to the American founding.9 In that long arc of time, 

mountains in the American West became places of both empire-building and nation-making. 

Among the most visible and prominent manifestations of the continentôs geography, mountains 

represented a physical connection between the ideals of republican society and the lands of North 

America. In this sense, mountains were beacons of the frontier, barriers to progress, icons of 

national identity, and symbols of both nation and empire. For all of its seeming originality, 

Bateôs vision from the summit of a landmark mountain is best understood in a larger history of 

the place of mountains in the American West.  

***  

Landmark Mountains is a vertical history of the United States and argues that the history 

of these mountains reveals how ideology, imagination, and the contradictions of settler 

colonialism coalesced in the making of the American empire and nation. I argue that mountains 

were representative geographies at the core of the republic, and that the history of these 

mountains reveals concepts in American history that have always been fraught. American settlers 

and explorers used the landmark mountain to help define changing meanings of the republic. As 

both imagined and physical realities, mountains were central to the American experience. These 

 

9 Steven Hahn, A Nation Without Borders: The United States and Its World in an Age of Civil Wars, 1830-1910, 

(New York, NY: Penguin Press): 2-10.  
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mountains were contingent landscapes, places to assert continental republicanism, settler sites 

that replaced indigenous meanings, and were contested spaces for the making of empire and 

nation. At key moments in national history, landmark mountains were geographical spaces to 

define what the United States was, who the republic was for, and the role of the citizen in it.  

Landmark mountains were contingent spaces, dependent on their imaginative making and 

unmaking on a diverse array of historical actors in the American West. I argue that during the 

nineteenth century in particular, those explorers and settlers construed the iconic "landmark 

mountains" of the West to be both barriers to and symbols of a continental republican empire. By 

examining the history of some of the most iconic and well-known mountains in the West, such as the 

Grand Teton, the Cascade volcanoes, Mount Whitney, and the Wind River Mountains, to name a 

few, what do we learn about how these iconic mountains were created in the cultural imagination, 

and what role did they play in the history of the American nation? To look at the history of the 

United States as held through its mountains is to see the nationôs values, tensions, and promises 

played out across the long arc of American history. At times, they could even be places to 

challenge some of the very structures of the American settler project. In this dissertation, I seek 

to answer the following questions: How and why did certain mountains become iconic 

ñlandmark mountainsò both in the American West and for the United States? What settler 

ideologies did this landmark mountain become representative of? How does vertical history 

reframe themes of ñempireò and ñnationò in American history? What does the contingent history 

of these mountain spaces say about their future for the United States?  

The history of the American West, historian Richard White wrote, was ña series of doors 

pretending to be walls.ò The Western mountains were a part of the literal physical manifestation 
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of Whiteôs notion of Western history.10 The Westôs mountains may seem like walls, but 

historically, they were doors: doors to empire, to national myth, to continental imagination. 

Undoubtedly, part of Western history is about expanding imperial boundaries, yet boundaries 

propose a type of relationship and presuppose an entangled connection between two entities. As 

such, imperial boundaries are relative and dynamic, and one generationôs boundary might be 

anotherôs ñdoor.ò Mountains were representative of both tremendous imaginative power, such as 

symbols and ideas, and manifestations of political control, such as political boundaries, sites for 

surveying, and knowledge collection.11 Western mountains helped to bound and order republican 

space on an individual, communal, or national scale.12 It is from this imaginative power that 

mountains held such a draw as icons of place, ideas, and political ideology, and why certain 

symbolic ñstoried mountains,ò what I call in this dissertation ñlandmark mountains,ò became 

landscape embodiments of ideas of American empire and nation in the nineteenth century.13 As 

they expanded westward, American republicans relied on the language of continental 

exceptionalism and landscape mythology to reimpose meaning on indigenous lands.  

Myths here arenôt necessarily what is commonly understood as ñfalse stories,ò but rather 

are stories drawn from shared meaning that became central to how a culture and nation 

 

10 Richard White, Itôs Your Misfortune and None of My Own: A History of the American West, (Norman, OK: 

University of Oklahoma Press, 1991): 3. 
11 Eyal Weizman, ñIntroduction to the Politics of Verticality,ò openDemocracy, April 23, 2002, 

https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/article_801jsp/; Michael S. Reidy, ñAt the Height of Empire: Halford John 

Mackinder and the Foundation of Geography in England,ò Newsletter of the History of Science Society, Vol. 37, No. 

2 (2008): 24, 18-19; Michael S. Reidy, ñFrom Oceans to Mountains: Spatial Science in the Age of Empire,ò in New 

Historical Perspectives on the Field Sciences, ed. Jeremy Vetter, (Rutgers, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2011): 17-

18.  
12 Veronica della Dora, Mountain: Nature and Culture, (London, UK: Reakton Books, 2016): 39. 
13 Jared Farmer, On Zionôs Mount: Mormons, Indians, and the American Landscape, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 

University Press, 2008): 2-11.  

https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/article_801jsp/
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envisioned and defined itself.14 Renaming, reclaiming, remaking a place in the settlerôs image 

was a crucial part of the American frontier enterprise. This republican vision of landscapes was 

tied up with larger historical events and structures of settler colonialism.15 In this, American 

settler culture imagined myths about landmark mountains to both bound an empire and define a 

nation.   

Thus, this story is one of the intersections of imagination and empire. Republican 

political thought and democratic identity were inherently entangled with the settler colonial 

process of expansion and annexation. The appropriation of Native land laid important 

foundations for the political and ideological concepts of the nationôs imperial identity. The 

landmarking process of natural features, such as mountains, created cultural meaning out of 

Native spaces, thus allowing settlers to create a new geographical imagination dissociated from a 

legacy of violence.16 For settlers in a new space and unfamiliar land, there are few desires deeper 

than the attempt at creating an authentic, natural connection to the landscape. American settlers 

imagined mountain locations to feel a sense of grandeur and to perceive a wider scale of time 

and space. In this, mountains stood as a symbol of the continent and a beacon of an expanding 

empire over walls. The American republicôs quest for an ñEdenicò West was one that it could 

never fully grasp. That, while myths of national identity and American exceptionalism on the 

landscape might abound, a true and just authenticity often remained a bit east of Eden. The irony 

 

14 Kevin Blake, ñMaking Mythic Landscapes,ò in North American Odyssey: Historical Geographies for the 21st 

Century, ed. Craig Colten and Geoffrey Buckley, (New York City, NY: Roman and Littlefield Press, 2014): 251-

271. 
15 Patrick Wolfe, ñSettler-Colonialism and the Elimination of the Native,ò Journal of Genocide Research, Vol. 8, 

No. 4 (2006): 392. 
16 Adam Dahl, Empire of the People: Settler Colonialism and the Foundations of Modern Democratic Thought, 

(Lawrence, KS: University of Kansas Press, 2018): 6-20.  
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in all of this Edenic language was that in many ways, the history of the American West 

resembled more the Garden of Eden after the fall from grace; an original sin of freedom without 

responsibility.  

Empire-Building and Nation-Making 

 Part of what differentiates empire-building from nation-building is a question of purpose 

and the administration of power over space.  Empires are concerned with territorial acquisition 

and extraction through colonization. Nations are centered on making sense of an acquired 

territory and incorporating that land into a cohesive national framework. To be sure, there were 

elements of ñnationò well before 1865, and full-throated displays of American empire after it. 

Western landmark mountains became proving grounds for the processes of empire-building and 

nation-making as much as events such as the Civil War, and were equally powerful landscapes of 

national unity. There were places both to assert American power in some cases, and in others, to 

question what and for whom a continental ñempire of libertyò really was.  

Also part of the mode of the American settler-state was continental expansion, and the 

colonial dependencies of empire-building, which became known as ñterritories,ò eventually 

became absorbed into the nation as co-equal states of the republic after applications to Congress. 

In both an imperial and national framework, the American state sought to control both the 

horizontal and vertical dimensions of the continent and command particular vectors of control, 

such as rivers, ports, and passes. In these spaces, state agents produced geographical knowledge 

through surveys, mapping, and other sciences, and used it to create a sense of place. This was a 

stage in which empire-building merged with colonization, which is differentiated more by 

degree, rather than a difference in kind. Colonization, the systematic organization of an acquired 
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imperial territory into state control, includes the arrival of settler colonists from previously 

settled regions and the reciprocal relationship between settler arrival and the appropriation of 

resources, knowledge, and land from a marginal area to an imperial center.17 The state-making 

process, however, was not uniform. Sometimes, in places, state-creation was a slower and 

methodical process, based upon surveys, grids, state constitution proposals, and, most 

importantly, the settler population.18  

The language of continental landscapes formed an early sense of place and identity for 

the rebellious colonists-turned-nationalists. A ñcontinentò is largely a social, not geological, term 

that provides a culture with a sense of ordering large, seemingly boundless geographies.19 For 

their part, American settlers from before the founding of the Republic would see the North 

American continent as naturally suited both climatically and geographically for republican 

society.  An ideology of ñcontinentalismò is a broad term that helps to encapsulate all of these 

ideas of environmental materiality, national identity, and republican hopes. Specifically, North 

Americaôs continental features, large oceans, rivers, plains, and most importantly for our 

purposes here, mountains, were essential to providing the republic a sense of place on a spatial 

and temporal scale. The most important of these features was the continentôs rivers, as in an 

 

17 Barbara Arneil, "Colonialism versus Imperialism," Political Theory 52, no. 1 (February 2024): 146, 

https://doi.org/10.1177/00905917231193107.; Margaret E. Keck, "Colonialism and Imperialism," in The Wiley-

Blackwell Encyclopedia of Social and Political Movements, eds. David A. Snow et al. (Hoboken, NJ: Wiley-

Blackwell, 2013), https://doi.org/10.1002/9781444337839.wbelctv1c004.  
18 U.S. Const. art. IV, § 3; See early models for settler admission of states: Northwest Ordinance, July 13, 1787, 

Record Group 11, National Archives Building, Washington, DC, https://www.archives.gov/milestone-

documents/northwest-ordinance; Land Ordinance of 1785, House Communication 1251, 74th Cong., History, Art & 

Archives, https://history.house.gov/HouseRecord/Detail/25769822302.  
19 James D. Drake, The Nationôs Nature: How Continental Presumptions Gave Rise to the United States of America, 

(Charlottesville, VA: University of Virginia Press): 112-116; D.W. Meinig, The Shaping of America: A 

Geographical Perspective on 500 Years of History, Vol. 1, Atlantic America, 1492-1800, (New Haven, CT: Yale 

University Press): 283-288.   

https://doi.org/10.1177/00905917231193107
https://doi.org/10.1002/9781444337839.wbelctv1c004
https://history.house.gov/HouseRecord/Detail/25769822302
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unknown land, rivers became the roads of a republican empire eager to expand its grasp overland 

and a means by which settlers could bound, possess, and travel across continental interiors. As 

settlers charted, explored, and wrote about the continentôs great rivers in the East, such as the 

Potomac, Ohio, Mississippi, and in the West, the Missouri, Platte, Arkansas, and Columbia, 

those explorations led them to headwaters in vertical spaces. Thus, the continentôs waterways led 

them directly into some of the continentôs expansive mountain ranges, from the Appalachians to 

the Rockies, and over the Pacific Crest.  

Instead of inventing an entirely new political system, the American founders borrowed 

the system of empire from their British political tradition, which also included the model and 

language of empire.20 Thomas Jeffersonôs famous formulation of his hope for the Republic as an 

ñempire of libertyò was far less a contradiction in terms than it might seem at first.21 

Republicanism, as generally understood in this dissertation, takes a distinctly Jeffersonian flavor. 

This republicanism was connected to Jeffersonôs political thought around many of the following 

themes: the importance of yeoman agrarianism, a limited and loosely connected federal 

government, a distrust of centralization and industry, all on a bed of territorial expansion for the 

preservation of liberty.22 In a Western context, empire-building and colonization represent the 

annexation and acquisition of territory to expand the bounds of the United States, to, in the words 

 

20 Steven Hahn, A Nation Without Borders: The United States and Its World in an Age of Civil Wars, 1830-1910, 

(New York, NY: Penguin): 2; Alan Taylor, American Revolutions: A Continental History, 1750-1803, (New York, 

NY: W.W. Norton Press, 2016): 5-8; Peter Onuf, Jeffersonôs Empire: The Language of American Nationhood, 

(Charlottesville, VA: University of Virginia Press, 2000): 2, 12, 73-75.  
21 Onuf, Jeffersonôs Empire, 2. 
22 Joseph J. Ellis, American Sphinx: The Character of Thomas Jefferson, (New York, NY: Alfred A. Knopf): 57-58, 

226, 254-266.  
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of Federalist 10, ñextend the sphereò of the state.23 The expansionistic and imperialistic 

motivations for territorial acquisition date back to the constitutional ratification debates. 

Combined with Jeffersonôs idealistic ñempire of liberty,ò Madisonôs extended republic provided 

a moral and rhetorical foundation for the empire-building that dominated American politics for 

much of the nineteenth century.24 

The Civil War Era was the transitional ground between the ñempire-buildingò of loose 

confederate state-republics and the transformation into a unified federal nation-state. Unionist 

forces, representing the power of the federal government, decisively took control of its Western 

dependencies as part of the nation. President Lincoln, for his part, sought to bind the West to the 

federal Union through surveys, explorations, and the construction of forts to suppress Native 

resistance. In this regard, the American nation unified around a shared meaning, purpose, and 

identity. 25 Immediately before, during, and after the American Civil War, the United States 

centralized its political authority in federal, rather than state, government. Moreover, it expanded 

federal administrative control over the West, experiencing a new birth of national identity linked 

to the landscapes, and often mountains, of the American West. The nation-making of the long 

Civil War era did not prelude, of course, the rather tenacious imperial arms of centralized control 

in administering western landscapes and subduing indigenous resistance.26 Before the war, 

landmark mountains were beacons that bound and possessed the West during the empire-

 

23 James Madison, "Federalist No. 10," November 23, 1787, in The Avalon Project, Yale Law School, 

https://avalon.law.yale.edu/18th_century/fed10.asp.  
24 Madison, Federalist 10; Hahn, A Nation Without Borders, 23, 125. 
25 Hahn, A Nation Without Borders, 2-15.  
26 Hahn, A Nation Without Borders, 377-400. 

https://avalon.law.yale.edu/18th_century/fed10.asp
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building of the United States. After it, landmark mountains became not only spaces of national 

identity and myth but were also transitional spaces between empire and nation.  

Mountains of Imagination 

Mountain scholars have long noted how vertical thinking can shape the human 

imagination and that imagination can lead to producing material change. There is a power to the 

concept of verticality that, quite literally, places things on a bounded scale. Thinking about 

history on its vertical axis is a mode of thought that allows for new ecological, spatial, and 

temporal intellectual frameworks and for conceptualizing the world and the human place in the 

past. Verticality, as a concept, extends and expands the spatial dimension of history by exploring 

questions in history in broader, deeper, and larger ways both spatially and intellectually. The 

power of a vertical imagination lies in a recognition of the power that high places have in the 

capacity to transform culture and society.27  

Mountains represent the clearest example of a vertical landscape. According to cultural 

geographer Yi-Fu Tuan, ñplaceò is the concept in the geographic imagination that connotes an 

ñordered world of meaning.ò28 ñPlaceò is partially the intermingling of land and mind. It is also 

partially defined by an identity, centered on ideas of grounding, security, belonging, and 

familiarity with a landscape.29 Places are not inherently bounded by a landscape alone, but exist 

 

27 Patrick Whitmarsh, ñIntroduction: The Vertical Anthropocene, Vertical Science and the Planetary Media 

Ecologyò in Writing Our Extinction: Anthropocene Fiction and Vertical Science, (Stanford, CA: Stanford University 

Press, 2023): 3-5; Michael S. Reidy, ñDarwinôs Vertical Thinking: Mountains, Mobility, and the Imagination in 19th-

Century Geology,ò Centaurus, Vol. 62, (2020): 631-646.  
28 Yi -Fu Tuan, Space and Place: The Perspective and Experience, (Minneapolis, MN, University of Minnesota 

Press, 1977), 56.  
29 Tuan, Space and Place, 3-5, 54.  
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in the human imagination, bounded by both physical space and mind.30 Place is a concept that 

evokes an intense familiarity and passion for a physical feature or landscape, and is a geographic 

concept that ñevokes authenticity, and direct, sensible access to the world.ò31 Space can often be 

considered a landscape that is open and is associated with danger, unfamiliarity, chaos, openness, 

and freedom in the geographic imagination.32 According to Tuan, humans need both space and 

place, but it is especially place that demands an interconnectedness of identity, meaning with 

geography. Places are vital for storytelling and memory in a cultureôs collective consciousness, 

and thus are intimately charged with meaning.33  

Visible landmarks are the first key to defining a sense of place. Humans ñélook for 

landmarks on the horizon that compel attentionéò and ñéloom large in consciousness.ò34 The 

imaginative power of mountains and verticality takes much of its meaning and power from the 

horizon from which it arises. Mountains jut out above the horizon, beckoning the viewer 

upwards, made of rock and can be crossed, touched, and commodified. It is partially the stark 

contrast between the vertical, which provides a sense of striving and exploration against the 

horizontal, which provides a sense of rest and familiarity, that together creates a potent spatial 

 

30 Veronica della Dora, Imagining Mount Athos: Visions of a Holy Place, from Homer to World War II, 

(Charlottesville, VA: University of Virginia Press, 2011): 4. 
31 della Dora, Imagining Mount Athos, 4, 5, 243.  
32 Tuan, Space and Place, 3-5, 54, 56.  
33 della Dora, Imagining Mount Athos, 1,4; William Cronon, ñA Place for Stories: Nature, History, and Narrative,ò 

Journal of American History, Vol. 78, Is. 4, (March 1992): 1347-1376; Keith H. Basso, Wisdom Sits in Places: 

Landscape and Language Among the Western Apache, (Albuquerque, NM: University of New Mexico Press, 1996). 
34 Tuan, Space and Place, 161.  
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dynamic.35 The seeming permanence of mountains and impressive material nature often render 

them obvious targets for narratives of cultural place-making.36       

Certain mountains appeal to the geographical imagination more than others. Some 

mountains, through their prominence, location, and visibility, ñcrystallize mythò and strike the 

hearts of those living below them powerfully and profoundly.37 These mountains, when 

combined with the minds and imaginations of those in their shadows, become landmark 

mountains. Physical landmarks are created when ña perceptual landscape overlaps with the 

physical oneéthey are icons of our mental maps. Landmarks fall within a certain size range: big 

enough that humans can see them, not so big that humans cannot visualize theméò38 Great 

landmarks are ñstoried landmarks,ò places on the land imbued with narrative and meaning.39 A 

landmark mountain, then, is a geographic landmark applied to a prominent mountain or range 

infused with narratives in the spatial imagination. The nineteenth-century travel writer and 

landscape writer Henry Tuckerman, for instance, wrote of Americaôs mountains, ñthe peculiar 

beauty of American mountains is rather incidental than intrinsic; we seldom gaze upon one with 

the delight awakened by an individual charm, but usually on account of its grand effect as part of 

a vast landscapeéit inspires the imagination more frequently than it satisfies the eye.ò40 The 

quotation betrays a variety of assumptions that Tuckerman found in the public imagination of 

 

35 Yi -Fu Tuan, Topophilia: A Study Environmental Perception, Attitudes, and Values, (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: 

Prentice-Hall Inc., 1974): 28, quoted in Jennifer K. Ladino, Memorials Matter: Emotion, Environments, and Public 

Memory at American Historical Sites, (Reno, NV: University of Nevada Press, 2019): 216.    
36 Veronica della Dora, Mountain: Nature and Culture, (London, UK: Reakton Books, 2016): 7, 11.  
37 della Dora, Imagining Mount Athos, 17. 
38 Farmer, On Zionôs Mount, 6.  
39 Farmer, On Zionôs Mount, 4.  
40 Henry Tuckerman, ñOver the Mountains, Or the Western Frontier,ò in The Home Book of the Picturesque, (New 

York, NY: G.P. Putnam Press, 1852): 115, 

https://archive.org/details/homebookofpictur00newy/page/n17/mode/2up.   

https://archive.org/details/homebookofpictur00newy/page/n17/mode/2up
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American mountains, beginning with its role in bounding and scaling a landscape. Part of the 

aesthetic phenomena of mountains for him was that these mountains are significant as parts of a 

larger whole in a landscape. For Tuckerman, the most powerful feature of mountains was their 

direct connection to the imagination.  

A landmark mountain is a visible and prominent mountainous place where a mountain of 

materiality interacts with an abstract ñmountain of the mind.ò41 Landmark mountains tell stories 

and are often imbued with some of the most elemental desires and emotions of the human 

imagination.42 The geographic features of a landmark mountain in the American West that I 

establish in this dissertation require specific topographic qualities, such as prominence (as 

defined as significantly higher than surrounding terrain), and ready visibility across a large 

viewshed.43 Landmark mountains offer historic insights into culture and reflect the values and 

ideologies of the societies that helped create them. In the American West, I am most interested in 

those landmark mountains that provide a sense of place and belonging on a national, rather than 

simply regional scale. Naturally, this means I look at some of the most iconic mountains of the 

West, such as the Cascade volcanoes, Mount Whitney, the Grand Tetons, and the Wind River 

Mountains.  

 

 

 

41 Robert MacFarland, Mountains of the Mind: A History of a Fascination, (London, UK: Granta Books, 2003): 19.  
42 For a greater contextual discussion on the mountain as a political and imperial idea see: Bernard Debarbieux and 

Gilles Dudaz, The Mountain: A Political History from the Enlightenment to the Present, (Chicago, IL: University of 

Chicago Press, 2015: 13-42, 45-113; Peter L. Bayers, Imperial Ascent: Masculinity, Mountaineering, and Empire, 

(Boulder, CO: University of Colorado Press, 2003).  
43 Tuan, Space and Place, 161. 
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Chronological Structure and Chapter Overview 

This dissertation spans nearly the entirety of the empire-building (1763-1850s) and 

nation-making era (1850s-1890s) in the history of the United States through the historic 

relationship between the territorial expansion of the American republic and the mountains of the 

continent. What I call the ñempire-buildingò in this dissertation spans from the conclusion of the 

French and Indian War and the Proclamation of 1763, and follows a chronological approach 

largely through the Wind River Mountains and Cascades. The ñnation-makingò part of this story 

generally moves to the Tetons and Pacific Ranges. The dissertation ends in the 1890s, by which 

time the centralizing project of nation-making had largely concluded. In that decade, the 

Wounded Knee Massacre (1890) represented the end of Indian resistance largely through violent 

means, the ñfrontierò was said to be closed at the Chicago Worldôs Fair (1893), and Bates 

composed the words of a national hymn from a national landmark mountain (1893). At the end 

of the decade, the United Statesô imperial gaze began to look in an extracontinental way for its 

continued expansion in the Spanish-American War (1898).  

 I begin the narrative with the frustrations of American colonists who had their 

continental ambitions stripped by the Royal Proclamation of 1763, which forbade settlement or 

land speculation on lands beyond the Appalachian Crest. Through royal decree and colonial 

desires, the Appalachian Mountains reigned in the pre-Revolutionary consciousness of many 

settlers. Next was the Jeffersonian Era of exploration into the Trans-Mississippi West, and to the 

waters of the Pacific over the Rockies and through the Cascades. ñManifest Destinyò was hardly 

manifest or a destiny during the Jacksonian and Antebellum period, due in large part to the 

presence of glistening glaciated volcanoes on one side of the continent and a wall of granite that 
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is the Wind River Mountains on the other. John C. Fremontôs 1842 climb of Fremont Peak and 

William Raynoldôs 1848 climb of Pico de Orizaba in Mexico helped to show a reluctantly 

expanding nation the symbolic heights of American territorial expansion. As settlers crossed 

through South Pass in the Wind Rivers, they came upon the dramatic craggy Teton Mountains, 

the first landmarks of an assertion of American imperialism in the disputed Oregon Country and 

Pacific region. The Tetons would prove to play a pivotal role in the making of the national myth 

of the frontier in the postwar years as well. I explore the climb and consequences of William 

Owen and Franklin Spaldingôs 1898 climb of the Grand Teton, marking the first undisputed 

ascent of what is arguably the American Westôs most iconic landmark mountain. In the Pacific 

Northwest, with many other places in the West, in Oregon Country, settlers learned that Native 

Americans held profound spatial and climbing knowledge in the Cascade Mountains, resisting 

colonial efforts around these mountains. Finally, I look at Clarence King, a scientific-colonist 

and surveyor whose writings are demonstrative of the wider transitional era between empire and 

nation as played out in the Eastern Sierra.  

Domestically, near the turn of the century, many of these landmark mountains also 

transformed into spaces made possible by the earlier decades of consolidated federal power and 

private capital during the long Civil War eraôs nation-making programs. Mountains became 

spaces for the growth of federal land agencies, while also being recreational and leisure 

landscapes. Both landscape conservation through growth of federal administration and the 

explosion of middle and upper-middle class in this period were consequences of the mid-to-late 

nineteenth centuryôs nation-making program, and parts of the story that is the chronological end 

of this dissertation. After 1900, these mountains transformed en masse into more ñdemocraticò 
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landscapes of leisure that were actively administered for conservation ideals by federal 

bureaucracies, all while often remaining deeply exclusive spaces for privileged certain racial and 

socio-economic groups.44   

Summiting the Grand Teton proved a kind of final symbolic conquest of the ñvertical 

frontierò across the continent in August 1898. Theodore Roosevelt, in 1892, visited the Tetons 

and saw them as an ideal Western range and as a place to practice his version of rugged 

masculinity in a post-frontier nation.45 In 1898, Roosevelt brought his domineering ambition and 

rugged frontier ideology to lead the Rough Riders in their charge on San Juan Hill in Cuba. 

Owen and Spaldingôs climb of the Grand Teton on August 11, 1898, was, at least symbolically, a 

decisively settler colonial act that was something like a final chapter in the book of asserting 

American continental dominion. The following day, August 12, 1898, Spain signed a cessation 

of hostilities with the United States, eventually leading to a treaty that handed Cuba, the 

Philippines, Puerto Rico, and Guam to an extracontinental American Empire that was ready to 

assert its imperial arms overseas. ñThe American energy,ò Turner wrote in at the Worldôs Fair in 

1893, in declaring the closure of the Western frontier, ñwill continually demand a wider field for 

its exercise.ò46 By the end of the 1890s, the American nation-state had been well defined, even as 

the potential limits of the American Empire in the world remained unbounded.47 Katherine Lee 

 

44 Ruth Alexander, Democracyôs Mountain: Longs Peak and the Unfulfilled Promises of Americaôs National Parks, 

(Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma Press, 2023): 1-14.  
45 Theodore Roosevelt, ñAn Elk-Hunt at Two-Ocean Pass, 1892ò in Robert W. Righter (ed.), A Teton Country 

Anthology, (Boulder, CO: Roberts Rinehard, Inc., 1990): 94.  
46 Frederick Jackson Turner, ñThe Significance of the Frontier in American History,ò (1893) in The Frontier in 

American History, (New York, NY: Henry Holt and Co., 1920): 37. 
47 Hahn, A Nation Without Borders, 399 
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Batesô vision from Pikes Peak and across the continent, it would seem, had not accounted for a 

gaze into places such as the Caribbean or South Pacific.   

 

Figure 1. Fremont on a Wind River peak, waving an American flag on a memorialized stamp. 

The stamp demonstrates the connection between empire-building and mountains across the 

nineteenth century. The stamp was published in the ñTrans-Mississippi Exposition Issueò of 

stamps during the nationôs imperialistic involvement in the Spanish-American War.48 

 

The dissertation is broken into the following sections, opting for geographical 

cohesion as much as possible rather than strict chronological narration. ñPart I: A Republican 

Empire and Continental Mountainsò is composed of three chapters that collectively narrate 

the role of mountains, geographical features, and hold a particular focus on the Wind River 

Mountains in antebellum America. ñChapter 1: Extending the Sphereò sets the intellectual 

 

48 Roger S. Brody and Alexander T. Haimann, ñTrans-Mississippi Exposition Issue: 5-Cent Fremont on the Rocky 

Mountains, 1898ò Smithsonian Institution, National Postal Museum, https://postalmuseum.si.edu/exhibition/about-

us-stamps-bureau-period-1894-1939-commemorative-issues-1898-1925/trans-mississippi.  
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20 

 

groundwork for the notion of ñspatial republicanism,ò which argues that geography and the 

ideology of republicanism went hand-in-hand in what was seen as the preservation of liberty 

through territorial expansion-an expansion that often brought American settlers to many of 

the continentôs great ranges. Chapters 2 and 3 show how North American mountains played a 

pivotal role in debates over westward expansion, featuring the making and unmaking of the 

Wind River Mountains as among the first landmark mountains in the West, as well as the 

climbing of the Mexican volcanoes for asserting American continental hegemony during the 

Mexican-American War. ñPart II: The Tetons, National Identity, and Frontier Mythologyò 

collectively tells the story of how the Teton Mountains became iconic symbols of the 

postwar American nation-state. Chapter 4 contextualizes the 1872 climb of the Grand Teton, 

photographs of the range by William Henry Jackson, and Thomas Moranôs paintings, as part 

of the larger national Reconstruction project in crafting a postwar national identity attached 

to Western places. Chapters 5 and 6 explore how the national myth of the frontier became 

associated with the range in a republic that was quickly moving towards a post-frontier state.  

ñPart III: The Pacific Crestò recenters the largely intermountain geographic theme of the 

dissertation by looking at the mountains of the Pacific Slope, particularly the Cascades and 

Sierra Nevada, in empire-building and nation-making between 1806 and 1873. Chapters 7 and 8 

show how the Cascade volcanoes, especially Mount Rainier, were used to bound and assert 

settler territorial claims in the Pacific Northwest. However, the climbing history of the volcanoes 

challenged notions of white supremacy with the leadership of Native peoples on the climbs. 

Chapter 9 concludes the dissertation by arguing that Clarence Kingôs imagination of the Eastern 

Sierra and Mount Whitney represents a pivotal transitional phase atop and between notions of 



21 

 

empire and nation. The conclusion asserts that landmark mountains remain culturally contingent 

in their meanings. Landmark mountains act as mirrors to some of the foundational contradictions 

and hopes at the core of this fragile republic. By using history to foster a sense of civic duty, 

landmark mountains can be reimagined as beacons of freedom, responsibility, and a justly 

expansive republicanism, in forming new bonds of friendship. Landmark mountains might still 

be landscapes of hope in the making of a more perfect Union.  

***  

Katherine Lee Batesôs depiction of Pikes Peak was as imaginative as it was spatially 

material. To the east, she could see the lines of plains stretching out into horizontal infinity. To 

the west lay an endless chain of mountains encircling the divide that split the continentôs waters 

between the Atlantic and Pacific. The view was ñthe most glorious scenery I ever beheld,ò wrote 

Bates in her diary entry for the day. Overcome with a national imagination atop the mountain, 

the next day began writing the now-renowned poem.49 From the republicôs vertical axis, the hand 

of God seemed to be eternally active in the guiding and building of her vision of the nation. 

Empire-building demanded a ñthoroughfare for freedom,ò through the continentôs mountains, 

and ñbeat across the wilderness,ò in what could be a violent subjugation of the continentôs nature 

and its indigenous peoples. While the poem strikes a triumphant and exceptionalist tone, Batesôs 

national arc was hardly a seamless or perfected republican project. Had the nation been perfect, 

Bateôs line of ñGod mend thine every flaw,ò would have been rendered unnecessary. Pleading 

the nation be confirmed by ñthy soul in self-controlò rendered the future of freedom and 

responsibility ordered as ñthy liberty in law,ò stressed Bateôs belief that the future of republican 

 

49 Katherine Lee Bates, ñDiary,ò July 22, 1893, quoted in Orsi, Citizen Explorer, 289.  
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liberty was contingent upon civic character. Much of the poem was written as a juxtaposition 

between the history of both a triumphalist empire-building, ñacross the wilderness,ò as well as 

the painful nation-making sacrifices that Union ñheroes proved in liberating strife.ò ñGodôs 

grace,ò it would seem, penetrated both the souls and soils of the nation so that ñundimmed by 

human tears,ò a national ñbrotherhoodò might spread across the continent from ñsea to shining 

sea.ò  Her vista from this Western mountain helped shape the national drama between lofty 

ideals and the undulating scope of a broken human reality. A vertical plane of an upward and 

idealistic sense of republican principles and Providence, represented by mountain heights, was 

brought into union with a horizontal plane of a human, temporal, and realistic sense of history 

and lived experiences.50 Batesôs own interpretation and juxtaposition of national meaning have a 

spatial dimension where her gaze from the summit of Pikes Peak paralleled a national drama. 

From the heights of the American West, Bates could look and simultaneously recognize the 

failures of the republican project, yet with her belief in the ñpatriot dreamsébeyond the years,ò 

she could remain hopeful about the future of the republic.51 Batesôs transformational experience 

on this landmark mountain is understood only in a larger and longer historic relationship between 

mountains and the American nation. 

 

  

 

50 Veronica della Dora, Mountain: Nature and Culture, (London, UK: Reakton Books, 2016): 39; Dennis Cosgrove 

and Veronica della Dora, ñIntroduction: High Places,ò in High Places: Cultural Geographies of Mountains, Ice, and 

Science ed. Dennis Cosgrove and Veronica della Dora, (London, UK: I.B. Tauris Press, 2009): 1-3; Yi-Fu Tuan, 

Topophilia: A Study Environmental Perception, Attitudes, and Values, (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall Inc., 

1974): 28. 
51 Bates, ñAmerican the Beautiful,ò 1893.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

EXTENDING THE SPHERE: THE EXPANSIVE REPUBLIC AND THE EMPIRE OF 

LIBERTY, c. 1763-1820 

 

 

 

 

 

 Situated on a modest hill overlooking the Rivanna River and the easternmost line of the 

Blue Ridge Mountains, Monticello was Thomas Jeffersonôs private retreat and imaginative 

space. It was from among here that the author of the Declaration of Independence formed many 

of his ideas about nature, space, and civilizational progress, which proved as integral to the 

future of the young republic as were the words he penned in the early summer of 1776.52  For all 

its apparent natural tranquility, there was nothing inherently ñnaturalò about Thomas Jeffersonôs 

hilltop home, Monticello. Indeed, Jeffersonôs Monticello was intimately planned, constructed, 

and Jefferson himself remained involved in nearly every aspect of the estateôs construction, 

enlargement, and design. For its part, Monticello would become a lifelong source of both pain 

and joy for him as the estate would become a primary cause of his perpetual debts. At the same 

time, it also served as a retreat from his political life and was an escape for his other intellectual 

 

52 Mark Fiege, The Republic of Nature: An Environmental History of the United States, (Seattle, WA: University of 

Washington Press, 2012): 60-61. 
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and personal interests.53 Often, the continuous updates, expansions, and renovations of 

Jeffersonôs home ran up against the natural terrain contours, soils, water table, and vegetation of 

the Virginia piedmont. The outward sense of the estateôs symmetrical form, based on the fixity 

of Enlightenment ideas of order and proportionality, was superficial. In reality, the estate moved 

with and ñimprovedò the natural world upon which it was built.54 The outward grandeur of the 

estate worked to minimize, or even erase, the enslaved labor that made it possible, to say nothing 

of the many indigenous peoples that previous generations of British settler colonists had 

expatriated from the piedmont. For nearly his entire life, Monticello functioned as a microcosm 

of what he hoped for as a larger national republican project; the two remained largely unfinished 

in Jeffersonôs mind.  

Despite these contradictions between the world of ideas and reality, Monticello was a 

small-scale version of Jeffersonôs ideal dream for the American Union: a community of self-

governing republicans, based on Enlightenment principles, and heavily agrarian. Most 

importantly for this chapter, Jeffersonôs ideas of a republican empire worked alongside with and 

not against, the continentôs natural landscape to produce an ideal world of pure republicanism, 

by which he interpreted to mean the set of political principles and intellectual attitudes that 

formed the ñcrucible of the American Revolution.ò55 Pure republicanism was a loose notion of 

political ideas that, broadly construed, constituted the core of Jeffersonôs political thought: the 

importance of yeoman agrarianism, a limited and loosely connected federal government, 

 

53 Joseph J. Ellis, American Sphinx: The Character of Thomas Jefferson, (New York, NY: Alfred A. Knopf): 57-58, 

226. 
54 Fiege, The Republic of Nature, 60-61. 
55 Peter Onuf, Jeffersonôs Empire: The Language of American Nationhood, (Charlottesville, VA: University of 

Virginia Press, 2000): 2, 12, 73-75; Ellis, American Sphinx, 245. 
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personal and local sovereignty, all on a bed of territorial expansion.56 And like his dedication to 

republican ideas, Monticelloôs estate became something of an obsession for Jefferson. It was a 

place where he could step away from the unruly nature of politics and, in his own domestic 

sphere, endeavor to create an intimate and utopian version of what he imagined for the nation.  

Not thirty miles to the north of Monticello, Jeffersonôs prot®g®, James Madison, lived on 

a similarly elaborate estate. Montpelier, as it was known, like Jeffersonôs Monticello and even 

James Monroeôs Highland Estate, sat among uplifted montane woodlands of the upper Virginia 

piedmont. While Montpelier was built on an elevated plateau rather than a bluff, the two estates 

of these great republican minds provided a clear view to the Blue Ridge Mountains, and 

westward still, into the heart of the Appalachian West. What makes places like Monticello and 

Montpelier so fascinating is that they were the homes of two of the greatest promoters of an 

expanding republican empire. Indeed, both Thomas Jefferson and James Madison, from their 

hilltop homes afront the mountains, in many ways used the structures and contradictions of their 

own estates as imaginative models for what an expanding ñempire of libertyò might look like.57 

At sunrise, the east slope of the Blue Ridge is the first line of mountains to glow in the eastern 

light traveling across the Atlantic, over the piedmont, until it lights up the eastern mountains with 

the purplish-orange light of a new day. It was a sunrise that both Jefferson and Madison would 

have seen from their estate countless times, and it must have played no smaller part in linking 

their questions on the futures and hopes for a national union beyond those Western mountains.58   

 

56 Ellis, American Sphinx, 254-266;  
57 Onuf, Jeffersonôs Empire, 2 
58 Fiege, The Republic of Nature, 99-100. 
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 That rather than inventing an entirely new political system, the American founding 

borrowed much from their British political tradition is hardly a new insight into American 

history. While most Americans believe that this system was a form of parliamentary democracy, 

historians such as Steven Hahn, Alan Taylor, and Peter Onuf have pointed out that this structure 

also included the model and language of empire.59 To the modern audience, Jeffersonôs famous 

formulation of his hope of the American Republic as an ñempire of libertyò is far less of an 

oxymoronic contradiction in terms than it might seem.60 Indeed, to understand the language of 

empire and republic in the critical founding era is to come to grips with the fact that many of the 

founders saw no inherent contradiction between ñempireò and national expansion, their cherished 

ideal of ñlibertyò of self-government, and a nation based upon the consent of the governed. One 

purpose of the work of this chapter is to show the integrated relationship between the republic 

and empire during the early years of the nation, and how territorial expansion and an expansive 

republic over previously settled indigenous lands were part of the nascent ideology of American 

republicanism.  

A second purpose of this chapter is to demonstrate the centrality of the West to the 

formation of the early Republic. The language of republican empire was integrally tied to the 

future of western lands, or the early American Wests. The desire for westward territorial 

expansion and the presence of western lands in the settler imagination ran not only parallel to the 

historical developments of the American founding but also predated it. The suppressed Anglo-

 

59 Steven Hahn, A Nation Without Borders: The United States and Its World in an Age of Civil Wars, 1830-1910, 

(New York, NY: Penguin): 2; Alan Taylor, American Republics: A Continental History, 1750-1803, (New York, 

NY: W.W. Norton Press): 5-8; Onuf, Jeffersonôs Empire, 2 
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American desire to move beyond the bounds set by the Royal Proclamation of 1763 over the 

Appalachian Crest proved to be among the first sparks to light the powder keg of the American 

Revolution ablaze.61   

A third objective of this chapter is to explain how essential the idea and natural features 

of the continent, or continental imaginations, specifically of North Americaôs rivers and their 

headwaters in the mountains, were essential to spatial republicanism. In complicated and 

unknown territory, rivers became the imperial roads by which settlers could bound, possess, 

travel, and subdue vast continental interiors. Following and bounding rivers often meant that 

early American knowledge led them directly to some of the continentôs great mountain ranges: 

first the Appalachians, and then, to the Rocky Mountains. Thus, knowledge of the mountain 

sources of rivers as imperial highways became crucial in the making of landmark mountains in 

the West. The themes of ñrepublican empire,ò ñAmerican Westsò and the geographical features 

of ñcontinentò work together in this chapter to produce spatial republicanism and their 

mountainous objectives during the American Founding and Early Republic.   

The Proclamation of 1763 and the Trans-Appalachian West 

 Today, crossing the crest of the Appalachian Mountains, the Eastern Continental Divide 

between the Gulf and Atlantic watersheds, is perhaps one of the tamer mountain pass 

experiences in the contiguous United States. A multilane and nearly straight highway crosses 

 

61 James D. Drake, The Nationôs Nature: How Continental Presumptions Gave Rise to the United States of America, 

(Charlottesville, VA: University of Virginia Press): 112-116; D.W. Meinig, The Shaping of America: A 
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many of these ñgaps,ò as they are colloquially called. But, as any hiker on the Appalachian Trail 

would attest, the moment one is off-trail, the wildness of the Appalachian ecosystem becomes far 

more apparent. Thick rhododendron in the south, a root-strewed underbrush, and multiple 

millennia of erosion have worked to make stream beds extraordinarily slippery. In the case of a 

frequent rain storm, a traveler may stay wet for days, and in the summer, even in the north, the 

great mass of humid air from the tropics, coupled with the transpiration of the biomass of the 

mountains, creates humid conditions often inhospitable to efficient human travel. In the 1760s, 

although there was a loose collection of forts and trading posts beyond them, the Appalachian 

Mountains were the furthest extent of British colonists in North America. While today the 

Piedmont region is home to some of the nationôs largest metropolitan areas, it was then on the 

practical periphery of the British Empire, and to venture much further was to venture into largely 

Native-controlled lands. Thus, even before King George III put pen to paper on the Royal 

Proclamation of 1763, the Appalachian Mountains represented a nascent region of ñthe Westò 

and were already a formidable and imaginative vertical frontier bounding the territorial desires of 

land-hungry colonists.62     

 By the end of what came to be known as the French and Indian War in the colonies 

(1754-1763), the territorial claims of British America spanned nearly the eastern half of the 

North American continent. From the mouth of the Mississippi to the Hudson Bay, Britain had  

 

62 Alan Taylor, American Revolutions: A Continental History, 1750-1804 (New York: W. W. Norton & Company 2016): 
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demonstrated, at least on paper, to be extraordinarily successful in the war. Thousands of 

American colonists served in colonial forces during the war, augmenting the British troops in 

advancing military lines against France and their allied Native American alliances. At the end of 

the war, however, the future of the British Empire on the continent was far from certain, as the 

empire was struggling with both external and internal problems in its governance of newly 

acquired lands. First, the costs of a global war that had seen action from the coasts of Europe to 

the Caribbean, and from the shores of India to the forests of the Ohio Valley, stretched the 

British Empire to its breaking point. The sheer geographic expanse of the war meant that the 

British Empire collected vast debts to its military and commercial creditors, who, now that the 

war was over, sought repayment. Externally, at least in North America, the vastness of the new 

territories that were once claimed by France, namely the region of the continent between Lake 

Erie in the north and the Gulf and south, and between the Mississippi River in the west and the 

Appalachians to the east, was a distant peripheral region to both London and the Northeastern 

Colonial core. French-aligned and independent Native Nations, such as the Cherokee, 

Chickasaw, Delaware, and Miami, among many others, held their ancestral lands against the 

imperializing forces of American colonists.  

The future of colonial expansion looked bleak: the empire was out of money, short on 

military manpower, and the formidable presence of Native nations in the continentôs interior 

meant that for all its apparent victories on paper, the hard reality of governing suggested a very 

different reality. And so, on October 7,, 1763, King George III attempted to cut the empireôs 

losses and place a hold on western imperial expansion into ñany lands beyond the heads or 
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sources of any of the rivers which fall into the Atlantic Ocean from the west or northwest.ò63 In 

issuing what came to be known as the Royal Proclamation of 1763, the British Crown designated 

the Appalachian Crest and its place as the headwaters of many of the eastern continentôs rivers, 

as the furthest legal extent of settler expansion. The lands to its west were to be reserved in trust 

for Native peoples, using the mountains as a natural boundary by which to separate the lands and 

rivers of settlers and Natives.64 Any attempts by settlers to cross the vertical frontier of the 

Appalachian Crest were patently and manifestly illegal. The King, it seemed, had closed the 

Western frontier.65  

 The Royal Proclamation established the continentôs mountains as a natural and 

continental boundary for a settler culture that largely imagined the expansion and use of the 

continentôs resources as a catalyst for its future. Many American colonists held that they shared a 

common continent that had given them a sense of place, meaning, and identity during the French 

and Indian War. After the expulsion of the French, the treasures of the continent would be 

wholly open to Anglo settlers. Natural boundaries of mountains, lakes, and rivers would help 

define these newly acquired lands, and keep them safe from imperial rivals. The reality of the 

situation was far more complicated, however, as even during the war, violence in the West and 

Native resistance to British colonization showed just how little power settlers had on the imperial 

periphery. Pontiacôs War and the vigilante genocidal raids of the ñPaxton Boysò proved two 

examples of radical violence between settlers and Native Americans in the Trans-Appalachian 

 

63 Royal Proclamation of 1763, quoted in Meinig, Atlantic America, 284.  
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West, which made the Proclamation of 1763 seem like a moderate position, to say the least.66  

While the Proclamation was a deeply contested document and its implementation shoddy, it was 

very moderate in its provisions from the settler perspective.67  

Most of the document dealt with the establishment of new colonies in the Floridas and 

Quebec, the annexation of lands to establish said colonies, and land redistributions to veterans 

who had served the British in the war. Moreover, the document was clear that the resources of 

the continentôs interior were in no way reserved for Native peoples. On the contrary, the 

ñextensive and valuable acquisitions in Americaò were held in trust for the ñgreat benefits and 

advantages which must accrue thereto to their commerce, manufactures, and navigationò of 

future settlement. The Appalachian Crestôs vertical frontier, or natural boundary, was to prevent 

more violence between settlers and Native Americans at a time when the empire could not 

reasonably justify or pay for additional military adventurism into the West. The Native peoples 

of the Trans-Appalachian West, and the document was clear on this, did not own the land, but it 

was ñreserved to themò in trust. Eventually, the swift arm of empire would return.68  

The emergency and moderate measures of the Royal Proclamation, however, did not sit 

well with thousands of American colonists who, despite the lineôs accommodations, saw it as an 

infringement on their natural rights. For them, control and settlement of the West was part of 

why so many of them had fought and died in the war. The Trans-Appalachian frontier was a vast 

reserve, not for Native Nations, but for colonial outgrowth. With the French gone, the thinking 

went, the British Empire would pave the way for this settlement by the removal of the Indians 
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and the establishment of military and infrastructure improvements.69 Western continental 

expansion seemed to be the way forward for the future of British North America, and if the 

Crown would not support this measure, then acts of resistance would be wholly justified. ñNot 

even a second Chinese Wall, unless guarded by a million soldiers,ò the Virginia Gazette 

expressed by 1773, ñcould prevent settlement of lands on Ohio and its dependencies.ò70 The 

interest of land speculators, not only potential yeoman settlers also played a pivotal role in how 

colonial Americans, often wealthy landowners, viewed the lands beyond the Appalachian 

Crest.71  

While the British Empire was concerned with simultaneously keeping American colonists 

in Londonôs economic orbit rather than allowing for new markets in the West, imperial officers 

also looked to stave off what could be a costly Anglo-Native war beyond the mountains. The 

interests of land speculators adopted the language of ñtyrannyò to protest the Proclamation. 

Private speculators were barred from selling and profiting from land until they could hold title to 

land. As early as 1745, the Executive Council of Virginia allowed for aristocratically-connected 

speculation firms to receive preemptive grants to millions upon millions of acres in the Trans-

Appalachian West. However, the French and Indian War, and not the Proclamation of 1763, 

made it impossible for speculators to realize their gains. This, one Virginia lawyer claimed, was 

tantamount to the suppression of commerce and a form of political ñtyrannyò from London.72 
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Furious, land speculators vehemently protested the Proclamationôs restrictions, eventually 

convincing British officials to compromise with the boundaries and bring them nearer to the 

Ohio River Valley.73 Just who were these potential land speculators? These men represented 

some of the most well-connected and wealthy men in colonial America, including Benjamin 

Franklin, Patrick Henry, Thomas Jefferson, George Mason, and George Washington, to name a 

few. ñThe present ministry,ò referring to the administration of King George III, ñis anti-

Americanò because it refuses to grant western lands, wrote Richard ñLighthorseò Henry Lee. 

George Washington added that there seemed to be a ñmalignant disposition to Americansò 

because of the artificial frontier to Western expansion and speculation.74  

The vertical frontier over the Appalachians remained a deeply contested and sore spot in 

the tensions leading up to the American Revolution. For some wealthy speculators, such as 

George Washington, the Proclamation capsized a vision of a continental network of waterways 

which, through a series of canals and following rivers, could connect the Chesapeake-Potomac 

River watershed to the Ohio-Mississippi River corridor.75 As the 1760s continued, a series of 

compromises to the Proclamation occurred, particularly in the mid-Atlantic region, to allow for 

settlement and some degree of speculation. The boundary line itself was subject to multiple 

revisions, which kept in line with more of the settlement realities on the continent, with the line 

eventually moving as far west as the Ohio River by the mid-decade.76 Because of the reservation 

to Native nations to the west of the Appalachian Crest, legal title to land speculators was nearly 
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impossible to attain. This policy frustrated wealthy Virginians, such as Washington and 

Jefferson, and was further complicated by the presence of illegal squatters, who were all denied 

land title.77  

In a larger context, the question of westward expansion over the vertical frontier imposed 

by the Proclamation proved an important part of the growing tensions between imperial British 

policies and American colonistsô ideas of constitutional order. Six months after King George 

issued the proclamation, Parliament passed the Sugar Act, and by the end of the decade, it 

included the Stamp Act and the Townshend Acts.78 Thomas Jefferson, in the Declaration of 

Independence, referred to the royal land policy as one of his grievances for American 

independence and an assault on the colonistsô freedoms. The Congress ratified this position in 

adopting the Declarationôs grievance that blamed the king for ñraising the conditions of new 

appropriation of landsò without colonial voices.79 The Proclamation controversy made a few 

things clear: first, the colonists, especially the landed gentry, began to see the Appalachian 

Mountains as a vertical frontier to their interests, and most especially to see the mountain policy 

as a physical and imaginative barrier to their rightful liberties. Secondly, the Proclamation was 

among the original and most pivotal causes of the ideological pressures leading to war. The 

Proclamation helped to introduce a language and understanding of the Trans-Appalachian West 

and a continental imagination, where the mountains worked as a frontier boundary to the 
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ñboundless forestsò and lands ñover immense mountainsò that created a sense of a combined 

sense of the West, a continental imagination, and a hopeful future for colonists.80  

The Continent and the West in the Confederation Congress 

 A ñcontinentò is a social and geological term used to provide a kind of organization of 

thinking about space and time. The concept reflected a social desire for identity on behalf of the 

new American republic, which eventually developed into a rationale for geographic expansion. 

Over time, white colonists came to see the North American continent as suited both climatically 

and geographically for the British body, and thus the term ñcontinentalò came to symbolize 

dreams and ideals for the nation and a sign of political and social unity. Both the ideas of 

republicanism and the soil of North America contributed to creating a sense of place and destiny 

during the revolutionary years.81 The language of continental landscapes helped form an early 

sense of place and identity for the rebellious colonists-turned-nationalists.  

The period from 1776 to 1787 was a crucial time in the political reorganizations, and 

often at the center of many of these reorganizations was the question of western land, and the 

imagination of a ñcontinent.ò Thomas Paine, for example, in Common Sense, used a continental 

imagination to justify American independence from Britain, writing that it was ñvery absurdò 

that ña continentébe perpetually governed by a small island.ò In his call for a universal colonial 

uprising against the British, Paine repeatedly referred to the idea of ñcontinent,ò and that the 

ñcontinent hath accepted the challengeò that was the ñchoice of the king.ò For Paine, a 
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continental imagination became a key argument for American independence as the fate of liberty 

was not simply a matter of ña city, country, a province, or kingdom but of a continentò and its 

expansive space, ñat least one eight parts of the habitable globe,ò meant that this union of ideals 

and soil was tied to a specific place. Paineôs notion of a ñcontinental unionò in Common Sense 

was built on earlier continental imaginations in their appropriation of an earlier language of 

ñcontinentò to express a colonial identity.82 The most notable other political examples of this 

employment of the continent include the ñContinental Congressò and ñContinental Army,ò or 

notions of continental exceptionalism and landscape domination that were tied up with the 

frustrations and imaginations wrought by the Proclamation and the place of the Appalachians in 

the public consciousness during the previous decade. Thus, the rhetoric and geographic realities 

of the continent helped inspire the ideological motivations for independence.83 An ideology of 

republican continental expansion (continentalism) is a broad term that helps to encapsulate all of 

these ideas of spatial materiality, national identity, and republican hopes. 

The Declaration and the organization of the Continental Congress worked to establish a 

union of semi-autonomous sovereign states centered on a weak central government across this 

continental nation. After independence, Americans became obsessed with a ñcontinentalò image 

of power, and this ideology continued through western expansion, with the importance of 

understanding watersheds as horizontal networks of power and control. After crossing the 

Eastern Continental Divide, the Rocky Mountains were seen as the roof of the continent that 

separated the ñcivilizedò East from the mythic West. Along the backbone of the Rockies, the 
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continental divide split two oceans, was the source of the continentôs major rivers, and was 

therefore dominant in the place-making and spatial imagination of the West. 

Notions of ñcontinentò were impossible to disentangle from ideas of the West. In fact, for 

many revolutionaries, the Trans-Appalachian West was the natural outgrowth of the continental 

idea. If the British had used continental landmarks such as the Appalachian Crest as a barrier to 

empire, many in the revolutionary generation looked to it, and the forested western lands beyond 

it, as a space for white expansion and opportunity. Frontiersman Daniel Booneôs 1769 gaze 

ñfrom the top of an eminenceò in the Appalachian Mountains and his gazw ñwith pleasure the 

beautiful level of Kentuckyò was an early example of connecting the West with continental 

mountains and the ideology of progress and expansion.84 The revolutionary generation often 

feared a sense of ñconfinementò from the promises of the continent and the West, and saw the 

Native nations that allied with the British west of the Appalachian Crest as threats to their 

liberties and economic potential.85 Mountains, the West, control of western rivers, and the idea of 

the continent were all part of a larger Anglo-American imagination during the revolutionary era 

that helped spur independence.  

While these were notions often borne of elite circles, such as the Virginia land 

speculators, the language of a white empire and an expansive continental space had a wider 

public appeal. It was tied to the imaginary language and intellectual landscape of American 

continental exceptionalism. For instance, Letters from an American Farmer (1782) was perhaps 

the most eloquent early articulation of the ideology of what would come to represent American 
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continental expansionism, or continentalism.86 J. Hector St. John de Crevecoeur wrote in ñLetter 

III: What is an American,ò that continental expansion, coupled with an agrarian yeoman working 

the soil of the continent, was part of what defined American identity. ñHe who would wish to see 

America in its proper light,ò Crevecoeur wrote, ñmust visit our extended line of frontiers where 

the last settlers dwell, and where he may see the first labors of settlement, the mode of clearing 

the earth, in all their different appearances.ò For Crevecoeur, America in its ñproper lightò was 

tied to the idealistic frontier as a transformative process of a white ideal of ñprogressò into the 

continent. Crevecoeurôs West was deeply tied to a spatial nation where its ñsettlement,ò ñspace,ò 

and ñfrontiersò were linked with this progressive vision for a white ñindustriousò America, ever 

continentally expanding. The notion of ñcontinentò appears multiple times in Letter III, and is 

frequently tied to an expansionist ideal of independence and self-reliance. To be clear, 

Crevecoeurôs West was a white space where the ñmarch of the Europeans toward the interior 

parts of this continentò signified ñprogressò as the settlers on ñthis great continent.ò87  

The years following the American Revolution were filled in large part with ideas of 

continental exuberance. While the West and the continentôs future were far from certain and 

deeply contested between states, their presence loomed large in the imagination of the victorious 

Americans.88 The question of western expansion and its mountainous landscapes predated the 

establishment of the American republic itself, and would not to be entirely answered until the 
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end of the next century. That American colonists went to war with Britain partly over questions 

of Western access was clear. What was less clear was what kind of West the American Union 

would create after independence. Was the nation under the confederation an ambitious ñempire,ò 

or a young republican ñnation,ò and could it be both at the same time? The West would help 

answer those questions. The Articles of Confederation produced a weak central government with 

the vast majority of political power remaining in state capitals, rather than in Independence Hall. 

That nation was, by all rights, a loose confederation of autonomous states bound together by a 

common cause. Part of this version of the American Union was defined by an expansive Western 

and continental vision.  

The West acted as a double-edged sword in the years immediately following the end of 

the Revolutionary War in 1783. Men like George Washington believed that the West and the 

continent were part of the natural destiny and future of the nation. Upon stepping down as 

commander of the Continental Army, Washington spoke to his troops, saying that they, the 

ñCitizens of America,ò were now the ñsole Lords and Proprietors of a vast Tract of Continentò 

and that thanks to the work of independence, ñall the various soils and climates of the worldò 

were plentiful and available in the West.89 At the same time, the West and its relationship to the 

nation, like it eventually would in the years before the Civil War, threatened to tear apart the 

newborn republic. First, the variety of geopolitical threats on the nationôs peripheries, the British, 

French, Spanish, and Native Nations, all threatened American hegemony on the frontiers. 

Secondly, the unresolved question of the ownership of western lands over the Appalachian 
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Mountains pitted state against state.90 Thus, the West and the question of the continent brought 

about both fear and hope for the nation. 

The Treaty of Paris left the United States with more unorganized territory than 

independent states. With borders that stretched from the Atlantic to the Mississippi River, and 

from the Great Lakes to southern pine woodlands (but, importantly, no Gulf access), one of the 

largest questions, and later obvious deficiencies of the Articles of Confederation, was the 

question of this vast unorganized tract of Western land. Native peoples and British forts 

remained in the marginal spaces between the Appalachians and the Mississippi, and most of the 

land had yet to be surveyed. Moreover, the largest and most powerful states, such as Virginia, 

New York, and Massachusetts, had already laid claim to vast tracts of this western land.91 In an 

already precarious union of a diverse and opposing group of semi-autonomous states, the 

inequality of territorial balance threatened to disrupt the ñperpetual Union.ò92 In 1780, the 

Continental Congress had seemingly tried to settle this question by stating that these western 

lands would become ñsettled and formed into distinct republic statesò that, after a certain amount 

of time, would ñbecome members of the federal union, and have the same rights of sovereignty, 

freedom, and independence, and the other states.ò93 This policy of republican expansion, or 

ñrepublican empireò of admitting Western states based on settlement, was a generally agreed-

upon principle by many in the circles of the Confederation Congress.94 Washington believed that 
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a guardian against anarchy was to accept the ñunited character of empireò and embrace it as a 

new form of empire.95 Americans had not fought off imperialism per se, but the British form of 

it.96 In many ways, the governmental system that the Americans inherited from the British was 

not only the foundations of republicanism, but imperialism too.97 The origins of American 

political organization were in many ways a union with imperial ambitions, or a ñrepublican 

empireò of diverse interests, peoples, nebulous borders, and, above all, a desire for territorial and 

republican expansion.98 Western expansion in the Trans-Appalachian West brought the promise 

of unity during uncertain times.  

 In the 1780s, the United States had no unified vision of ñmanifest destiny,ò and while 

many of the Founding generation espoused their hopes in the continental expansion of 

republicanism into the West, the process and politics were uncertain to say the least.99 The 

process of creating a continental empire began with the cession of state claims to western lands 

to the central government between 1781 and 1784. Once the land was nominally in trust, the 

Confederation Congress passed a series of acts governing the territories. The most famous of 

these were the Northwest Ordinance of 1784, establishing republican government and criteria for 

admission to the Union, the Land Ordinance of 1785, which allowed for the surveying and 

parceling of the West, and the second Northwest Ordinance of 1787, which expanded 
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Congressional oversight, proposed larger, expansive states rather than smaller ones, and 

outlawed slavery in the territory.100  

Rivers, the natural corridors of this expansive republican empire, were the catalyst to 

connect the continent, and their sources in the mountains, places for testing the limits of the 

republican empire. Congregationalist minister and geographer Jedidiah Morse worked to 

downplay the notion of the Appalachian Mountains as formidable barriers, as many other writers 

had done since the Proclamation. In fact, he actively used them as a corridor to the intricate 

systems of rivers and waterways that would bind the continent together through trade, travel, and 

transportation.101  The fertile soils created by Western rivers were a bonus to the fact that these 

rivers were the navigable roads of the American empire in the West.102 Some, such as 

geographer Thomas Hutchins, looked farther west still, believing that the new American empire 

might control the headwaters of a route to the Pacific, the ñhead of the Oregon.ò103  

Republican Wests 

 Among the many voices for a continental future in the West, Thomas Jefferson and 

James Madison stand apart for their consistent advocacy for an expansive, spatial republicanism. 

Perhaps part of the reason was their intimate view of the Blue Ridge Mountains from their 

estates on the piedmont of central Virginia or their economic interests beyond the crest. A 

significant part of their vision for the West was tied to a growing sense of continental 
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republicanism, an ideology associated with the idea that an expansive republic was ñnaturalò and 

suited for the proper execution of this experimental self-government. Jefferson and Madison 

were among the most aggressive republican imperialists in the early republic.104 For them, the 

two seemingly contradictory forms of government, empire and republic, could exist 

simultaneously, and in fact needed each other. While the two republicansô version of a 

confederated union was left behind in the nation-empire making of the Civil War Era, the 

antebellum history of the United States is marked with this republican impulse for expansion.105 

 Republicans were another later political party of the Early Republic that believed in a 

national union that bound the state-republics in common defense, common principles, and the 

acquisition of new western lands. They held that a continental republic checked the excesses of 

the centralizing forces of empires. While Republicans joined with Federalists in their support of 

the Constitution of 1787 against the Anti-Federalists, after the ratification of the Constitution in 

1791, the differences in how the national policies became apparent. Republicans, led by Thomas 

Jefferson, James Madison, and later James Monroe, proved the main opposition to the 

Federalists, led by George Washington, John Adams, and Alexander Hamilton. Whereas 

Federalists advocated for a strong, central government, planned gradual expansion, encouraged 

industrial commerce in urban areas, and favored economic ties with Great Britain, republicans 

valued a weaker national union, state sovereignty, yeoman agrarianism, and pushed for 

aggressive westward expansion. After the Washington-Adams Federalist presidencies (and 

Adamsôs was really a blended form of Federalist/Republican with Jefferson as Vice President), 
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the next two decades of American politics would be totally dominated by the Republicans and 

the ideals of Jefferson and Madison.  

Jeffersonôs West: The ñEmpire of Libertyò 

A cursory glance at the policies and ideas of Thomas Jefferson's life shows his significance 

in the history of the West from the Louisiana Purchase to his support of the Corps of Discovery  

(Lewis and Clark) expedition to the Pacific, and from the Pikeôs and Longôs Expeditions to the 

interior West, to describing Americaôs continental destiny as an ñempire of liberty.ò The roots of 

Jeffersonôs continental vision, however, go much deeper than outward political policies. For 

Jefferson, a republican empire was a series of expanding republics tied to each other by a bond of 

interest and affection. At the same time, his national union required the constant expansion onto 

Native lands, which resulting in more unified sovereign state-republics. Jefferson did not want a 

large centralized imperial core, but a confederated union ofthese state-republics, based not on 

commercial wealth, but on the land and riches of an agrarian continent.106 Taken together, these 

constituted Jeffersonôs vision of a nation. Jeffersonôs continental and imperial union of state-

republics relied upon the virtuous, and agrarian, character of its citizenry to preserve individual 

and state liberty.107 This small-scale citizenry was the definition of Jeffersonôs sense of nation: a 

democratic union of virtuous citizens bonded by blood, soil,  and ideas that, despite their sovereign 

state-republics, were part of a nation in its collective commitment to self-preservation and 

republican principles of self-government and constitutional democracy.108 Blending the soils and 

 

106 Onuf, Jeffersonôs Empire, 12.  
107 Onuf, Jeffersonôs Empire, 7.  
108 Onuf, Jeffersonôs Empire, 12.  



45 

 

lands of the continent with agrarian citizenry, the ñvirtuous yeoman farmerò became the ideal 

citizen for Jeffersonôs empire of liberty. Jefferson (and Madison) believed in their version of 

continentalism that the physicality of the land, the soil, and the continent itself was special, unique, 

and ñset apartò for the development of republican society. As an ideology, it blurred the lines 

between human nature (and its belief in the rise of republican society) and environmental nature 

(the belief in white Americaôs inevitable conquest and utilization of land for development).  

 

 

Figure 2. Jefferson's Rock painting by Ferdinand Reichardt, c. 1837-1850. A settler family in the 

foreground and a young boy atop Jeffersonôs rock with the Potomac flowing through a gap in the 

mountains demonstrates the continental presumptions attached to an expansive republican vision. 

A church steeple rises in the middle of the scene, just in front of the river, creating a sense of 

Providential care between the vertical axis of the mountains and the horizontal axis of the river 

and human settlement.109 

In Notes on the State of Virginia (1785), Jefferson recounted a specific episode in which 

he transfixed his gaze on the landscape of the Appalachian Mountains and Potomac River near 
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Harperôs Ferry, West Virginia.110 From what is today known as ñJefferson Rock,ò Jefferson 

wrote the following on his vertical imagination, ñHence the mountains giving rise to that river, 

and seen from its various parts, were called the Appalachian mountains, being in fact the end or 

termination only of the great ridges passing through the continent.ò From there, Jefferson 

imagined the ñJames and Potomacò as penetrating through ñall the ridges of mountainsò and saw 

the range as the ñspine of the country between the Atlantic on one side, and the Mississippi and 

St. Laurence on the other.ò Using the natural contours of the landscape, Jefferson realized that 

these continental features of rivers and mountains were part of the future of the young nation. 

Jefferson believed deeply in the idea of continental symmetry, or the idea that the western part of 

the continent was symmetrical to the east.111  

Part of Jeffersonôs belief here was the ideal of ñcontinental symmetry,ò of the belief that 

river and mountains, and their passages through them, follow a normative symmetrical path.112 

What this meant was that Jefferson must also have imagined a passage through the ñStony 

Mountainsò towards the Pacific as early as the 1780s. In this vision, the ñStony Mountainsò were 

the western equivalent of the Appalachians, and the Potomac, James, Ohio, and other eastern 

rivers would have their western symmetrical counterpart across the Mississippi. For 

Jeffersonians and others who believed in the notion of continental symmetry, the ñchain of 

western mountainsò would be ñsymmetricalò to the Appalachians, and thus represent a range of 
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easy passage. Aaron Arrowsmith, author of a 1795 continental map that informed Jeffersonôs 

image of the West. Adherents of continental symmetry believed the ñStony Mountainsò to be 

coequal to the Appalachians, rising, at most, to 3,250 feet from their base; an assumption that 

Lewis and Clark would find grossly mistaken.113  

From this vantage point on the rock above the rivers, ñon a very high point of land,ò 

Jefferson contemplated the natural continental outgrowth of republican society. This ñpassage of 

the Potomac through the Blue Ridge is perhaps one of the most stupendous scenes in nature.ò In 

an understanding of deep time, Jefferson realized his place in time, writing:  

éthis earth has been created in time, that the mountains were formed first, that the rivers 

began to flow afterwards, that in this place particularly they have been dammed up by the 

Blue ridge of mountains, and have formed an ocean which filled the whole valley; that 

continuing to rise they have at length broken over at this spot, and have torn the mountain 

down from its summit to its base...114  

 

In this paragraph, Jefferson seemed to describe the entirety of the geological processes, using this 

notion of space, mountains, and rivers, as essential attributes of a setting for republican life.115  

Jefferson viewed these mountain landscapes on a vast geological and continental scale as 

republican landmarks. The aesthetic interplay in his Notes passage between peak and pass, river 

and ridge, the vertical and horizontal, and the scene as both ñplacid and beautifulò and ñwild and 

tremendousò is something that also should not be overlooked. In Notes, he recognized the deep 

time and geological processes of the continental landmass, bound together by large spaces and 
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far distances.116 It was as if Jeffersonôs gaze attempted to unite the entire continent, placing it in 

relation to modern science, surveying, and ultimately, to republican society. Knowing this 

landscape was as important to him as knowing the natural rights of man and the natural laws of 

government.  

Jeffersonôs ñempire of libertyò imagined the continental landmass as by nature perfectly 

suited for republican self-government. As a statesman, geographer, and natural historian, 

Jefferson saw both human nature and nature in an environmental sense as a shared part of a 

unified normative order for America. Jefferson often used nature as an ideological device for the 

naturalistic republican conquest of the American continent.117 As early as 1780, Jefferson 

described the United States as an ñ...empire of liberty, an extensive and fertile country,ò and to 

James Madison, Jefferson made it clear that this ñempireò was a natural process tied to both 

ideas and soil writing, ñéwe should have such an empire of liberty as she has never surveyed 

since the creation and I am persuaded no constitution was ever before so well calculated as our 

for extensive empire and self-government.ò118 Just as republican government was suited to match 

human nature, so too was the North American continent to be the geographical manifestation of 

it. Along with many of the other founders, Jefferson supported the Michaux Expedition to the 

West commissioned by the American Philosophical Society (APS) to ñexplore the interior 

country of North America from the Mississippi to the Missouri, and westwardly to the Pacific 
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Oceanéò and inform the APS of the ñgeographyésoil, climate, animals, vegetables, 

mineralséinformation so interesting to curiosity, to science, and to the prospects of 

mankindéò119 This expedition was an early example of the republican continental vision linking 

a knowledge, or ñscienceò of the land, or the physical materiality of the landscape, for the 

ñprospects of mankindò and the spread of republican society. For Jefferson, republicanism was a 

natural and enlightened form of government based on consensual government, and the structure 

of a written constitution was best supported by small yeoman family farms over the land. For a 

man who never ventured past the Appalachian Crest, the Jeffersonian gaze stretched across the 

continent to the Pacific. From Jeffersonôs view to the west from Monticello, there is a strong 

inference of a Western geographic imagination.120  

For republicans such as Jefferson, the meaning and future of the revolution was centered 

on a belief that republican expansion across space offered a demographic, economic, and 

political future of a distinctly republican character.121 Taken as a whole, this ñJeffersonianò or 

republican vision was fundamentally concerned with the expansion of the republic across the 

continent as the antidote to social and political decay. On each successive rebirth of pure 

republicanism in the West, the political and ideological strain of the American Revolution was 

once again reopened. In this regard, the Jeffersonian frontier was a set of ideological and 

imaginative positions related to the nature of an expansive union of states: the empire of 
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liberty.122 Jefferson might have been an imperial unionist, but he was not a colonizer in the West. 

Among many other policies, Jefferson was the primary author of the Ordinances of 1784, which 

became the template for the more thorough 1785 Survey and 1787 Northwest Ordinances. In his 

vision, these western lands would become settled, republicanized, and apply for statehood and 

entrance to the Union. At that point, they would go from being colonial dependencies of the 

imperial union of states to sovereign state-republics, and a coequal part of the national Union.123  

In Jeffersonôs mind, the geography of the empire of liberty would spread ever westward 

into the continent as the healing balm of the nation against the sicknesses of time. The West and 

the expansive republic were, in this view, to be the salvation of the republic against the normal 

ravages of space, population growth in concentrated urban areas, and time, corruption in small 

republics, that together typically crippled republics.124 For Jefferson, ñenlargement of the empire 

of libertyò was this antidote to corruption and centralized urbanization, and as it grew, it would 

ñprovide new sources of renovation, should its principles, at any time, degenerate, in those 

portions of our country which gave them birth.ò125 Unlike Rome, which expanded its republican 

empire through violent conquest, Jefferson, Madison, and other republicans looked for peaceful 

expansion of the republican character rather than by force. Imperial expansion through conquest 

often led to luxury, corruption, and tyranny, and if America was to be the antipode to Rome, it 

needed peaceful western expansion for its national union of virtuous state-republics.126  For his 
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part, Jefferson believed that Black Americansô republican future lay in repatriation to Africa, 

where they could create their own republics.127 In his mind, Native peoples could form their own 

republics, but in the model of the American system. This vision drove much of Jeffersonôs 

policies with Native Americans through his presidential administration in encouraging trade, 

commerce, and ñcivilization.ò However non-violent these tactics might seem, they were 

underwritten by the subtext of assimilation into white republican ideals.128 There was, in all 

actuality, only room in this West for one people, or nation, a ñpeople with one heart and one 

mindò in Jeffersonôs West.129 Expanding the borders of the empire of liberty, it would seem, 

depended on threatening the liberty of others.     

Madisonôs West: ñExtending the Sphereò 

 Although they had passed the Northwest Ordinance of 1784 and the Survey Acts of 1785, 

the United States struggled to assert control in the Trans-Appalachian West. Washington, for his 

part, looked to the western lands as the future ñseat of Empireò in arguing for a more western-

adjacent capital rather than the one eventually chosen just off Chesapeake Bay.130 The rivers of 

the West would knit together a network of commerce, trade, and republican society extending off 

the Potomac corridor into the interior of the continent. Jeffersonôs vision of an expanding empire 

of liberty, although shared by many, was largely prevented by the weak powers of the 

Confederation Congress. It lacked a mechanism for national revenue for the military, 

infrastructural, and civic improvements that were needed for Western development and the 
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continued assertion of American power over the Appalachians. The weakness of the American 

union in the West encouraged imperial rivals, such as Britain and Spain, to maintain trading 

networks and forts in American territory as ceded by the Treaty of Paris. While this was a blatant 

violation of American sovereignty, there was little to be done on the part of Congress. Moreover, 

Native nations held the majority of the land between the Appalachians and the Mississippi, and 

from the perspective of the American Congress, their allegiances were questionable to say the 

least. Nothing was ñmanifestò about expansion during the 1780s except on paper and with new 

settlers in the Ohio River area. Replete with internal division, a weak central government, and 

geopolitical rivals, the West could just as likely have been the downfall, rather than Jeffersonôs 

vision as the salvation, of the republic.131   

 The West was prominently on the minds of the Confederation Congress in early 1787. As 

one of their last acts as a national union of the Articles before ushering in a new constitutional 

convention, the Congress passed the Jeffersonian-inspired Northwest Ordinances of 1787.132 The 

most important aspect of the Northwest Ordinances was that Congress reassured its constituents 

of its commitment to an expansionistic national union of state-republics, irrespective of the 

Congressôs ability to control the territory.133 Although procured by the Confederation Congress, 

the Northwest Ordinances and the expansion of the republic were among a new set of acts in the 

spirit of a stronger, more centralized, namely federal, form of national republicanism, which 

included the new Constitution (1787), Assumption of State Debts (1790), and the Bill of Rights 
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(1791). When the new Constitution was passed in September of 1787, the power of the new 

federal government increased, and the territorial ordinance now could have the political and 

financial backing to a more energetic form of republican expansion through a constitutional 

empire.134    

 There remained serious setbacks to this expansive republican vision. First, the 

Constitution was not ratified by the states, and second, there were dissenters for the vision of a 

continental republican empire. To both of these points, the primary architect of the Constitution 

and Virginian James Madison had ardent replies. Along with Alexander Hamilton and John Jay, 

James Madison, wrote The Federalist Papers, a series of tracts arguing for state ratification of 

the federal constitution, which would come to be the greatest collection of popular political 

discourse in the Early Republic. Among the strongest critiques of an expanding constitutional 

union was the notion of its vast expansiveness. Arising primarily because of future statehood 

provisions in this new national union of territories in the Trans-Appalachian West, questions 

remained among state ratifying conventions about the prudence of an expansive republic. Even 

the great political theorist of the republican framers, Charles de Montesquieu, in The Spirit of the 

Laws, argued that a large republic ñcannot long subsistò in an expansive territory. ñIn an 

extensive republic,ò Montesquieu argued, ñthe public good is sacrificed to a thousand private 

views.ò135 The solution for Montesquieu, and some of the Anti-Federalists (those who opposed 

constitutional ratification), was a small, united republic with a homogenous sense of place, 
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people, and interests.136 Anti-Federalists seized on this notion to combat the federal constitution, 

with a popular and widely circulated article in the Philadelphia Independent Gazette contending 

that the ñcontinent of North America can no more be governed by one Republic, than the fabled 

Atlas could support the heavens.ò137 To these arguments, James Madison and his co-authors in 

the Federalist employed an articulate and spatial reply.  

Jefferson, Madison, and even their later rival Hamilton, shifted seamlessly between the 

worlds of political philosophy and natural history. The two were different forms of nature and 

notions of natural order. One, Hamiltonôs ñscience of politicsò emphasized the proper formation 

of human order, while the second, material nature and the continent itself, needed to be studied 

and known. Here in the North American continent, the two visions of nature were one and 

integrated. In fact, the Federalist often makes reference and descriptions much in the language of 

science, space, and natural order.138 A constitution such as theirs was the most perfect form of 

government for human nature on a continent that was materially exceptional for fostering 

republican society. Republican society had its power in a sphere for Madison that had an intrinsic 

relation to geographical space.139 In this combined constructional-continental schema of nature, 

Madison argued perhaps most famously in Federalist 10 for a union between an expansive 

spatial republic and the preservation of human liberty.140  
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Contrary to the traditional small republican thinking of Montesquieu and the Anti-

Federalists, ñthe extent and proper structure of the Unionò as ñextendedò in its territoriality, 

Madison argued, would give ña republican remedy for the diseases most incident to republican 

government.ò Madisonôs conclusion on the necessity of an expansive republic was based 

primarily on the notion of what he called ñfactions,ò or ña number of citizens, whetheréa 

majority or minorityéareé adversed to the rights of other citizens, or to the permanent and 

aggregate interests of the community.ò There are, according to Madison, only ñtwo methodsò of 

ñcuring the mischiefs of factionò that so often seem to be the downfall of republics. One solution 

proposed by Madison was to remove it completely by force. However, this motion would deprive 

the proper liberty of others to adopt a forced unity of ñthe same opinion, the same passions, and 

the same interestsò of those in the republic. While ñliberty is to faction what air is to fire,ò it 

would run counterintuitive to the entire republican project of ordered liberty to ñabolish libertyò 

as liberty proved to be the ñessential to political life.ò For just as air is essential to the growth of 

fire, animal life too is impossible without it. The sword of liberty seemed to cut both ways.141  

The lands of the Trans-Appalachian West and the admission of new territories into the 

national union would prove to be the salvation of the factionalism. By extending and enlarging 

the republic, there would be more room for factions to operate at a wide and diverse variety of 

scales. To ñextend the sphereò would be to ñtake in a greater variety of parties and interests,ò and 

thus factions would be ñless probableò to concentrate into a tyrannical majority whose goals 

would be to ñinvade the rights of other citizens.ò142 These factions would become so diffused, 
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complex, and competitive against each other that they would, in effect, become impotent against 

posing a unified threat to republican order and citizen liberty. Thus, space and the geography of 

an expansive territory would be the salvation of a republic against the ravages of time.143 

Federalist 10 represented Madison in his desire to facilitate the creation of Jeffersonôs republican 

empire. Madison also held that virtue would more naturally arise in open spaces, and that vice 

was bred in the crowded urban centers. Thus, the lands of the West were a boon to the natural 

improvement outgrowth of republican society. In his vision of an agrarian and expanding 

republic, the nation could bind together its shared republican dream of continental liberty.144 The 

lands of the West were essential for the ñUnion of Statesò and a ñconfederate republicò based on 

the ñassemblageò of differing societies over space.145 Extending the sphere, then, was not an 

abstraction of political theory, but a necessary geographic part of the republican future. Western 

lands underscore the importance of the political geography of the West and its place as key to the 

stability of the Union.146 

Although the boundaries were not fully known or settled, it seemed to Madison and the 

authors of the Federalist that the North American continent was the natural place for republican 

government to play out.147 To this end, the vision and continental language of a republican 

constitutional empire did not end with Federalist 10. Practically, Madison insisted on keeping 

the Mississippi River open for economic trade and asserting military power, and as a key artery 
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for extending the practical sphere of the republic. Thus, Madison, in his belief in American 

control of the Mississippi, saw Western geography as essential for securing and stabilizing the 

Union of states.148  

Although they would become political rivals, Madison and Hamilton both agreed with 

the belief that spatial republicanism on the continent was essential to the republicôs survival. 

Hamiltonôs Federalist 11, for example, used continental concepts to differentiate the exceptional 

nature of the United States. Like Jefferson and Madison, who worked to counter the arguments 

of men such as George-Louis Leclerc, Comte de Buffon, who argued for the degeneracy of 

North America, rallied to defend the lands of the continent as essential to a strong union. It 

would be one in which the United States could play a prominent role in determining the future of 

the Western Hemisphere.149 In Federalist 9, Hamilton argued that ñthe enlargement of the orbitò 

of many states into ñone great Confederacyò was part of the modern ñscience of politicsò that 

had been, ñlike other science,ò subject to ñgreat improvement.ò Among these new 

ñimprovements,ò the structure of separation of powers, checks and balances, and the 

ñenlargement of the orbitò were universal and orderly scientific principles of politics as static and 

permanent as the Newtonian planetary science and of the universal natural law of gravity.  

While the western part of the continent was clearly to be an intricate part of the 

republican empire, its administration would prove contentious. During the ratification debates 

between 1787-1791, and certainly in the first months of the Washington Administration, the 

consensus of ñfederal republicanismò between rural state-republicans and centralized federal-
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nationalists, became apparent. While Jefferson, Madison, Hamilton, and Adams were all 

ñfederalistsò during the ratification debate and in favor of the 1787 Constitution, they split into 

two camps in interpreting and administering that document. Jefferson, Madison, and later 

Monroe led the ñRepublicans,ò while Washington, Adams, and Hamilton helped led the 

Federalists. The Republicans, or what would come to be called the Jeffersonians, advocated for a 

primarily agrarian republic through expansion, with an emphasis on political power being 

concentrated in state-republics, took a more limited view of the power of the federal government, 

and were highly suspicious of ties between Britain and urban commerce. On the other hand, 

Federalists fostered closer federal ties with urban commerce, British trade, and administered a 

more powerful federal government. Just as it had been a keystone in national union during 

ratification, the West would come to be a touchstone in divisive politics.  

Federalists, led primarily by Hamilton, wanted to create a strong national union through 

meticulously managing western settlement with federal improvements and oversight in the 

Northwest Territory. In the place of the yeoman agrarian of the Jeffersonian Republicans, the 

ñideal settlerò for Hamiltonôs Federalist was composed of capital-rich elite and commercial 

enterprises.150 Writing in a report to Congress in 1790, Hamilton argued that the ñoperation of 

finance, claims primary attentionò and that this was to be the main part in his ñformation of a 

plan for the disposition of the vacant lands of the United Stateséò151 The majority of his report 

was in laying out a plan for the administration of the West, keeping the federal government as 

holding the majority of decision-making regarding the financial and land sales in the West. In 
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Hamiltonôs mind, if the federal government did not act robustly to administer western lands, it 

would become more of a liability than an asset to the republic.152 Secretary of War Henry Knox 

believed as much, writing that the ñUnited Statesò had come to be ñembarrassed with a frontier 

of immense extentò but that its defense without Federal administration would prove to make the 

nation ñcritically circumstanced.ò153 If Republican policy ideals centered on space as the antidote 

to the problems inherent in republicans, then Federalists, led by Hamilton, saw improvement of 

the republic as ñdevelopment through time.ò154 What this meant was that the strong imperial 

arms of the federal government needed to help establish manufacturing and the settlement of the 

ñmoniedò interests, and by forcibly removing Native peoples already there.155 Under the 

leadership of Secretary Knox, the US Army removed many of the British-aligned Native nations 

of the greater Ohio region, while John Jay negotiated with Great Britain, and Charles Pinckney 

with Spain, to assert American claims in a vast expanse of the Trans-Appalachian West. During 

the Washington Administration, the imperial arms of the executive branch reached far over the 

Appalachian Crest in asserting American power in the West.156       

Republicanism Against the Mountains 

 The ñrevolution of 1800ò was, for Jefferson, as significant a break for republicanism as 

the revolution ñin the principles of our government as that of 1776 was in form.ò157 After three 
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terms of Federalists in the executive, the republican moment had arrived. Indeed, the election of 

1800 would usher in more than a moment, but an era. For the next quarter century, republicans 

held dominance through the successive presidencies of Jefferson (1801-1809), Madison (1809-

1817), and Monroe (1817-1825). It was Jeffersonôs first term, however, that would set the tone 

for the Western republican agenda. Together, these ñJeffersoniansò or ñRepublicansò held a 

similar view of the role of the West in the American republican project, combining yeoman 

settlement, territorial expansion (rather than administration), small-scale commerce, and 

exploration and production of geographical knowledge as among the core of Western policies. 

1800 would mark the turning point, in the mind of Republicans, for Jeffersonôs empire of liberty 

and Madisonôs expansive republic to spread across the continent.  

Jeffersonians hoped to delay the ñinevitable ravages of timeò by extending the republic into 

space.158 Jeffersonôs Western policy promulgated a vision of the ñempire of libertyò that 

removed European powers (in contrast to Federalist policy), supported agrarian interests (as 

opposed to urban commercial ones), and, in short order, could expand the borders of the nation 

into the continent (as opposed to the Federalists, who were more content on settling previously 

acquired land).159 John Adams represented the Federalist hesitation for ñexpanding the sphereò 

when, in 1804, and commenting on Jeffersonôs Louisiana Purchase, writing that the nation was 

ñexplored and thinly planted much too fast.ò160 Contrarily, peaceful western expansion was the 
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key to Jeffersonian ideologyôs vision of republican maintenance.161 As the Republicans used 

rivers to knit together their republican empire, it brought them into contact with the source of 

those rivers, the mountains of North America. Gradually, those mountains became more than 

only barriers to travel, but also imperial prizes as places to spatially bound the landscape, and as 

transition points between the great rivers of the continent.   

 The Republican vision of expansion was not an abstract concept, but one that was borne 

of the material landscape of the North American continent. Rivers, as Washington and others had 

suggested in the 1780s, were the key to asserting the character of a national empire over the 

continent. Control of the Mississippi River, and most importantly its mouth at New Orleans, was 

seen as an essential geopolitical necessity as early as the 1780s, with Jefferson having a 

heightened awareness that the Mississippi mouthôs control by a foreign power would both 

hamstring American administration and would be a strategic weakness that a European power 

could exploit to split the nation.162 Jefferson, for his part, sought to help transform Native 

peoples into republicans in the image of the settler American. While the Federalist policy saw 

Native Peoples in the West as savages to be conquered, Republicans saw them as industrious 

communities ready for republican and commercial encounter. Jeffersonôs policies, however, 

proved to be more settler-favored than Native, with Jefferson granting 160 acres (instead of the 

Federalist policy of 640 acres) to yeoman farmers at a much more affordable price. Additionally, 

in his policy of Indian pacification, he encouraged the Native peoples to assume large amounts of 

debt in trade and thus become dependent debtors to their settler-creditors.163 Jefferson saw 
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expansion as both a bulwark against competing geopolitical rivals and as a safeguard for liberty. 

He believed that the ñwestern bank of statesò brought about from the Louisiana Territory would 

be added to the nation and that ñthe larger the extent of country, the firmer its republican 

structure.ò This territorial imperialism, he imagined, was founded ñnot on conquest, but in 

principles of compact and equality.ò164 

Rivers were to be the corridors of connection between disparate realms of the union, and 

their exploration, control, and commercial potential proved to be among the most important 

aspects of Jeffersonôs spatial republicanism. When Jefferson secured control of the massive 

Louisiana Territory in 1803, he was more than doubling the nationôs claimed lands, and the 

corridors for exploration of this potential new republican land would be its rivers. From his 

vantage in both Washington and Monticello, Jefferson imagined a river, like the Potomac, 

leading through the interior plains, and, with a short canal and portage, a passage to the 

Pacific.165 

 Writing to Thomas Jefferson in 1803, French naturalist Bernard Germain de Lacépède 

and friend Marquis de Condorcet wrote:  

One never errs in predicting that great and useful things will be by a nation that is free 

and is governed by a leader who is worthy of that nationéthe source of the Missouri 

must be in those Stony Mountains [Rocky Mountains], between the 40th and 45th 

parallels. If your country can establish easy communication between New York, for 

example, and a city founded on the mouth of the Columbia using rivers, canals, and short 

portages, imagine what a route this would be for European, Asian, and American 

commerceéwhat a great boon for civilization these new routes would be!166 
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Here, Lacépède posits a vision of connecting the West by a network of canals and levees over the 

Rocky Mountains, thus connecting the Columbia to the Missouri ñbetween the 40th and 45th 

parallelsò in the ñStony Mountains.ò This is precisely the section of the Rocky Mountains from 

the Wind River Mountains, through the Tetons and Yellowstone area, to the upper Missouri near 

the Gallatin Valley, Montana. It was known that there was an imposing mountain range in the 

center of the continent that had yet to be explored and accounted for. 

The Great Divide, Cascades, and the Corps of Discovery 

On January 18, 1803, President Thomas Jefferson petitioned Congress for $2,500 to fund an 

expedition into the Far West. Jefferson sought a single portage between the Missouri and the 

ñWestern Oceanò to compete with the ñfurs and petty to the trade of another nation [Britain]ò 

who participated in most of their trade further in ñhigh latitudesò [Canada] that for so many years 

was ñshut up by ice.ò With the Spanish, Russians, and British all claiming some pieces of the 

Pacific, Jefferson felt that exploration and expansion, at least for now, in newly acquired 

territory, was a geopolitical necessity rather than a national destiny.167 Reading the reports and 

journals of British explorers Alexander MacKenzie, George Vancouver, and James Cook of the 

Pacific coast, Jefferson had a good sense of the region when he requested funding for a 

commercial expedition for Indian trade. Under the enumerated powers of the Constitution, 

Jefferson argued that his expedition to the Pacific was part of the Congressôs Article powers to 
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regulate trade and commerce with Native peoples.168 In addition to scientific inquiry and 

imperial competition, Jefferson laid out an Indian policy for his expedition, arguing that 

commerce was the only means of peaceably quelling the Native tribes that were ñgrowing more 

and more uneasy at the constant domination of the territory they occupy.ò By encouraging Indian 

nations to ñabandon huntingò and start ñraising stockéagricultureéand domestic manufacture,ò 

and ñmultiply trading houses among them,ò Jefferson believed the United States could both 

peacefully assimilate and ñcivilizeò Native peoples while also growing the commercial and land 

base of the United States. To this end, Jefferson argued that an expedition, not only for 

knowledge, but for practical diplomatic and economic motives, needed to be funded. Now, with 

the entire Mississippi and Missouri drainages controlled by the United States after the Louisiana 

Purchase, the land offered a geographic, political, and economic advantage over Great Britain, as 

well as solving the eraôs ñIndian problem.ò169  

The journeys of the Corps of Discovery led them from the Mississippi basin to the 

headwaters of the Missouri River near Three Forks, Montana. Although following Marias Pass in 

northern Montana would have proved a more ample way to cross the northern Rockies, the Corps 

followed the Missouri. As predicted by Lacépède, they had found the headwaters of the Missouri 

ñbetween the 40th and 45th parallelsò when the river broke into three forks, which they named the 

Gallatin River (after Secretary of the Treasury Albert Gallatin), the Madison River (Secretary of 

State James Madison), and the westernmost fork, the Jefferson River. Following the Jefferson 
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River to its ñsourceò near the Continental Divide in southwestern Montana, the members of the 

Corps crossed the ñGreat Divideò of the Rocky Mountains and for the first time drank of the 

running waters of ñthe Columbiaò that ñGreat River of the West.ò170  

Similar to how the previous generation had envisioned, the Appalachian Crest was a vertical 

frontier of the greater Potomac and Ohio-Mississippi corridor in a geography of spatial 

republicanism. Jeffersonôs Corps of Discovery imagined the Continental Divide of the Rockies 

and the Missouri-Columbia corridor as the logical progression of ñextending the sphereò of the 

republic. In their continuation into the Far West, the Corps described the Cascades volcanoes in a 

similarly final vertical frontier between the interior continent and Columbia and the open waters 

of the Pacific.171 Because of the exceptional difficulty of overland travel to the Northwest and 

contested British claims in the Northwest, American settlement and exploration remained 

relatively sporadic for the next few decades. Much to the dismay of optimistic republicans who 

hoped for a symmetrical continent, the material realities of nature proved less manageable than 

in their imagination. Any semblance of a simple passage or an easily built canal over the 

Continental Divide was found to be impossible. From a republican infrastructural perspective, it 

would seem that the Corps of Discovery expedition was a logistical failure. Indeed, it would be a 

few decades before the wide arms of the republican empire would reach any with significance 
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into the lands of the Northwest. What now appeared clear to republican imperialists in the wake 

of the expedition was that the ñStony Mountainsò-birthplace of the great rivers of the West-

represented a far more formidable and unbounded barrier to empire than Jeffersonians could 

have imagined.172  

The Pike Expedition and the ñGrand Peakò 

 In the service of both extending and conceptualizing the bounds of the republican empire, 

the Jefferson Administration funded a total of five expeditionary corps into the Trans-Mississippi 

West. These included the Lewis and Clark, Hunter and Dunbar (1804-1805), Freeman and Custis 

(1806), and Pike (1806-1807). While only the Corps of Discovery crossed the ñGreat Divide,ò 

the Pike expedition proved to reaffirm the presence of the Rocky Mountains, specifically around 

Pikes Peak and the Rocky Mountain Front of Colorado, as a formidable southern barrier to 

empire.173 Whereas the Corps of Discovery had definitively established the feasibility of using 

the Missouri-Columbia corridor for passage in the northern tier of the continent, questions 

remained regarding the accessibility of the continentôs southern rivers, such as the Arkansas 

River, and where that might lead on the continental divide. Zebulon Pike, a New Jersey-born 

soldier, enlisted in the army at the age of fifteen, rising to the rank of first lieutenant within a few 

years. Stationed at Fort Kaskaskia south of Saint Louis, his immediate supervisor, James 

Wilkinson, an army general and governor of the Louisiana Territory, provided Pike in 1806 with 

 

172 Jackson, Thomas Jefferson and the Stony Mountains, xi-25; Drake, Natureôs Nation, 318.  
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instructions to determine the southern bounds of the Louisiana Territory. Encouraging him to 

reach the headwaters of the Arkansas and Red Rivers near the New Mexico and collect 

information on the navigability and geographical knowledge of the two rivers' watersheds from 

their headwaters to their mouths. Pike then knew his expedition would lead to the southern 

Rockies and of his duty to ascertain the extent of the then-unclear boundaries between the United 

States and Spain.174 Once again, the effort to knit together and spatially bind a republic through 

the utilization of the continentôs rivers led them to their sources, the formidable Stony 

Mountains. Just as the rivers were part of the continental vision of the republicans, mountains, as 

they had been since the Proclamation, would become not only imperial prizes from which to 

ascertain knowledge, but landmarks of a republican West. 

 Pikeôs ñdamnôd set of rascalsò followed the Arkansas River westward as the humid plains 

gradually gave way to the arid high and dry lands of todayôs eastern Colorado. In the distance, a 

prominent landmark mountain, the highest the men had ever seen, appeared on the horizon, 

commanding the menôs attention.175 Isolated and topographically imposing, ñthe summit of the 

Grand Peak,ò as Pike called what is today called Pikes Peak, is a dramatic landmark that rises 

nearly immediately above the floor of the high plains. After traveling hundreds of miles of 

grasslands, the towering landmark mountain looked to be a commanding height from which the 

Arkansas, and perhaps other western rivers, possibly emanated. Pike, along with fifteen men, 

started south of todayôs Pueblo, Colorado, to attempt to summit the ñGrand Peakò which Pike 

believed would be only ñone dayôs marchò away. These words proved in grave error when the 
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ill -equipped men met the harsh material realities of the Front Range. Two days passed from their 

camp to reach the base of the mountain. From there, the group was ñobliged to climb up rocks 

almost perpendicularò and struggling with a lack of food, clothing, and feeling the effects of 

altitude, Pikeôs mountaineers abandoned their summit attempt around 10,000ô on a southeastern 

sub-peak of the mountain massif. ñNo human being could have ascended to its pinnacle,ò Pike 

declared,ò and shortly thereafter the group took shelter in the cover of a rock, eating the meat of 

a single partridge and the rib-meat of a deer left by vultures and ravens.176 The ñnaturalò course 

of republican empire was halted once more by the material realities of the continentôs 

mountains.177  

The Long Expedition and Landmark Mountains 

 Zebulon Pike was killed in the Battle of York near todayôs Toronto, Canada, during the 

War of 1812, a war that in large part was fought over the assertion of American claims in the 

Trans-Appalachian West and for the further expansion of the republican empire. Despite Pikeôs 

untimely death, the explorational drive and geographic questions of the Trans-Mississippi West 

were still deeply entrenched among republicans. Much of James Madisonôs presidency was 

consumed with the events leading to the War of 1812, and its consequences, and while he was a 

vehement expansionist, knowledge and exploration of the Louisiana Territory were largely 

halted during his administration. After the chaos of the war subsided, President James Monroe, a 

 

176 The Journals of Zebulon Montgomery Pike, with Letters and Related Documents, ed. Donald Jackson, 2 
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Jeffersonian Republican, continued to push the boundaries of the empire and aggressively assert 

American claims to the continent. The Treaty of Adams-Onis in 1819 secured Florida in the 

south, fixed the western borders of the United States with Alta California and Nuevo Mexico, 

and set the border of the jointly-occupied Oregon Territory with Spain at the 42nd Parallel. A 

year later, the Oregon Treaty of 1820 allowed for the joint occupation of Oregon and set the 

international boundary between the United States and British Canada at the 49th Parallel from 

Lake of the Woods in the woodlands of todayôs northern Minnesota, westward to the Continental 

Divide. Between the final ratification of the Constitution in 1791 and 1820, ten new states, most 

of them in the Trans-Appalachian West, had been admitted to the national union. Under the 

successive leadership of republicans, the ñempire of libertyò was stretching its wings further and 

further across the continent. At least on paper and rhetorically, the United States was an empire 

of twenty-three state-republics with vast western territorial claims from the Atlantic to the 

Pacific.178  

 In reality, the vast and varied geographies of the Trans-Mississippi West, its peripheral 

location from the imperial metropole, and the landôs ingenious inhabitants thwarted any 

semblance of ñnaturalò republican expansion much beyond the 100th Meridian. Except for the 

Columbia Riverôs lower drainage in Oregon Territory, the future of settler-based republican 

expansion was anything but certain. Perhaps all the United States could do was to make paper 

assertions to these lands, much like the Spanish in Alta California, the British in northern 

Canada, or the Russians in Alaska. Colonial control, rather than simple imperial claims, proved 

 

178 Roger L. Nicolas and Patrick L. Halley, Stephen Long and the American Frontier Exploration, (Norman, OK: 
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contingent on a variety of unclear factors, not the least of which was the chains of jagged 

mountains spitting the continent. Much like the Pike Expedition in 1806, Captain Stephen 

Longôs expedition in 1820 occurred in the context of proving the United Statesô capacity to not 

only claim, but effectively administer a geographically varied empire. To this end, President 

Monroeôs Long Expedition followed fourteen years after Pikeôs, but was tasked with similar 

goals to locate the source of the central Plainsô rivers and create a cartographic representation of 

this corner of the continent. The goal then of the Longôs Expedition was not to colonize or settle 

the land, but to procure geographic and scientific knowledge of the peripheral frontier. Following 

the South Platte River instead of the Arkansas River led the expedition across the plains, until on 

the horizon of grass, a similarly impressive landmark mountain appeared. From the top of a 

small butte off the South Platte, journalist for the expedition John Bell wrote the group came 

across ña blue stripe, close in with the horizon to the west, which was pronounced to be no more 

than a cloudéò but by ñothers, to be the Rocky Mountains.ò As the June haze in the high plains 

cleared, it became apparent that this was no whisp of cloud, but the wall of the continent, 

Jeffersonôs Stony Mountains. ñTo our great satisfaction and heartfelt joy,ò Bell declared they had 

arrived at the ñrange of the Rocky Mountainséò From this modest prominence, ña high Peake 

was plainly to be distinguished, towering above all the others as far as the sight extendedéò179 

First noted as ñLongs Peakò in the 1823 New American Atlas, the 14,259ô peak is similar to 

 

179 John Bell, June 30, 1820, The Journal of Captain John R. Bell, Official Journalist for the Stephen H. Long 
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Pikes Peak in its remarkable prominence, which, in the words of expedition botanist Edwin 

James, appeared ñto rise abruptly from the plain and to shoot up to an astonishing altitude.ò180  

 

 

Figure 3. Longôs Peak and the Front Range of Colorado as depicted by the watercolor painting of 

Samuel Seymour of the Longôs Expedition in 1820. A group of white explorers looks on a small 

knoll across the plains towards Longs Peak, while in the middle ground lies a small herd of bison 

and an indigenous camp along the South Platte River. The painting represents the merging of 

exploration, river networks, Native peoples, and the place-making anchor of landmark 

mountains.181 

 

 It was likely on this June day that the artist of the expedition, Samuel Seymour, painted  

the watercolor image Distant View of the Rocky Mountains. The image depicts the members of 

the Longôs Expedition on a small bluff overlooking a small herd of American Bison grazing in 

the distance. Above this, the great chain of what is today known as the Indian Peaks rises in the 
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background, culminating with Longs Peak towering over the plains. In what is among the earliest 

visual depictions of a landmark mountain in the West, Seymourôs painting arrests the viewerôs 

imagination in the sweeping open distances of the West and represents its vertical frontier as a 

dramatic barrier offering a ñsublime appearance to us, after being so long confined to the dull, 

uninteresting monotony of prairie country.ò182 The great peak and the Rockies, although 

topographically imposing and a transportational bloc, gave a sense of joy, meaning, and national 

identity, as Edwin James recounted on July 4, 1820, that ñwe had hoped to celebrate our great 

national festival on the Rocky Mountains; but the day had arrived, and they were still at a 

distance.ò  While the expedition could not celebrate on (and not around, or insight of) they 

imagined Longs Peak and the Front Range as icons of national joy.183  

 The expedition used what would come to be called Longs Peak as the northern landmark 

bounding the northern perimeter of their expedition. From arriving near the base of the Rocky 

Mountain Front, they turned their direction southward, noting the dramatic Flatirons near todayôs 

Boulder, Colorado, and Table Mountain near Golden, Colorado. Throughout the expedition, the 

men used small buttes, hills, and minor prominences to spatially bound and conceptualize the 

geography that lay ahead of their exploration. Along the way, Edwin James and the other 

naturalists of the team were busy making scientific observations of the landscape, ranging from 

the geology of the Flatirons to the Linnean classifications of shrubs growing in the arid 

highlands. James wrote of an ascent of a hill that was ñsteep and ruggedò on which he found a 

ñhorizontal strata of sandstone and coarse conglomerateò with the summit ñcapped by a thin 
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stratum of compact sandstone surmounted by a bed of greenstone.ò184 Such were many of the 

detailed scientific observations made by James and others on the expedition in the service of 

procuring geographic and scientific knowledge of this peripheral American territory. It was from 

this butte that Captain Long likely first viewed the peak that towers above the upper Arkansas 

drainage. Indeed, it was the peak that Pike attempted to climb in 1806. Crossing the small divide 

southward between the Arkansas and South Platte watersheds, the expedition made way for this 

first landmark mountain.185  

 

 

Figure 4. A watercolor painting by Samuel Seymour of Pikes Peak from the south, showing half 

of the mountain in a thunderstorm and the other in sunlight. An explorer is seen walking towards 

the mountains, flanked by some small trees and brush along the plains. Pikes Peakôs prominence 

above the plains and its place in both the Pikeôs and Longôs expeditions helped make it an icon 

for western travelers.186 

 

184 James, Diary, quoted in Evans, The Natural History, 130. 
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 On July 13, 1820, James and four men headed towards the ñHigh Peakeò to climb it. 

Aware of the difficulties in food and supplies that Pike had faced during his attempt, James was 

determined to mitigate this by supplying a copious amount of food, clothing, and being guided to 

the base of the peak by the ñassertions of a guide.ò While this Native American guide goes 

unnamed, James gives him credit for helping the men arrive at the mountain that was ñcovered 

with loose sand and gravel.ò James believed that ñmany attempts had been made by the Indians 

and by hunters,ò likely referring to the French fur-trappers, to ascend it, but ñnone had ever 

proved successful.ò The description of the climb covers the logistical, physical, and scientific 

ascent of the mountain, where James essentially provides a natural and mountaineering history of 

the mountain. A swarm of Rocky Mountain grasshoppers filled the skies on one of the days, and 

James kept detailed temperature and environmental notes of his observations.187 

James created geographic and scientific knowledge of the continent from on high.188 On 

July 14, 1820, Edwin James and his team summited the 14,115 foot landmark mountain, from 

which he completed Pikeôs 1806 task of locating the headwaters of the Arkansas and assessing 

the lands beyond the Front Range for the republican empire.189 Climbing Pikes Peak was then a 

pivotal moment for spatial republicanism in the West, as James used his vantage from the 

summit to ascertain watersheds of major western rivers, including the South Platte, Arkansas, 

and Rio Grande. The divide between Longs Peakôs South Platte basin and Pikes Peakôs Arkansas 
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basin became apparent from the roof of the republic.190 Combining science, imperialism, and 

republicanism, Jamesôs narrative worked to create these continental mountains, highlighted by 

Pikes Peak, as landmark mountains of a porous republican empire. Following the rivers in the 

interior of the continent had led them to the Westôs dramatic mountains. Rather than immediately 

being seen as Providential symbols of natural expansion, these continental mountains proved to 

be just as contentious for questions of the expansion of the republican empire as they could be 

inspiring. 

Limits of an Expansive Republics? 

The Pike and Long Expeditions were transformational events in the transition between 

two different models of imagining a continental republican empire. The old one was born of 

Jeffersonian presumptions of continental symmetry and the ñnaturalò and easy expansion of 

republican society to the far reaches of the West. The model being created was born of material 

geographic realities. Lewis and Clark had proved that an easy passage to the waters of the Pacific 

was impossible. Long described the high plains leading up to the Rocky Mountain Front as the 

ñGreat American Desert, using language and descriptions of an inhospitable arid West that 

persisted well into the 1850s.191 In both cases, ñmythò and continental imaginations were giving 

way to a harsh material and mountainous reality. The Trans-Mississippi West was, indeed, 

different than the Trans-Appalachian West in substantive material ways. The rivers were fewer 
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and farther between, the climate was drier, and perhaps most geographically relevant to travel, 

the mountains were imposing, formidable walls to a republican empire.  

The question of ñnatural boundariesò to the republican empire remained a hotly debated 

and deeply contested point for many decades. ñNature has fixed limits for our nation; she has 

kindly interposed as our Western barrier, mountains almost inaccessibleéthis barrier our 

population can never pass,ò argued New York Representative Albert Tracy on the floor of 

Congress in 1823. Jeffersonians disagreed. Drawing on the long tradition of imperial expansion 

and the necessity of an expansive republic in the West, they looked to the mountains as great 

ñgatesò pretending to be ñwalls.ò192 Armed with a new conceptualization of Western geography, 

republicans saw physical barriers and the continentôs vastness as capable of being overcome, and 

imagined a grand plan of a union of state-republics connected.193 On the other hand, anti-

Jeffersonian politicians, echoing the Federalist plea of gradual settlement and federal 

administration, would have agreed with the opinion that those mountainous landmarks on the 

Western periphery were perhaps the natural bounds for the republic. If people were to cross those 

mountains, Tracy warned that they would become a people of a ñnew world, whose connections, 

whose feelings, whose interests are not with us.ò194 And what were those ñmountains almost 

inaccessibleò for Tracy? It is difficult to know for sure, but stating this in the same year that the 
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Long Expeditionôs report was published, he was likely referring to the Rocky Mountain Front.195 

If the ñempire of libertyò was to have limits, the Rocky Mountains, it seemed, might be them. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

UPWARD THE COURSE OF EMPIRE: CONTINENTAL LANDMARKS AND THE 

MOUNTAINS OF AMERICAN EMPIRE, c. 1830-1848 

 

 

 

 

 

As the Jeffersonian gaze continued west, the mountains of the continent became spaces to 

spatially test the potential bounds of American power. Western expansion was far from a forgone 

conclusion, yet for those who supported extending the sphere of the republican empire, 

mountains were seemingly natural places to test the bounds of the American state.196 Continental 

expansion remained contested throughout the antebellum period. It was a deeply divisive issue, 

split between the factions of expansionistic Jacksonian Democrats and more reluctantly 

expansionistic Whigs. Mountains proved to be the spaces upon which many of the contested 

notions of the American imperial-state could test its boundaries.197 To expansionists, the imperial 

gaze had a distinctively vertical dimension to it. To test the limits of the republican empire, some 

looked to the Cascade volcanoes, the Colorado Front Range, the Wind River Mountains, and 
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even the volcanoes of the Mexican Plateau. All were used in some way to delineate, define, and 

assert on vertical space the extent of the empire on the continent. 

  This chapter, centering on the Wind River Mountains and the climbs of two Mexican 

volcanoes, argues that explorers and climbers promoted prominent landmark mountains in 

strategic corridors as symbolic icons for helping to spatially test the limits of the American 

empire. For decades in the nineteenth century, the Wind River Mountains were among the first 

mythical and iconic landmark mountains of the American West. In the popular imagination, its 

peaks and passes were symbols of an American identity that equated expansion with an act of 

civilizing the wilderness. Between circa 1830 and 1870, the Wind River Mountains were the site 

of surveys, exploration, overland travel, artwork, and mountaineering, existing as a vertical 

frontier to the nationôs expanding horizontal one. Additionally, two specific volcanoes on the 

Mexican Plateau, Pico de Orizaba and Popocatepetl, respectively the third and fifth highest 

mountains on the continent, became the contingent spaces beyond the normal bounds of western 

expansion to test American power during the Mexican-American War. 

The Wind River Mountains 

 Between 1830 and 1870, the Wind River Mountains were where vertical and continental 

idealism met in the making of a ñvertical frontier.ò  For centuries prior, Eastern Shoshone 

intimately knew these mountains, and all routes over them were historical Native trails.198 
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Eastern Shoshone peoples traveled into the range for hunting and gathering in the summer, as 

well as for spiritual and religious rituals, climbing well above 10,000ô to the toes of the rangeôs 

mighty glaciers. To the Eastern Shoshone, the rangeôs passes were deeply familiar networks of 

trade, transportation, and identity.199 There is a silence of the Shoshone imagination in the settler 

imagination of these mountains, a tragedy of imaginative erasure that was common in the 

making of imaginative spaces in the American West. While most Americans would not ever see 

the Wind River Mountains, they became landmark mountains in the national imagination, and a 

place where the hopes and fears of Jeffersonôs vision of continental expansion were literally put 

into perspective and tested.  

The Wind River Mountains are about as isolated and inaccessible as any mountains in the 

contiguous United States. Rising above the plains of western Wyoming, the range is the most 

glaciated in the American Rockies. The very crest of the range is the Continental Divide that 

splits the great watersheds of the nation in two, running in a diagonal southeast-northwest 

direction for over one hundred miles like a wall of unbroken granite. Western-moving and 

moisture-laden winter storms gather power over the Snake River Valley to the west, depositing 

enormous snowfall, while in the summer, the diagonal tilt of the range halts southerly monsoonal 

moisture in its northward movement. The east side of the range holds magnificent glaciers 
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hanging below jagged peaks and windswept plateaus, which also serve as the source of some of 

the Westôs most iconic rivers.200  

While his quotes calling the expanding nation the ñempire of libertyò certainly have an 

idealistic quality to them, the full context of the quote betrays a practical understanding of 

geopolitics. In his first reference to the ñempire of liberty,ò Jefferson wrote in 1780 that there 

was a hope that this ñAmerican unionò would be a ñbarrier against the dangerous extension of 

the British Province of Canada and add to the Empire of Libertyéthereby converting dangerous 

enemies into valuable friends.ò201 Even to his close republican confidant, James Madison, 

Jefferson wrote in 1809 that this ñempire for libertyò with a long previous discourse on how 

other territories, such as Cuba, Mexico, and the French empire, would deal with the young 

republic.202 There were, of course, those who supported more extensive expansion, but most 

Americans were reluctant at best before the 1840s, agreeing with John Adams that the United 

States had been ñéexplored and thinly planted much too fast.ò203 For all Jeffersonôs enthusiasm 

for ideological expansion, he was also a realist who ñgrappled with the issues of density and 

dispersal for forty years.ò204  

Jefferson saw continental expansion as both a bulwark against competing geopolitical 

rivals and as a safeguard for liberty. He believed that the ñwestern bank of statesò would be 

 

200 Fred Beckey, Mountains of North America: The Great Peaks and Ranges of the Continent, (New York, NY: 
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02-0140.  
203  John Adams to Francis Adriaan van de Kemp, November 5, 1804; quoted in Wulf, Founding Gardeners, 161. 
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NE: University of Nebraska Press, 2012): 106.  
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added to the nation and that ñthe larger the extent of country, the firmer its republican structure,ò 

but added that it would be founded ñnot on conquest, but in principles of compact and 

equality.ò205 After the reports from the Pikeôs and Longôs Expeditions to the Far West, the 

general public's imagination of the West was that of a desolate place, and a ñgreat American 

desertò prevented agriculture and easy overland travel. That is not to say that there was not a 

vocal minority for expansion before this, but there was generally a sentiment that there were to 

be natural bounds to the republic as set forth by nature.206 

The Adventures of Captain Bonneville  

  In 1837, popular author Washington Irving published The Adventures of Captain 

Bonneville as a romanticized adventure novel based on the writings and travels of Captain John 

Bonneville, who had explored much of the American West in the 1830s.207 Washington Irving 

depicted the Far West as many of his fellow, more whiggish and reluctant expansionists might 

have wanted to see it: an adventurous, mysterious, and romantic landscape. Writing in 1837, the 

nation was torn on to what degree the United States should expand westward while being faithful 

to its republican values.208 The Adventures would indirectly intrigue the nation and inspire John 

C. Fremontôs desire to attain more geographical knowledge of the West. Just a decade after its 

 

205 Letter from Thomas Jefferson to Francois de Marbois, June 14, 1817, quoted in Menard, Sight Unseen, 106 
206 Albert H. Tracy (New York), Annals of Congress, 17th Congress, 2nd Session, (January 1823): 598, quoted in 
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207 Washington Irving, The Adventures of Captain Bonneville: In the Rocky Mountains and the Far West, (London, 

UK: George Bell and Sons, 1881, original 1837): 134-135; Washington Irving, The Adventures of Captain 

Bonneville (Project Gutenberg, 1998), https://www.gutenberg.org/files/1372/1372-h/1372-h.htm..  
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publication, the United States Navy blockaded Vera Cruz, the American army invaded Mexico 

City, while negotiating the terms of the Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo.  

Washington Irvingôs The Adventures of Captain Bonneville and the landscape art of 

Alfred Jacob Miller first shaped the publicôs imagination of the Wind River Range. Benjamin 

Bonneville, who explored the Wind River area in 1833, sold his report and diary to Irving for 

$1000, which he used as the narrative basis for the Adventures. Part exaggeration, part truth, and 

wholly romantic, The Adventures remains the best summary of Bonnevilleôs Expedition to the 

Winds in the early 1830s.209 Swept up in an era of rising romanticism about landscape and 

nationalism, Irvingôs book rode on the popular coattails of his other previously published works, 

such as Rip Van Winkle (1819), ñThe Legend of Sleepy Hollowò (1820), and A History of the 

Life and Voyages of Christopher Columbus (1828). As a popular author, such a setting as the 

Rockies necessitated the imagery of the almost larger-than-life mountain man. The original title 

of the book was Rocky Mountains: Scenes, Incidents, and Adventures in the Far West, spatially 

linking the imagination of the ñWestò with the rugged landscape of mountain men in the 

northern Rockies. The visual apostle of the range, Alfred Jacob Miller, was a mild-mannered 

artist hired by the eccentric William Drummond Stewart in an attempt to live and record life as a 

fur trapper in the Far West.210 Millerôs paintings of the Wind River Range, first displayed in a 

public gallery in New York City in 1838, fostered a great imagination and interest in the West.211 

Much of the public imagination of the ñFar Westò in antebellum America included an 

 

209 Jett B. Connor, Captain Benjamin Bonnevilleôs Wyoming Expedition: The Lost 1833 Report, (Charleston, SC: 
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imagination of the Wind River Mountains as a landscape of rugged adventure and individualism. 

Early myth-making of the Far West took place largely in the Wind River Mountains, with its 

main character, the mountain man.  

 Irving wrote The Adventures based on the historical diaries and accounts of Captain 

Benjamin Bonneville, who, on a leave of absence in 1833, explored much of what was then 

known as the Far West. Known as the ñLost 1833 Report,ò Bonnevilleôs writing and 

correspondence demonstrate the geopolitical and expansionistic motivations for this ñunofficialò 

army expedition on the part of the American government.  The detailed report documented the 

region's resources, Native peoples, and transportation corridors.212 Writing as a follow up to his 

general report to Washington upon his return to Saint Louis in 1835, Bonneville wrote, ñI have 

the honor to report of my return to this city from a long a perilous tour of exploration beyond the 

Rocky Mountains, upon which tour I have used every exertion to collection information relative 

to that country and the tribes of Indians that inhabit it, together with maps and charts.ò 

Bonneville plainly admitted that he ñset out upon my tour with the consent of the War 

Department, and was charged by General Eaton, then Secretary of War, with instructions to 

guide me in collecting information with which he considered it advantageous for the 

government,ò with Bonneville continuing : 

The information I have already obtained authorized me to say this much; That if our 

Government ever intend taking possession of Oregon the sooner it shall be done the 

better, and at present I deem a subalterns commandéthe Hudson Bay at present have 

every advantage over the Americansé[their articles of trade] reaching them by water in 

the greatest abundance and at a trifling expense, compared to the land carriage of the 

 

212 Benjamin Bonneville to Major General Macomb (The Lost Report), July 29, 1833 in ñAppendixò of Jett B. 
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Press, 2021): 115-124. 
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AmericanséSo you see, the Americans have to, as it were, steal their own furs, making 

secret rendezvous and trading by stealth.213 

 

Despite his extensive report, Bonnevilleôs expedition had gone on so long that the Army 

assumed him dead or deserted, and removed him from his rank. He concluded this letter writing, 

ñthe object of this communication is to request that my name be restored,ò as the original length 

of his furlough from active duty was to last from ñAugust 1831éto expire October 1833.ò214 

Eventually, the Department of War restored Bonnevilleôs rank and name, in part for recognition 

of his valuable reconnaissance on the nebulous boundaries of the American empire.  

Unable to self-publish his diary and records from the trip, Bonneville sold his diaries and 

documents of the expedition to Irving. With these documents, Irving took some liberties in 

interpreting as an author. There certainly are some places where Irving, for example, was 

familiar with Warren Ferrisôs Report of 1835, strayed from the Bonnevilleôs source material. 

Irving is clear in his looseness with some of the historical accuracies in the books, noting in the 

bookôs preface that:  

é the manuscript has formed the staple of the following work. I have occasionally 

interwoven facts and details, gathered from various sources, especially from the 

conversations and journals of some of the captainôs conversations and journals of some of 

the captainôs contemporarieséI have also given it a ton and coloring drawn from my 

own observation, during an excursion into the Indian country beyond the bounds of 

civilizationé215 
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The Wind River Range forms the imaginative center of The Adventures. The presence of 

mountains for Irving forms the most tangible symbol of the Westôs mystery and promise.  

Without ever having been to this region, Irving created landmark mountains, where the 

Wind River Range represented both a barrier to and a testing ground of spatial knowledge. The 

language of ñlandmarksò retained an association with American exceptionalism and the 

nationalism berthed into the Wind River landscape, as Irving wrote: 

The French trappers are represented as a lighter, softer, more self-indulgent kind of man. 

He must have his Indian wife, his lodge, and his petty conveniences. He is gay and 

thoughtless, takes little heed of landmarks, depends upon his leaders and companions to 

thinkéand, if left to himself, is easily perplexed and lost. The American trapper stands 

by himself and is peerless in the service of the wilderness. Drop him in the midst of a 

prairie or in the heart of the mountains, and he is never at a loss. He notices every 

landmark; he can retrace his route through the most monotonous plains or the most 

perplexed labyrinths of mountains; no danger nor difficulty appalls him, and he scorns to 

complain under any privation.216 

 

The racial, gendered, nationalistic exceptionalism of the ñAmerican manò as the ideal 

independent and sufficient human. There is a comparison in morals, or what Jefferson might call 

republican virtue, between the stoic and noble American man of the mountains and the French 

trapper, who is depicted as licentious, jovial, and above all, a disgrace to the white race by 

intermarrying with Native women. Present too in this passage is the spatial component tied to 

these attributes of masculinity, nationalism, and morality. The notion of ñlandmarksò and the 

ability to ascertain geographical awareness are connected with the exceptional mythos of the 

American. For Irving, these landmarks are the mountains of Wyoming, both the Tetons, but most 

importantly for his story, the heights of the Wind River Mountains. Thus, for Irving and his 
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readers, the Wind Rivers represent a landmark mountain of American exceptionalism and Anglo-

American identity.  

ñThe American trapper stands by himself,ò wrote Irving, ñand is peerless for the service 

of the wilderness. Drop him in the midst of a prairie, or in the heart of the mountains, and he is 

never at a loss.ò He wrote that ñone American [trapper]éis equal to three Canadians in point of 

sagacity, aptness at resources, self-dependence, and fearlessness of spiriténo one can cope with 

him as the stark trapper of the wilderness.ò217 Irving popularized the mountain man archetype, 

born largely in the Wind Rivers, as a resourceful, ruggedly individualistic, determined, and 

independent white man heralding the expansion of white society into the wilderness. In the 

Adventures, Irving wrote of the mountain man: 

 There is, perhaps, no class of men on the face of the earthéwho leads a life of more 

continued exertion, peril, and excitement, and who are more enamored of their 

occupations, than the free trappers of the West. No toil, no danger, no privation can turn 

the trapper from his pursuitéhe forgets and defies all difficulties, at times, he may be 

seenéclimbing the most rugged mountains never trodden by white manésuch is the 

mountaineer, the hardy trapper of the Westénow existing in full vigor among the Rocky 

Mountains.218 

 

Irvingôs text helped create not only the myth of the Wind River Mountains but the mystique of 

the mountain man as one of its main characters. 219 
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Figure 5: ñPipe of Peace at the Rendezvousò by Alfred Jacob Miller (1839) is a scene that shows 

the towering Wind River mountains near todayôs Pinedale, Wyoming, above fur-traders and 

Native peoples in dialogue. On the extreme left are the two groups trading goods, while on the 

plains is a chaotic scene of horses and camps.220  

 

Pipe of Peace at the Rendezvous by artist Alfred Jacob Miller depicts the idealistic state 

of cooperative peace in the pre-Manifest Destiny period of the American West. In this region, fur 

trappers and Native peoples held annual rendezvous, including trade, festivity, and sometimes 

violence. Miller and writers stereotyped the Shoshone people as accommodating to settlers and 

traders. In the middle, William Drummond Stewart, Millerôs financier of the trip, is seen, while 

the Fremont Peak region of the Wind River Mountains towers as an imposing background. Miller 

would write of the Wind River Mountains, ñthe Alps are nothing to these cold, blue Mountains of 

the Windéò Thus, they were imaginative spaces in this idealistic world of white progress and 

 

220 Alfred Jacob Miller, The Rendezvous near Green River, Oregon, 1867, watercolor, gouache, and pen and ink 
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Native subservience. Millerôs image was based on his sketches of the western Wind River 

Mountains in 1837. Here, Miller noted the presence of Mountain Men ñlazily lying aboutò while 

a rendezvous takes place in the shadow of the Wind Rivers. There are two men at the bottom 

center gazing towards the range, which is centered near the Fremont Peak section of the range. 

The section of this range included the crest of the Continental Divide, and this perspective, on 

the western side of the divide, demonstrates the western spread of the American empire through 

commerce. The marrying of the Mountain Man with the Wind River landscape was an essential 

aspect of imagining the region as a landscape of Jeffersonian idealism.221 =Through paintings 

like these, Miller helped create the white mythos of the West, with the Wind River Mountains as 

landmarks.222 

The image of the mountain man began, like many aspects of Americaôs continental 

imagination, in a lower, more humid vertical environment. Daniel Booneôs 1769 gaze ñfrom the 

top of an eminenceò and seeing ñwith pleasure the beautiful level of Kentuckyò stands as an 

early example of the popularization of the folklore of vertical spaces and frontiersmen.223 The 

mountains were seen as walls of an aggressive expansion, and Boone, the first of Americaôs folk 

mountain men, was a defiant adventurer of continental proportions. What made the mountain 
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men so attractive in the popular culture of antebellum America was their depiction as an ideal 

continental Jeffersonian, or, in other words, the ideal mythological Jacksonian Westerner.224 

With a fair bit of nostalgic romanticism and sentimentalism prominent in antebellum society, the 

mountain man, despite his ñhedonisticò appetites for pleasure, gluttony, and lust, symbolized the 

ñpicturesque lower class fast vanishingédespite all his heroics.ò225 This trope represented the 

common working manôs life, his desire for adventure, a dream, and his faults were, well, 

relatable. Thus, the mountain man persona was an idealized form of a male rural citizen. 

Goetzmann, referencing American intellectual historian Richard Hofstadter, writes that the wave 

of Jacksonian Democracy influenced the development of the mountain man archetype. For 

Hofstadter, the ñJacksonian Manò was an ambitious capitalist with an almost religious 

attachment to enterprise, or a farmer who hoped to fill the ñopen land,ò or any profession with 

the democratic values of independence, self-reliance, and small government.226 Indeed, much of 

the settler imagination imagined the Rockies as swarming with trapping opportunities and was 

thus the idealistic landscape for practicing the values of the Jacksonian man. Fur Trapping, the 

profession at least in some part of most mountain men, was the profession of a fully democratic, 

fully Western man.  

The romantic ideal of American meritocracy encapsulated by the ñmountain manò was a 

caricature and gendered construction. However, on a deeper level, it was tied to the imaginary 

language and intellectual landscape of the continent, and continentalist assumptions of North 

America. As early as 1782, for example, Letters from an American Farmer was perhaps the most 
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eloquent early articulation of the ideology of what would come to represent Jeffersonian 

continental idealism. J. Hector St. John de Crevecoeur wrote in ñLetter III: What is an 

American,ò that continental expansion and the yeoman labor of rugged individualism were both 

part of what defined an American identity. The notion of ñcontinentò appears multiple times in 

Letter III and was frequently tied to an expansionist ideal of settler individualism. On this 

continental notion of the nation, Crevecoeur wrote: 

He who would wish to see America in its proper lightémust visit our extended line of 

frontiers where the last settlers dwell, and where he may see the first labors of settlement, 

the mode of clearing the earthé.in that space, prosperity will polish some, vice and the 

law will drive off the rest, who uniting again with others like themselves will recede still 

fartheré Such is our progress, such is the march of the Europeans toward the interior 

parts of this continentéLanding on this great continent is like going to sea; they must 

have a compass, some friendly directing needle, or else they will uselessly err and wander 

for a long time, even with a fair wind.227  

 

For Crevecoeur, America in its ñproper lightò was tied to the idealistic frontier as a 

transformative process of a white ideal of ñprogressò into the continent. This quotation deeply 

tied the spatial and continental nature of the nation to the idealistic political and social hopes for 

it. Settlement, space, and frontiers were linked with this progressive vision for a white 

ñindustriousò America, ever continentally expanding. What started as an eastern ideal of 

ñclearing the earthò with ñfew moral rulesò would be transferred to the Far Western landscape of 

the Wind River Mountains.228 As to the ñindustrious peopleò of the ñline of frontier,ò the 

mountain man of the Wind River country was the perfect archetype for rugged white progress on 

this landscape. 
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The mountain man, although he was not a permanent settler, ñclearing the landò was still 

an imaginative figure in the first stage of settlement.229 He was, to borrow the imagery of 

Crevecoeur, the one navigating the ñgreat continent,ò which was like ñgoing to sea.ò It was this 

mythological figure who surveyed, mapped, and spatially bounded the West with his ñcompass, 

some friendly directing needle...ò to prevent,òéuselessly err[ing] and wander[ing] for a long 

timeéò230 Likewise, the well-documented hedonistic tendencies of the mountain man displayed 

Crevecoeurôs observation of the ambiguous moral frontiers of society, ñwhere men are wholly 

left dependent on their native temperséwhich often fails when not sanctified by the efficacy of a 

few moral rules.ò231 As Goetzmann notes, many mountain men did not remain in the profession 

for very long. While the popular imagination tended to focus on the lifelong adventures of 

figures like Jim Bridger or Kit Carson, most fur trapping mountains men participated in this 

economy for a short period, or as Goetzmann writes, ñéthe Jeffersonian agrarian 

dreamébulked large in the Mountain Manôs choice of occupations, [but] it by no means 

obscured the whole range of ñmechanicalò or mercantile pursuits that offered the change for 

success on the frontier.ò232 There were three fundamental senses in which the Mountain Man, as 

the Jacksonian Man that contributed to the frontier mythos, and, in a deeper sense, is 

Jeffersonian. Going further than seeing the mountain man as a Jacksonian, he was, firstly, a 

Jeffersonian and deeply tied to the romantic idealistic vision of the continent.   
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Figure 6. ñRendezvous near Green Riverò by Alfred Jacob Miller (1840). Miller portrays the 

mountains, with Fremont Peak as the centerpiece, as romantic landmarks in the West. The 

painting centers on the interplay between the horizontality of traders, camps, and Native and 

settler communities in the foreground, contrasted against the verticality of the sublime, almost 

transcendent glaciated Wind River peaks.233 

 

The Adventures crystallized the mythical nature of the Wind River Range through 

Bonnevilleôs climbing sortie to test the range as an axis of the imagination and locus of an 

expanding nationôs future. Travelling with one hundred and twenty men and twenty wagons, 

Bonneville set out across the plains and valleys of the North Platte to reach a July rendezvous in 
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Pierreôs Hole, modern-day Teton Valley, in far eastern Idaho. Although his expedition did not 

make the rendezvous meeting in time, Bonneville accomplished something far more significant 

for the future of the West. While other settler-explorers such as Jedidiah Smith had noted the 

presence of South Pass, Wyoming, as a simple way to cross the Continental Divide as early as 

1812, Bonnevilleôs expedition was the first to cross the ñcrest of the Rocky Mountainséthe 

water of the Atlantic to those of the Pacific, with wagons.ò234 With this truly continental act in 

the public imagination, as Bonneville found himself among the Pacific waters where ña valley 

now spread itself before the travelers, bounded on one side by the Wind River Mountains...ò This 

event precipitated the belief that wagons could indeed cross the Rockies, and that the Far West 

might no longer be the domain of explorers and Native Peoples, but of settler-colonists. Having 

missed the rendezvous, Bonneville constructed the first permanent Euro-American settlement, 

known as ñFort Bonnevilleò (or ñFort Nonsenseò by his men due to its poor location in a cold 

high plain) in the region near todayôs Daniel, Wyoming, lying on the high plains on the western 

slope of the Winds.235   

After spending the following months near todayôs Salmon, Idaho, Bonneville returned to 

the Wind River Range, and he and his men participated in the 1833 Green River rendezvous near 

todayôs Pinedale, Wyoming. After this, Bonneville traveled with his men to transport some of 

their furs to market by crossing South Pass and delivering their goods via pack raft onto the 

Bighorn River. Eventually, the Bighorn River, which is a major tributary of the Wind River, 

flows into the Yellowstone River, and eventually to the Missouri River corridor, the economic 
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frontier of settler society at the time. On his return, Bonneville wanted to find an easier path over 

the divide and through the Wind River Range. Union Pass was too far north, and the slog down 

to South Pass would add days. If he could find a way through the heart of the range, then a 

convenient summer path might be found to expedite goods to market. The very section of 

Bonneville hoped to find a feasible pass is scoured with hanging and cirque glaciers and 

dramatic granite walls.236 The few passes that did exist were all above treeline, high into the 

alpine zone, and covered by snow most of the year. Not to mention that crossing them would 

require thousands upon thousands of feet of unnecessary elevation gain. Additionally, the rangeôs 

eastside sedimentary tablelands obscure any real view into the high country. Without this 

foreknowledge, Bonneville pressed onward, where Irving recounts the Bonneville arriving upon 

ñéthe chain of Wind River Mountains,ò which ñwere lofty, with snowy peaks and craggy 

sideséthat barred all progress.ò237    

As Bonneville and his companions continued, they became disillusioned and lost 

somewhere in the middle of the range. Irving writes that Bonneville ñdecided to 'climb a 

neighboring height, hoping to gain a commanding prospect and discern some practical route 

through this stupendous labyrinth.ò Writing in an era of imperial expansion and the nascent 

sublime mountaineering movement in the European Alps, Irvingôs language spoke to the ideas of 

a national and continental vision.238 Lost with a lack of spatial order, Bonnevilleôs decision to 
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summit a nearby great peak suggests that he envisioned the peaks as a place-maker, a geographic 

location with the ability to create spatial ordering in his mind.239 As he climbed a mountain that 

ñappeared to be the highest,ò Bonneville, ñsoon found that he had undertaken a tremendous task; 

but the pride of man is never more obstinate than when climbing mountains.ò Irving described 

the ascent as follows:   

The ascent was so steep and rugged that he and his companion were frequently obliged to 

clamber on hands and knees, with their guns slung upon their backs. Frequently, 

exhausted with fatigue, and dripping with perspiration, they threw themselves upon the 

snow, and took handfuls of it to allay their parching thirst: At one place they even 

stripped off their coats and hung them upon the bushes, and thus lightly clad, proceeded 

to scramble over these eternal snowsécool breezesérefreshed and braced them, and 

springing with new ardor to their task, they at length attained the summit.240 

 

For early settlers and explorers, while at times a sublime and ponderous place, the Wind River 

Mountains were a violent and uncertain space where the ordering and control of the landscape 

seemed inaccessible, and its granite heights represented a perfect symbolic barrier to the progress 

of the American nation.241 Irving wrote that Bonneville was ñastonishedò and ñoverwhelmedò by 

the sublime beauty on the summit: 

éin fact, upon that dividing ridge Indians regard as the crest of the world; and on each 

side of which, the landscape may be said to decline to the two cardinal oceans of the 

globeéBeneath him, the Rocky Mountains seemed to open all their secret 

recesseséwhile beyond their savage precincts, the eye was lot in an almost 

immeasurable landscapeéwhichever way he looked, he beheld the vast plains 

glimmering with reflected sunshine; mighty streams wandering on their shining course 

towards either ocean, and snowy mountains, chain beyond chain, and peak beyond peak 

till they melted like clouds into the horizoné and he began to analyze the parts of this 

 

239 Michael S. Reidy, ñFrom Oceans to Mountains: Spatial Science in the Age of Empire,ò in New Historical 
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vast panorama. A simple enumeration of a few of its features may give some idea of its 

collective grandeur and magnificence.242 

 

To his readers, locked in a gaze of the unknown regions of the West, Irving imagined what 

Bonnevilleôs view might have been. For his part, Bonneville seemed to have constructed a settler 

imagination of the landscape directly over an Indigenous one. The interplay between mountain 

and river, the vertical and horizontal, and foreground and background is heavily reminiscent of 

Jeffersonôs gaze from over the Potomac.  

Bonneville, a stand-in for the American expansionistic ideals, crested the summit of this 

Native landscape. Without regard for Native story and dignity, Bonneville incipiently and 

symbolically asserted his own territorial claims to space in climbing this peak.243 The early 

stages of empire-building often followed a chronological development across landscapes, not 

what Bonneville did in climbing a peak in the Wind Rivers. This includes explorations from 

centers of imperial powers into unknown space and is replete with symbolic gestures that embed 

and imagine the idea of imperial and personal conquest on a landscape. The ñédividing line of 

the continent between the civilized (Atlantic) and savage (Pacific) watersheds of the 

continentéò became the imaginative center of a new settler-colonial landscape based on testing 

the bounds of American power. Concerned with control and consumption, imperial 

administrators might only control what they knew, and what they knew depended largely upon 

survey science and knowledge of the land.244 Irvingôs narrative, seemingly aware of imperial-

fluvial associations, continued his description of Bonnevilleôs summit view: 
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éthe peak on which the captain had taken his stand, commanded the whole Wind River 

chainéthe fountain headséof the mighty tributaries to the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans. 

Beyond the snowy peaks, to the south, and far, far below the mountain range, the gentle 

river, called the Sweet Water, was seen pursuing its tranquil way through the rugged 

regions of the Black Hills. In the east, the headwaters of Wind River wandered éto the 

north, glimpses were caught of the upper streams of the Yellowstone, that great tributary 

of the Missouri. In another direction were to be seen some of the sources of the Oregon, 

or Columbia, flowing to the north-west past those towering landmarks the Three Tetons, 

and pouring down into the great lava plain; while, almost at the captain's feet, the Green 

River, or Colorado of the West, set forth on its wandering pilgrimage to the Gulf of 

Californiaéthe whole of this impressive area was enclosed by an another range of 

shadowy peaks, some of them faintly marked on the horizon, which seems to wall it in 

from the rest of the earth.245 

 

Geographically, most American rivers and river valleys allowed passage for eastern explorers 

and early settlers through rugged and inhospitable terrain, otherwise difficult to navigate. This 

association created the imagination of the river as a natural highway for the empire. Rome had its 

roads, and America had its rivers (and later railroads). Rivers were often imagined as horizontal 

modes of control. If rivers were horizontal frontiers, mountains were vertical ones, both a barrier 

and a sign of expanding American imperialism.  

Similar to Jefferson gazing at the Potomac flowing through the Appalachians, early 

writers in the Wind River country long knew of the range as the headwaters of many of the 

northern Rockies' great rivers. Many explorers knew that rivers were a source of transportation, 

economic necessity, and of regional control. Rivers, or more properly, water in general, were 

finite and contested commodities for overland travel and settlement. Knowing the source of these 

rivers would help to determine two things: a knowledge of where these great rivers were for 

overland travel, and knowing the complete length of these rivers could help determine the total 

navigability of the rivers. The flow of the North Platte from the Wind River country into 
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Nebraska is partially what made South Pass so attractive for overland travel, as there was a 

reliable source of water nearly the entire time from Council Bluffs, Omaha, and even Saint 

Louis, to the Wind Rivers. Likewise, map-makers and explorers long thought that the Green 

River, and then the Snake River-Columbia River corridor, originated in the Wind Rivers. This 

provided overland travelers with consistent water sources from the western side of the 

Continental Divide to Oregon.  

Abundant sources of beaver pelts, the rivers of the Wind River Country were the first 

known landmarks in the region. On one point on the range, Three Waters Mountain, tributaries 

of the Wind River (Missouri), Snake River (Columbia), and Green River (Colorado) split along 

the Continental Divide. Triple divides in watersheds are rare enough geographical features, and 

those along a continental divide to a regionôs three major rivers are even rarer. Explorer Warren 

Ferris noted how the ñGreen Riverétakes its rise in the Wind Mountainséò and he found the 

ñsources of the Lewis River and the Yellowstone,ò and the ñRio Colorado of the West, one of the 

most magnificent streams in the worldò that ended into ñUpper and Lower California, until at last 

it reaches and empties into the gulf of that name.ò Ferrisôs continental imagination originated 

here in the Winds, where he hinted at a future of settler society streaming through South Pass. 

Ferris saw there was, ñfrom the southern point of the Wind Mountains,ò there lay a ñbroken, 

sandy plainò which would prove ñperfectly practicable for loaded wagons, which may cross it 

without the least obstruction...ò246 Based upon descriptions such as these, artists of the range, 

from Alfred Jacob Miller to Emmanuel Leutze and Albert Bierstadt, often, if not nearly always, 

include the mountains foregrounded with one of these rivers (usually the Green River). Before 
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the railroad, rivers were the most important geographical feature of western travel, and thus 

created their imaginative geography and landscapes. 

Thus, Bonneville, as an agent of empire, represented a new triumphalist ordering of the 

West under the power of the American state.247 This was the landmarking process in action, 

demonstrating the spatial identity of a new landmark mountain. The particular peak that 

Bonneville climbed remains unknown, although local historians have long tried to fit Irvingôs 

description perfectly to a singular peak.248 Wind River Peak (13,197ô) in the southern part of the 

range seems to fit the description well, but ultimately, Irving used much artistic license in 

describing the scene.249 While the vision of these rivers and their description is impossible from 

Wind River Peak, it fits nicely with the description of the regionôs rivers by Ferris and Irving, 

who use the same adjective to describe the Tetons as ñgreat landmarks.ò250 The Wind River 

Range as a whole was a ñlandmark mountainò because of its nature. Moreover, Irving was 

splicing Ferris and Bonnevilleôs work together to describe the view. As with other controversial 

climbs and the particularities of peaks, such as the infamous question of who actually climbed 

the Grand Teton first, these questions are unimportant to the significance of the regionôs 

historical geography.251 What mattered was the public imagination that arose as a result of these 

descriptions.252  

 

247 Reidy, ñPhoto Essay: At the Height of Empire,ò 17-19. 
248 Jack A. Smith, Meadow and Glacier: Mountaineering in the Wind River Range, (Lander, WY: Fellfield Books, 

2019): 7-20.  
249 Thomas Turiano: Select Peaks of Greater Yellowstone: A Mountaineering History and Guide, (Wilson, WY: 

Select Peaks Publishing, 2023): 332. 
250 Irving, The Adventures, Chapters 6, 15, 17; Ferris, Life in the Rocky Mountains, Chapter XV  
251 Turiano, Select Peaks, 466-469. 
252 Kevin Blake, ñMaking Mythic Landscapes,ò in North American Odyssey: Historical Geographies for the 21st 

Century, ed. Craig Colten and Geoffrey Buckley, (New York City, NY: Roman and Littlefield Press, 2014): 251-

271. 



101 

 

Symbolically, this ascent to the Continental Divide of the Wind River was an embodied 

conceptualization of order imposed on the continent. For Irvingôs readers, the ascent and its 

meaning perfectly encapsulated the continental vision of Jeffersonôs gaze, Daniel Booneôs 

journey over the Appalachians, and the romantic depictions of national identity of other natural 

landmarks such as Niagara Falls and Mount Holyoke. This was the origin of the landmarking 

process in the public imagination, serving as a powerful catalyst for expansionistic hopes and 

national identity. What Miller was doing for the Wind River Range with art, Irving was doing 

with words: creating landmark mountains. For the readers, these landmark mountains were 

becoming a sign of the American empire, bringing the order of civilization symbolically over the 

vertical frontier. 

Fremontôs Climb in the Wind River Mountains 

By the early 1840s, national politics was largely centered on the future of Western 

expansion. It was John C. Fremontôs 1842 expedition to the Wind River Range and climb that 

helped reconceptualize the West as a space for American continental ambitions.253 Building on 

the continental imagery of Miller and Irving, Fremont reframed a foreign and mystical landscape 

into one destined for republican expansion. Fremontôs expedition created a continental landscape 

that centered less on ñindividual landmarks or regionsò than on how these landmarks and regions 

related to each other.254 This iconographic theme, represented by the Wind Rivers, presented a 
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kind of melding point between the ordinary and the eschatological ends of trans-oceanic 

expansion. As Bonneville desired to show in his climb, and Fremont would perpetuate with his 

narrative, climbing or ñconqueringò a mountain was a mode of establishing political power over 

the vertical.255 Fremont was determined to redirect the pensive national attitude of natural 

expansion by transforming the Wind River Mountains from barriers of the vertical frontier to 

symbols of destiny.  

The Adventures, art, and writings of explorers in the 1830s created a fascination with the 

Wind River Mountains, and for expansionists, an opportunity. Just a few years after the 

publication of Adventures, John C. Fremont led the United States Topographical Corps in the 

first of what would be five expeditions of his to the West.256 Married to Jessie Benton, the 

daughter of expansionist Missouri senator Thomas H. Benton, Senator Benton hand-picked John 

to lead the expedition. Fremontôs expedition intended to survey the lands of the Far West for 

settlement and travel, assisted by Kit Carson, and just two years later, the first large wagon teams 

of settlers would cross South Pass on their way to the Willamette Valley.  

The Report similarly strove to demonstrate a continuity of scientific knowledge with the 

European world. Fremont dedicated his Memoir work to Alexander Humboldt, and his Report is 

filled with the language of Linnean categorizations and Humboldtian science.257 Fremont largely 

viewed the geographic world through a Humboldtian lens, seeing himself as bringing the 

Humboldtian tendency of interconnectedness over vast geographic space, as part of his 
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explorations.258 If Bonneville experienced the Wind River Mountains as a barrier and testing 

ground of empire, Fremont was determined to make them a sign and intelligible symbol of 

imperial expansion. His maps, descriptions, and writings helped the American public reimagine 

travel to the Far West as not only possible, but natural. Fremont helped the antebellum republic 

to reimagine the possibilities of the West. There are two accounts of his August 15, 1842 climb 

of what is today known as Fremont Peak. One account is an optimistic and dramatized account in 

the Report of Fremont and in his 1856 Memoir (written in advance of his presidential run as 

nominee of the Republican Party).259 The other is a much more mundane and realistically 

narrated account from the diary of German-born geographer and scientist Charles Preuss.260 

Fremontôs account tends to dramatize and expound on details in the story.  

Whether through symbolic flag planting, geographic surveys, scientific expeditions, or 

mountain climbing, Fremont used all of these methods as ways of expressing American power 

over the vertical world. Fremont centers his travel narrativeôs climax around the summit of what 

he thought was the highest peak in the entire range, and therefore, the climb of Fremont Peak on 

August 15, 1842, represented more than a sampling in the novel sport of mountaineering. By 

climbing the ñloftiest peak of the Rocky Mountainsò between the ñtwo great oceans which 

border our league of states,ò Fremont united the imagination of a nation with a new perspective 
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on time, space, reality, and destiny.261 Fremontôs descriptive language and symbolic climb 

created a new landscape of exceptionalism and practicality in a blending of soft and hard power 

in the making of the American empire. Like Jeffersonôs gaze over the Potomac, Fremontôs gaze 

over the headwaters of the great rivers of the West led to a new era in landscape interpretation as 

one for empire-building.262 

The expedition traveled over much of what would soon become the Overland and Oregon 

Trail corridor. As early as 1844 and following the footsteps of ñthe pathfinderôsò route, wagons 

would start following the North Platte River Valley from near Chimney Rock in Nebraska, past 

Fort Laramie in eastern Wyoming, and over the Continental Divide at South Pass. Fremontôs 

crew was a motley bunch, composed of trappers, soldiers, Creoles, Canadians, and guided by the 

famed Kit Carson. The expedition was one of five total expeditions that Fremont would take to 

the West. As a consequence, the popularity of these expeditions thrust him into the national 

political spotlight, with Fremont serving as Californiaôs first senator and later the Republican 

candidate for president in 1856. The reputation Fremont gained in these expeditions solidified his 

political platform as a Free-Soil unionist, who was interested in preserving the federal integrity 

of the nation, and imagined a West closed to slavery and the social aristocracy it created. With 

extensive editing from his wife Jessie Benton Fremont, the couple romantically described the 

first expedition to encourage adventure, rugged masculinity, and to portray a republican vision 

for the West. Both houses of Congress read iterative editions of the Report, its full title, Report of 

the Exploring Expedition to the Rocky Mountains in the Year 1842, and to Oregon and Northern 
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California in the years 1843-44. By the end of the decade, it was a best seller, paired with 

Irvingôs Adventures in narrating the Wind River Mountains.263 

On August 7, 1842, Fremontôs expedition reached South Pass after many weeks on the 

plains of Nebraska and Wyoming. Along the way, he passed sites which became landmarks of 

hope for later overland travelers, such as Scottôs Bluff, Chimney Rock, Fort Laramie, 

Independence Rock, and Devilôs Gate. Upon arriving at South Pass, Fremont compared the 

Rockies to Eastern and European mountains, saying of South Pass which in ñno manner 

resembles the places to which the term [i.e. ópassô] is commonly applied-nothing of the gorge-

like character and winding ascents of the Allegheny passes in America: nothing of the Great 

Saint Bernard and Simplon passes in Europe.ò264 After cresting the pass, Fremont gained his first 

clear view of that mythical range of mountains that had long loomed large in his imagination. 

Upon seeing the Wind River Range from their base, he wrote, ñéthe snow line of the mountains 

stretched grandly before us, the white peaks glittering in the sun. They had been hidden in the 

dark weather of the last few days, and it had been snowing on them, while it rained in the 

plains.ò265 The words evoke a sense of illumination, hope, and promise of the unknown and 

unseen world west of the Continental Divide, as Fremont left behind the rainy, dark world of the 

eastern slope. The interplay of light and darkness was famously a major theme in Western art 

during this period, with some artists depicting the West as a landscape of light and promise, 

leaving behind the troubles and darkness of the East. Others would show the opposite, the 

darkness of a Western continent behind the light of Eastern civilization.  
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Figure 7. ñAmerican Progressò by John Gast (1872 is defined by the themes of the vertical and 

the horizontal, and the light and dark of the West and the East. It depicts the fading bison, 

displaced Native Peoples, the Oregon Trail wagon, the Pony Express (center), and the telegraph 

and railroad being laid. The horizontal nature of travel depicts a linear conception of ñprogressò 

over the landscape, with the Wind River Mountains looming in darkness. Overland Trail wagons 

cross the Wind River Mountains in the center-left background of the painting.266  

 

Entering the Wind River Mountains from the western slope, likely near todayôs Boulder 

Lake outside of Pinedale, Fremont set his sights on one of the plethora of peaks rising above 

Titcomb Basin, urging his men and their mule teams forward into the mountains.267 When 

looking eastward from the plains, in the entire jumble of peaks, todayôs ñFremont Peakò stood 

out as the highest and most impressive.268 Fremont was determined to climb and measure with 
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scientific instrumentation what he believed to be the highest peak in the Rocky Mountains.  The 

scenery was early August,spectacular and the mosquitoes horrendous as Charles Preuss wrote, 

ñbefore our eyes unfolded a lovely landscape, with three mountain lakes surrounded by 

cliffséoh, these mosquitoes!ò269  Upon reaching the mountains, Fremont recorded Preuss as 

saying, ñnever before in this country or in Europe have I seen such magnificent mountains.ò270 In 

reality, this was a slight of Preussôs true feelings, with Fremont using this alleged quotation as an 

opportunity to promote a landscape nationalism as exceptional to Europeôs. Pruess recorded the 

mountains in his diary, ñas interesting as these mountains are, they cannot at all be compared to 

the Alps of Switzerland. No glaciers, ice lakes, avalanches, or waterfalls are to be seen. A little 

snow on the peak is all.ò271 This last statement contradicts Fremontôs description of the snowy 

and alpine nature of the mountain range, with Fremont naming the mountain they climbed as 

ñSnowy Peak.ò In reality, Preuss describes the range as holding ñlittle snow.ò272 Fremont sought 

to politically legitimize his climb by providing lush and sweeping descriptions to create a new 

iconography of the West.273 

Fremont admitted that a ñgreat part of the interest of the journeyò was the exploration of 

these mountains, of which so much had been said that was doubtful and contradictoryéò The 

ñheight of these mountainsò was, according to trappers and hunters, ñthe highest in the whole 
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range [of the Rocky Mountains].ò The fictitious words of Irving, the hearsay of fur trappers, and 

the sublime art of Miller needed empirical observation and recording. Preuss noted that the 

barometer was repaired, as without it, ñwe would not have climbed the mountains.ò274 Fremont 

continued, ñéall had looked forward with pleasure to the moment when the instrument, which 

they believed to be true as the sun, should stand upon the summits, and decide their disputes.ò 

This mountain could be climbed, empiricized, and imagined as a testing space for the continued 

calculation of the Far Westôs geography. These calculations and instrumentation would suffice as 

evidence that even the vertical frontier could be part of the empire. 

 It was mid-August, but the fresh snow and description of vastly more snow present this 

late in the summer suggest a difference in climate of cooler, wetter, and snowier conditions. In 

1842, the Little Ice Age had been the cause of the recent glaciation still observed in much of the 

interior Rockies. The conditions that Fremont encountered on the western slopes of the Wind 

River Mountains were probably more comparable to what is expected in June or early July.275 

The expedition continued through the alpine country on horseback until they found themselves 

ñéimmediately below the main peakéSnowy Peak, as it exhibited more snow to the eye than 

any of the neighboring summits.ò276 On the morning of August 14, Fremontôs team made what 

would be their first attempt at summitting the mountain. The attempt was disastrous to say the 

least. Fremont and a number of the men ended up getting altitude sickness, and Pruess took an 

un-arrested 200ô fall down the west chute of the peak, somehow only suffering two bruises ñon 
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my right arm and one on my arse.ò277 Preuss continued upwards after his fall, writing, ñto think 

Fremont might be on the top while I had the book and the compass, and with all the work ahead 

of me: to take bearings in all directions (such nonsense!) and to record the rivers and 

mountains.ò278 Fearing the ñsort of look I would receive from Fremontéand the disgrace [of 

being slow]éno, no, my old legs would have to try againéò279 He saw through his ostentatious 

expansionistic fervor, and even recounted that ñas on my entire journey Fremont allowed me 

only a few minutes for my work. When the time comes for me to make my map in Washington, 

he will more than regret this unwise haste.ò280 Preuss felt used as a commodity as he was the 

surveyor of the expedition, with Fremont justifying his continental vision through the cold data 

provided by the instrumentation. Pruess took a barometric recording after catching up with the 

team, but between the fall and the sickness at the party, the team returned to camp near todayôs 

Island Lake.281  

Fremont was determined to prove something to the American public, more than gaining 

the summit itself. He knew that climbing this peak would symbolize the republican vision that 

he, Senator Benton, and other expansionists would need in changing the public imagination of 

the possibilities of the West. Early, the next morning, August 15, 1842, a recovered and 

determined Fremont awoke Pruess, saying, ñWell, Mr. PreusséI hope we shall, after all, empty 

a glass on top of the mountain.ò282 In truth, Preuss had hoped that, having already been close to 

 

277 Preuss, Diary, 40-41; Smith, Meadow and Glacier, 26-28.  
278 Preuss, Diary, 42.  
279 Preuss, Diary, 42.  
280 Preuss, Diary, 45.  
281 Smith, Meadow and Glacier, 26.  
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the summit the previous day, Fremont would approve Preuss to ñadd five or six hundred feet to 

fix the assumed high point.ò283 Fremont gave the men a choice on who wanted to attempt the 

summit for a second time, which included six men total and five mules, including ñJohnny, the 

carrier of the barometer, who, as a mulatto,ò was among the first documented African-American 

climbers in the West.284 They entered a high alpine bowl of lakes, a few meadows, and into the 

generally trashed terrain of receding glaciers. This remarkable cirque granite face rises 

dramatically above, and the boulder-strewn southwest ridge of Fremont Peak juts down, enticing 

intrepid climbers as an elevator to the Continental Divide. Fremont described the peak and basin 

much as it appears today, writing, ñthere at last it rose by out sides, a nearly perpendicular wall 

of granite, terminating 2,000 to 3,000 feet above our heads in a serrated line of broken, jagged 

cones.ò285 Fremont placed himself as the center of the rather taxing rock-snow scramble 

necessary to gain the summit via the southwest ridge, inspiring readers with his calculated 

leadership.  

Preuss noted that ñthe leader, de Couteau, tried every step carefully, and each of us 

followed in his tracks. Thus, we continued, carefully and slowly, and soon we reached the 

summit.ò286 Upon arriving on the rather tiny summit block, which can only reasonably hold two 

people at a time, both accounts noted the celebratory cries and pistol shots upon reaching what 

they believed to be the highest mountain of the Rocky Mountains.287 On the summit, Fremont 

ñunfurled the national flag to wave in a breeze where never a flag waved before.ò Recognizing 
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the expansionistic and imperial significance of this climb, he unveiled a distinctively designed 

variant of the American flag. As the flag flew in the cold winds atop Snowy Peak (now Fremont 

Peak), it became a symbol that the great continental barrier would test the boundaries of the 

republican empire, and prove how its highest geography could be overcome. The significance of 

the climb showed how the Rocky Mountains could give way to a new era of empire-building in 

the Far West. The wall of Jeffersonôs grand and imposing ñStony Mountainsò was breached.  

  

Figure 8. The flag that Fremont unfurled on the summit captures political and ideological ideas 

surrounding the expedition. The flag itself bore the traditional red and white stripes, but in the 

upper left corner, it lacked the union stars. A Bald Eagle flanked by 26 stars (representing the 

twenty-six states in the Union in 1842) holds a calumet. This indigenous peace pipe was a 

symbol of goodwill and the hope for cooperative peace in political power dynamics between 

indigenous communities and the burgeoning American empire.288  

 

288 Phillip Rochlin, "Frémont on Rocky Mountains," The Historical Society of Southern California Quarterly 35, no. 

4 (December 1953): 320-330; The Autryôs Collections Online, ñThe Fremont Flag,ò 1841, 

https://collections.theautry.org/mwebcgi/mweb.exe?request=record;id=M231780;type=101.  
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It is interesting how different Fremont and Preuss recount the time on the summit, with 

Fremont writing profusely on the description of the peakôs continental visage and symbolism, 

while Preuss simply states in place of all this grandiose language, ñéafter about fifteen minutes 

we started on our return trip.ò289 Preussôs barometric and coordinate recordings of the summit 

were rather accurate, given the field instrumentation of 1842, as he measured the summit at 

13,570ô, only about 200ô off of its true height. In contrast to Fremontôs romantic and continental 

prose, Preuss recounted that Fremont ñallowed me only a few minutes for my work,ò recounting  

that ñwhen the time comes to make my map in Washington, he will more than regret this unwise 

haste.ò290 As the Fremont and his tired group stood on the summit, with glaciers dropping to their 

east and the high plains and subalpine camp to their west, they noticed that ña solitary bee 

(bromus, the humble bee) came wining his flight from the eastern valleyéò and landed ñon the 

knee of one of the men.ò This unassuming bee impressed upon the men a powerful 

understanding of the geography of conquest that they were testing. The bee, they assumed, 

ñéwas the first of his species to cross the mountain barrier-solitary pioneer to foretell the 

advance of civilization.ò For the climbers, this humble creature, flying at over 13,500ô over the 

divide, proved a natural symbol of an expanding republic.291 This story is likely not literal, and if 

it happened at all, it was an event that occurred lower in the mountains, either on the ascent or 

descent.292 In various increments of American history to this point, the bee as archetype had been 

a dual symbol of civilizational and industrial progress. Like much of his description of the 
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summitôs bearing, barometric pressure, altitude, geology, and rock type, the bee helped to 

authenticate Fremontôs story as one grounded in experiential Humboldtian science.293 Fremont 

added it to both solidify his claim as a Humboldtian scientist and as a prophet for a continental 

vision.294 Industry, progress, and science were a form of cultural conquest for Fremont, who, 

following in the imaginative gaze of Jefferson and Western explorers before him, imagined the 

West as open to republican society by its nature. With this mountaintop symbology, he created 

an apotheosis test for the empire of liberty.295  

The summit of this mountain was the new axis upon which the future of the West could 

hinge, symbolic and imaginative power. Like Irving just a few years prior, Fremont utilized 

Jeffersonôs continental language in creating a new geography of the West from this continental 

high point. It was a clear, glorious day, a notably archetypal light day, with Fremont recounting:  

The day was sunny and brightéon one side we overlooked innumerable lakes and 

streams, the spring of the Colorado of the Gulf of California; and on the other was the 

Wind River Valley, where were the heads of the Yellowstone branch of the Missouri far 

to the north we just could discover the snowy heads of the Trois Tetons, where were the 

sources of the Missouri and Columbia Rivers; at the southern extremity of the ridge, the 

peaks were plainly visible, among which were some of the springs of the Nebraska or 

Platte Riveréwe had climbed the loftiest peak of the Rocky Mountains, and looked 

down upon the snow a thousand feet below, and, standing where never human foot had 

stood before, felt the exultation of first explorersé[returning]énot the inn which awaits 

the tired traveler on his return from Mount Blanc, or the orange groves of South America, 

with their refreshing juicesébut our little cache of dried meat and coffeeéand in spite of 

the cold, slept soundly.ò296  

 

Struck by the sublimity of the range and viewshed, Fremont described the scene as having ñone 

main striking feature, which was that of terrible convulsion...the ridge was split into chasms and 

 

293 Fremont, Report, 70; Menard, Sight Unseen ,140-160.  
294 Menard, Sight Unseen, 148-151. 
295 Menard, Sight Unseen, 141-144.  
296 Fremont, Report, 70-71. 



114 

 

fissures between which rose the thin lofty walls, terminated with slender minarets and 

columnséò297 Fremontôs ñproblem of descriptionò here suggested that he created what can 

properly be called a new iconography, a new, distinctively Western imagination of these 

foreboding and terrible landscapes.298 Fremont reconceptualized the West at the imaginative 

center of the American cosmos. Knowing its connection to perceiving time, space, and place, 

Fremont used his vertical perspective on the crest of the Wind River Mountains as a sign of 

extending the republican sphere. A master of symbology, Fremont used the climb to narrate what 

he saw as the past, present, and future of republican progress, thus showing his readers that the 

vertical frontier of the Wind River Range could be less a barrier to empire than a symbol of it.299 
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Figure 9. "Ascending Fremont's Peak" shows John C. Fremont planting the American flag atop 

an extremely rugged and steep peak of rock and steep snow. A group of men looks on as 

Fremont plants the flag, while a steep glacier wall is shown on the right. The image appeared in a 

memorialized volume in 1893 after the ñclosingò of the frontier. Image in an article from Charles 

Scribnerôs and Sons.300 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

300 A. W. Greely, Men of Achievement: Explorers and Travelers (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1893): 218.  



116 

 

Vertical Frontiers during the Mexican-American War 

 

Figure 10. ñOrizaba, from a Height Above Jalapaò is a newspaper drawing of the Tennessee 

Regiment of Cavalry on horseback in the foreground, arriving to seize Mexico City during the 

Mexican campaign. A bank of clouds sits above the tropical slopes and hills around them, while 

Pico de Orizaba, Mexicoôs highest peak, towers in the background with its glacier. The image 

represents a new continental geography and a landmark mountain for the expanse of the 

American Empire.301  

 

 In 1847, General Winfield Scottôs Army of Occupation marched onto the shores of Vera 

Cruz, Mexico. In a war fought over control of the North American continent, the military sieged 

the palm-strutted city and began its long march to Mexico City, high on the Mexican Plateau. A 

Jacksonian-era expansionist, President James Polk set a policy of American continental empire-

building, and the march on Mexico proved the limits of that enterprise. Within a few months, 

 

301 George C. Furber, Orizaba, From a Height Above Jalapa, (Cincinnati, OH: J.A. and U.P James, 1847 or 1848), 
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Americans came to occupy Mexico City and pressure the terms of a treaty that would enlarge the 

size of the nation by a third. Rather than being inevitable or insignificant, the Mexican-American 

War was deeply contested. It was largely the result of land-hungry and slave-supporting 

Jacksonian Democrats, led by James Polk, who saw annexation of Texas and the Southwest as 

pivotal for building a white manôs continental republic.302 From Polkôs perspective, the 

continental conquest of the continent stretched not only westward to the Pacific, but southward 

into Mexico as the boundaries of this republican empire were set.303 Sitting high on the Mexican 

Plateau are some of the highest peaks in North America, including Citlaltepetl, commonly 

known as Pico de Orizaba (18,491ô and the third highest peak in North America), and 

Popocatepetl (17,694ô and the fifth highest peak in North America). Both conical volcanic peaks 

soar high over the surrounding terrain, dominating the landscape.  

The repulican empire relied heavily on the language and cultural power of symbology. 

These cultural effects help to conceptualize the power of a state and solidify its values among its 

population. Symbols are those things which stand for something else, a wider idea, power, or 

notion, and whether those be place-names, flags, science, or narratives of masculine virtue, and 

in this function, they reveal common cultural assumptions. During the empire-building of the 

United States in Mexico, the Mexican volcanoes were sites of symbolic control and landscape 

domination. As with the Wind River Mountains, these mountains are more than material 

symbols, but modes of thinking. They were assertions of Jeffersonian continental republicanism 

and, as extreme places, represented a bounding and testing of state power. Mexicoôs heights of 
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Citlaltepetl (Orizaba) and Popocatepetl were not the United Statesôs first subjugated foreign 

mountains. The republican empire had already symbolized its conquest and control over Native 

lands for decades. Thus, the climb and flag-planting on these two Mexican volcanoes were a 

natural extension of the same mode of thinking as Fremont in 1842. Mexicoôs vastly higher 

volcanoes than any mountain in the Rockies represented that much more of a challenge for 

remaking the landscape of the continent as subservient to the American republican empire.  

 The Mexican-American War was replete with Anglo-Saxon ideas of superiority by its 

supporters. Although contested in its early stages, most prominently by former president-turned-

representative John Quincy Adams, who died in office, fighting what he saw as an immoral war 

of conquest.304 ñThe Indian savage,ò Adams, a Northeastern Whig, argued in Congress, that 

Native peoples had already been forced ñback to the foot of the Rocky Mountains.ò He argued 

that the forced removal of these fellow human beings was hardly the means of ñharmony, 

concord, and patriotismò that should guide the continental expansion of the republic. To the 

ñslave-holder sitting in the chair,ò as Adams quipped to then-Speaker of the House, James Polk, 

ñdo you, an Anglo-Saxon, slave-holding exterminator of Indians, from the bottom of your soul, 

hate the Mexican-Spaniard-Indian, emancipator of slaves, and abolisher of slavery?ò305 Adams, 

although a supporter of American expansion like Jefferson, approved of it through diplomatic, 

not militaristic, means. This stood in contrast to Jacksonian Democrats, who had little scruple in 

using the military force of the United States to take lands they wanted. Moreover, Adams saw 

Polkôs war for what it really was: a race war for slavery and against mestizos, Indians, Spaniards, 
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for the expansion of white supremacy on the continent. In what was a deeply contested election, 

Polk won the presidency in 1844, promising the annexation of Texas and Oregon, the former of 

which led directly to Polkôs actions in instigating the Mexican-American War.306 Supporters of 

the war imagined the struggle between the United States and Mexico in racial and ethnic terms, 

with Anglo-Saxon Protestant conquerors having triumphed in battle and land acquisition over the 

Spanish-speaking, Mestizo, and Catholic Mexican people.307  

For the Aztec Empire and other neighboring indigenous peoples, these landmark volcanic 

mountains engendered spiritual ideas and myths, and seized the attention of Spanish 

conquistadors.308 Mexico Plateau Natives believed that the volcanoes were the homes of the 

Aztec gods, off limits to mortal men.309 During the early days of the Spanish conquest of the 

Aztec Empire, Franciscan Friar Bernardino Sahagún was allegedly the first person to climb 

Popocatepetl. Cortez, too, had earlier sent men to attempt the summit.310 Sahagún climbed with a 

firm grounding in early modern science and a desire to signify the triumph of Christianity over 

pagan beliefs associated with the mountain. While he and other early climbers likely only made 

it to prominent spurs on the mountain, the volcanoes became imagined as relic places of the pre-

Spanish world. In the Mexican cultural imagination, their height, remoteness, and volcanic 

volatility for Popocatepetl and glaciers on Orizaba made them fabled places.311 The American 

occupiers would be all too eager to conquer this frontier. Some American soldiers in Mexico 
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viewed themselves as morally and politically superior. An imagination of continental conquest 

soon took root in the minds of many of the officers after the Battle of Mexico City. The officers, 

many with classical education, were aware of the Hellenistic association of mountains with the 

divine. In this way, they would be conquering the mountains of the old Aztec gods.312  

Thus, the Mexican Republic and Hispanic culture, the last bastion of the first great 

civilization on the continent of the Aztec and Spanish Empires, was now a culture and nation in 

decline. This was an intellectual strain of the same racist thinking about the conquest of Native 

lands and peoples in the contiguous United States.313 Mexico was now conquered by a greater, 

specifically Anglo-Saxon, power, finding itself fractured on the bounds of the republican empire. 

Climbing the iconic volcanoes of the Mexico Plateau symbolized American political and 

intellectual superiority over Mexican and Hispanic cultures. Both the Americans and Cortez had 

taken similar paths to Mexico City, and both armies fell under the landscapes of Orizaba and 

Popocatepetl. Now, the stars and stripes would wave on their summits, just as they had over the 

Continental Divide high in the Wind River Range.  

 Between February and July of 1848, many officers had little to do in Mexico City. 

Awaiting diplomatic negotiations to complete, some formed the ñAztec Club,ò a social club 

among the officer class. Climbing these peaks as a club activity became a great opportunity to 

renew the zeal of conquest that had brought them to Mexico in the first place.314 On April 6, 

1848, a crew of enlisted men and officers, including future president Ulysses S. Grant, left 
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Mexico City for Popocatepetl.315 Popocatepetl is a dramatic conical mountain, along with its 

neighboring volcano, Iztaccihuatl, dominates the southern and western skylines out of the Valley 

of Mexico. The party to summit the mountain was enormous, consisting of over one hundred 

officers, some local citizens, and seventy other infantrymen. Some on the ascent were turned 

back by pulmonary edema, as the article states, ñéone of them began splitting blood, and they 

were compelled to descend.ò316 Writing in the widely distributed The Living Age, an uncredited 

soldier who summited this mountain recounted this ascentôs difficulties, including altitude 

sickness, severe snowstorms, eye damage, and fatigue. Without eye protection or sunscreen, the 

burns to the retinas and lips, and the reflection off the snow were some of the worst symptoms of 

the climb. Despite this and the ñlipséof deep bluish-black color,ò a fraction of the men still 

approached the summit. The sun here is extreme, at a tropical latitude of nearly 18,000ô, the sun's 

rays can give permanent damage.  

Unaccustomed to the great heights, some of the soldiers experienced severe acute 

mountain sickness and frostbite. Despite this, on April 16th, 1848, the unnamed officer writing in 

the Living Age recounts that the men, ñby hard workéwere standing on the highest point of land 

in North America, upwards of 17,800ô above the level of the seaéwe gave three cheers, and 

planted a small flag on the very summit of Popocatepetl.ò The officer described the ñgrand and 

sublimeò view from the mountain, which was now a vertical embodiment of manifest destiny of 

American imperialism.317 Of the significance and pride in conquering the summit of 

 

315 ñLt. Grant Climbs Mount Popocatepetl, from Ulysses S. Grant National Historic Site, n.d., 
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Popocatepetl one of the officers wrote, ñit will be no inconsiderable source of gratification to 

know that we were the first Americans who ever stood upon the snowy peak of the óSmoking 

Mountainô and planted our national color within the tropicséò318 Writing in the local American 

newspaper in Mexico City, the American Star, it reported, ñin a glowing fit of imperial prideò 

declared, ñthe American flag waved not only over the Halls of Montezuma, but over the highest 

point in the land of the Aztecs.ò319 Setting his sights upon the highest mountain in Mexico, Pico 

de Orizaba, Lt. William Franklin Reynolds, present on this climb, was determined to show that 

even the highest peaks could be enshrouded in the cloud of empire.  

In early May 1848, Reynolds and thirty-six enlisted men, nine officers, and four Mexican 

guides set out to climb Orizaba via its Jampa Glacier route. In what was one of the ñmore serious 

mountaineering expeditions to that point in history,ò the team was equipped with proto-

crampons, alpine poles, grappling hooks, and ropes.320 On May 10, Reynolds and a small group 

of men continued to endure the brutality of the mountainôs high altitude in an expedition whose 

physiological effects took a similar, albeit less dramatic, effect on the soldier-mountaineers. The 

Living Age reported that twenty soldiers set out upon the mountain with the ñair becoming more 

rarefied at every stepéthe whole party, with few exceptions, were seized with painful nausea 

and vomiting; still they tugged on, unwilling to give up.ò The physical pain of the ascent forced 

all but five men to abandon the summit.321 The summit towering over 18,000ô above the 
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rainforests surrounding the Gulf and Vera Cruz, while to the west was the extent of the Mexican 

Plateau, culminating in the twin peaks of Popocatepetl and Iztaccihuatl towering over Mexico 

City. The crew descended into the impressive summit crater, where they brought up ñspecimens 

of crystals and lava, and large quantities of the most beautiful specimens of sulphur.ò The flag 

that the men planted on the summit was a haphazardly sewn flag made out of some of the 

soldiersô red, white, and blue shirts. The group then placed their name on a piece of paper, 

placing it in a bottle, and took a barometric reading, which at 18,300ô estimated feet, they 

regarded as the ñthird highest mountain in the world.ò  

The men then glissaded down what is now called the Jamapa Glacier, returning to the 

valley. They recounted that the local citizens did not believe that they had summited, writing that 

ñthey would as soon believe that man had visited the nether worldéas the top of this mountain,ò 

however, ñwith a good telescope, the flag ought to be seen, on a clear day, from Vera Cruz.ò322 

Thus, this physical task of conquest was left for the military agents of the American empire, 

ñYankee sailors and Yankee soldiersò who were equipped with ñmaking their preparations-the 

blacksmiths in making hooks and spikes to stick in the ice, whilst the sailors were making rope-

ladders, snow-shoes, etc.ò Just like Fremont had done in 1842, Raynolds and his men used the 

authority of science as a stand-in for justifying empire, as one newspaper reported, ñafter 

conducting several scientific experiments on the summit and collecting rocks for study, ñéthe 

ceremony of planting the American flag was gone throughò on top of what they believed was the 

ñthird highest mountain in the world.ò By this point, Raynolds used summit ritual, ñscientificò 

measurements, flag-planting, and self-aggrandizement of the ego, that would be repeated upon 
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peaks of the American West for the next fifty years. Orizaba, as an icon of the Mexican 

landscape, a symbol of continental conquest from Cortez to Polk, had fallen.  

 

Figure 11. ñOrnamental Map of the United States and Mexico, 1846ò by Humphrey Phelps 

(1846) demonstrates the language and imagery of continental expansion, as the artist depicts a 

shared imperial history of both the United States and Mexico. In the center, George Washington 

is emphasized between Hernando Cortez (upper left) and Aztec emperor Moctezuma II (upper 

right). The map includes a section dedicated to significant dates of imperial or civilizational 

ñprogressò in both the US and Mexico, including specific sections on all of the newly acquired 

American territory: ñOregon,ò ñNew Mexico and the Californias,ò and ñMexico.ò 323 

 

323 Humphrey Phelps, Ornamental Map of the United States and Mexico, 1846, (New York, NY: H. Phelps, 1846), 
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The next month, newspapers back in the United States ran pieces replete with 

nationalistic and imperial titles such as ñThe American Star Waves from the Summit of 

Orizaba.ò The article wrote, ñOn the highest pinnacle of the frozen summit of Orizaba waves the 

Star-Spangled Banner!ò Under the political context of negotiating the future Treaty of 

Guadalupe-Hidalgo, the article patronizes the conquered Mexican nation writing, ñSo you may 

tell Mr. Polk, his Cabinet, and all Congress assembled, that they may pass what laws they please, 

make treaties, and the Mexicans issue pronunciamentos, but still will the American flag wave 

over their country; for who will go up there to pull it down?ò324 The articles continued, implying 

the physical prowess of the Americans, that even the great ñHumboldt tried and failed; it 

defeated his utmost exertions; and it was one of the few instances where he ever gave up an 

undertaking that he once resolved upon.ò Orizaba, the crown of the North American continent 

had defeated many other peoples before. Other attempters, lesser peoples, ñcame back with 

terrible accounts of the dangers of the undertaking.ò With these exceptionalist, racist, and 

nationalistic modes of thought, the press adulated the mountaineers as continental heroes, and as 

both of Mexicoôs highest peaks had been climbed, rejoiced in the fact that the ñAmerican flag 
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Note: There is some debate on whether or not Raynolds was the first party to summit Orizaba. Most sources believe 

his was the first recorded ascent, however this is debated. What I believe is most interesting isnôt a question of 

ñfirstsò but of significance and context of a particular mountain or climb. For more see: Winston Crausaz, Pico De 

Orizaba or Citlaltepetl: Geology, Archaeology, History, Natural History, and Mountaineering Routes, (Geopress 

International, 1993).  

https://www.davidrumsey.com/luna/servlet/detail/RUMSEY~8~1~222520~5505501?qvq=w4s%3A%2Fwho%2FH.%2BPhelps%3Bsort%3Apub_list_no%2Cpub_list_no%2Cseries_no%2Cseries_no%3Blc%3ARUMSEY~8~1&mi=2&trs=4
https://www.davidrumsey.com/luna/servlet/detail/RUMSEY~8~1~222520~5505501?qvq=w4s%3A%2Fwho%2FH.%2BPhelps%3Bsort%3Apub_list_no%2Cpub_list_no%2Cseries_no%2Cseries_no%3Blc%3ARUMSEY~8~1&mi=2&trs=4
https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn84026536/1848-06-30/ed-1/seq-1/#date1=1846&index=3&date2=1856&searchType=advanced&language=&sequence=0&words=ORIZABA+Orizaba+Reynolds&proxdistance=5&state=&rows=20&ortext=orizaba&proxtext=reynolds&phrasetext=&andtext=&dateFilterType=yearRange&page=1
https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn84026536/1848-06-30/ed-1/seq-1/#date1=1846&index=3&date2=1856&searchType=advanced&language=&sequence=0&words=ORIZABA+Orizaba+Reynolds&proxdistance=5&state=&rows=20&ortext=orizaba&proxtext=reynolds&phrasetext=&andtext=&dateFilterType=yearRange&page=1
https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn84026536/1848-06-30/ed-1/seq-1/#date1=1846&index=3&date2=1856&searchType=advanced&language=&sequence=0&words=ORIZABA+Orizaba+Reynolds&proxdistance=5&state=&rows=20&ortext=orizaba&proxtext=reynolds&phrasetext=&andtext=&dateFilterType=yearRange&page=1
https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn84026536/1848-06-30/ed-1/seq-1/#date1=1846&index=3&date2=1856&searchType=advanced&language=&sequence=0&words=ORIZABA+Orizaba+Reynolds&proxdistance=5&state=&rows=20&ortext=orizaba&proxtext=reynolds&phrasetext=&andtext=&dateFilterType=yearRange&page=1
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now waves over the two highest mountains on the western continent.ò325 For the Mexicans to 

admit the Americans had conquered their mountain would only add to the humiliation of losing 

the war. The Americans had soundly defeated Mexican troops in the north, marched and taken 

their capital, and pressured the terms of surrender. This conquest of Orizaba might have been too 

much.326 The Wilmington Journal too wrote that the ñcitizens of Orizaba (town) do not believe 

them when they say that they have been to the summitéthey would soon as believe that a man 

had visited the nether world and returned, as the top of this mountainéò Driving the message of 

conquest and imperial control, the article concludes by connecting the geographic imagination of 

Vera Cruz and Orizaba in a final sentence reporting, ñwith a good telescope, the flag out to be 

seen, on a clear day, from Vera Cruz.ò 327  

Imagined since the days of Cortez as the mouth of imperial expansion and racial and 

ethnic conquest, Vera Cruz now stood under the shadow of Orizaba. Rising nearly 20,000ô above 

the ocean port, the American flag topped Orizaba, imagined as an ultimate test of American 

continental ambitions. For a variety of complicated political considerations and racial hesitations 

of a mixed democracy, the ñAll-Mexicoò proposal to incorporate all of Mexico into the United 

States did not come to pass.328 For a brief time, however, the volcanoes of the Mexican Plateau 

were made into landmark mountains of the potential of American empire-building. The 

geographical bounds of the Treaty of Guadelupe-Hidalgo defined the American borders of the 

empire hundreds of miles north, and through this process, were unmade as landmark mountains. 

 

325 ñThe Ascent of Mount Orizaba,ò 610.  
326 Thompson, ñWinfield Scott's Army of Occupation as Pioneer Alpinists,ò 579.  
327 Wilmington Journal, ñThe American Star Waves from the Summit of Orizaba,ò June 30, 1848. 
328 Grandin, The End of the Myth, 151; John C. Calhoun, "Conquest of Mexico," 1848, Teaching American History, 

https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/conquest-of-mexico/.  

https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/conquest-of-mexico/
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The terms of the Treaty would relinquish around half of Mexicoôs northern territories of Alta 

California and Nuevo Mexico to American control. Both volcanoes, at least in 1847 and 1848, 

were both made and then unmade as landmark mountains that tested the bounds of American 

continental republicanism.329  

  

 

329 Thompson, ñWinfield Scott's Army of Occupation as Pioneer Alpinists,ò 580.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

THE WINDS OF EMPIRE: THE MAKING AND UNMAKING OF THE WIND RIVER 

MOUNTAINS IN SETTLER CULTURE, c. 1844-1870 

 

 

 

 

 

The story of the expedition in the Report swept the nation, with Fremont using his 

popularity to bolster himself into the national spotlight, first as senator from California and as the 

Republican nominee for president in 1856.330 Although few then, or now, could recognize 

Fremont Peak, its subsequent popularization through story, myth, and art solidified the entire 

range as among the first landmark mountains of the American West. His depiction of the Wind 

River Mountains as a part of his wider Report helped convince Congress and sway the national 

conversation towards territorial expansion. In the years following the publication of the report, 

Americans now had a new vision, a new set of eyes to imagine the republican nature of the vast 

landscapes of the West. The continental and Jeffersonian geography that Fremont set atop the 

Wind River Range helped to nationally reconceptualize time, space, and purpose. The fever of 

expansion, by whatever means necessary, was sweeping the nation. Reluctantly-expansionistic 

 

330 Phillip Rochlin, "Frémont on Rocky Mountains," The Historical Society of Southern California Quarterly 35, no. 

4 (December 1953): 328. 
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Whigs would soon reorganize into the Republican Party, espousing an ideology partially based 

on a Free Soil and white manôs vision of the West. The West would not only be a place for 

civilizational expansion, but a landscape to decide the future of slavery in the nation.331 The 

interconnectivity between continental expansion and slavery had long been linked as far back as 

the passage of the Northwest Ordinances of 1787, and most famously, by the Compromise of 

1820.332 The West, in this vision, would be a proving ground for the question of slavery. 

Paradoxically, instead of answering the question in finality, the West would be a primary cause 

in the looming sectional crisis.333 By the end of the Civil War, the West remained a proving 

ground in questions of liberty and national union. Instead of being a proving ground for the 

question of slavery, however, it would be a landscape of hope and healing for a wounded nation. 

By that time, however, the Wind River Mountains would have served their political purpose as 

icons of expansion, and the landscapes of healing would move to other spaces. 

  Fremontôs climb of immense symbolic and rhetorical political power must be 

understood in the wider context of the reasons for expansion in the 1840s. Among the 

multiplicity of causes that led to aggressive expansion during the 1840ôs was the Republicôs 

rapid population growth, wherein the agrarian Jeffersonian ideal was viewed as increasingly 

difficult to attain. For his part, Fremont helped dispel the myth of the ñGreat American Desertò 

first espoused by Zebulon Pike and Stephen Long, which held that productive agriculture past 

 

331 Elliott West, Continental Reckoning: The American West in the Age of Expansion (Lincoln: University of 

Nebraska Press, 2023): xix-xxviii, 90-112.  
332 Northwest Ordinances, 1787, National Archives, https://www.archives.gov/milestone-documents/northwest-

ordinance#:~:text=The%20Northwest%20Ordinance%20chartered%20a,rights%20guaranteed%20in%20the%20terr

itory; West, Continental Reckoning, xix-xxviii.  
333 West, Continental Reckoning, xix-xxviii.  

https://www.archives.gov/milestone-documents/northwest-ordinance#:~:text=The%20Northwest%20Ordinance%20chartered%20a,rights%20guaranteed%20in%20the%20territory
https://www.archives.gov/milestone-documents/northwest-ordinance#:~:text=The%20Northwest%20Ordinance%20chartered%20a,rights%20guaranteed%20in%20the%20territory
https://www.archives.gov/milestone-documents/northwest-ordinance#:~:text=The%20Northwest%20Ordinance%20chartered%20a,rights%20guaranteed%20in%20the%20territory
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the 100th Meridian was impossible.334 Another motivating factor for expansion was the presence 

of potential Pacific Markets, and the geographic knowledge of the deep harbors at coastal cities 

such as the Mexican city of San Francisco and the disputed cities of Seattle and Portland. Lastly, 

a social fever was stirred up by the adventurous reports, and when coupled with an ideology of 

Anglo-American ideas of race and Jeffersonian continental republicans, it compounded into an 

insatiable desire for expanding the limits of the empire. The Wind River Mountains and 

Fremontôs work helped materialize these ideologies, framing the West as a mythical golden land, 

a ñparadiseò of a republican society of Protestants, Northern Europeans, and republican 

citizens.335   

Fremontôs climb also brought about a new era of genocidal violence against the Westôs 

Native Peoples. The geographical reorganization centered on the Winds was tied into the long 

history of dispossession and genocide in the imperialization of the West.336 Just southeast of 

Fremont Peak, the federal government established the Wind River Indian Reservation in 1868, 

and, after the Sand Creek Massacre in 1864, forced members of the North Arapahoe of the 

Colorado plains to the reservation. The geographic reorganization was for a white republic, 

having little room for pluralism of cultures. In the years between 1842 and 1869, the Wind River 

Mountains were at their imaginative height for settler society, serving as great landmarks and 

icons of a continental empire. Soon, Fremontôs account gained enough popularity to encourage 

the wagons of families to cross the range at South Pass. Dug on account of disease or violence, 

 

334 Andrew Menard, Sight Unseen: How Frémont's First Expedition Changed the American Landscape (Lincoln, 

NE: University of Nebraska Press, 2012): 7-11, 13-14, 160-197. 
335 West, Continental Reckoning, xxvi-xxvii. 
336 West, Continental Reckoning, 77-80. 



131 

 

grave upon grave littered the peripheries of the Overland Trail, reminding travelers of the 

empireôs human costs.337 Nevertheless, the Report became part of the basis of Hornôs Overland 

Guide to the Oregon Trail, used by thousands of emigrants crossing the range to California and 

Oregon, where it continued to employ familiar continental imagery, noting the Wind River 

Mountains as ñéthe dividing ridge between the waters of the Atlantic and the Pacific.ò338  

Despite the ubiquitous phrase, ñmanifest destiny,ò used in describing the expansionistic 

ideology of the United States during this period, the phrase originated as a mere descriptor in a 

much larger opinion essay that few are familiar with today. The term was first used by John 

OôSullivan in his 1845 essay ñAnnexation,ò which encouraged the expansion of the nation into 

Mexican territory and is inherently linked to a continental imagination. In his essay, he 

introduced continental cosmography as a rationale for empire, arguing, like Jefferson, Irving, and 

Fremont, that the continent was naturally suited for republican society. Both men saw the 

continent as more than a ñmere geographical spaceò of a ñcertain combination of coast, plain, 

mountain, valley, forest, and stream.ò  In the grandiose romantic imperial vision of OôSullivan, 

the republic, the continent, was exceptional in its natural character for white republicanism. This 

imagination centered the nation as having always been one of expansion, where the ñsweep of 

our eagleôs wingsò would include the ñwide extent of her fair and fertile land.ò339 ñProvidence,ò 

 

337 Sarah Keyes, American Burial Ground: A New History of the Overland Trail (Philadelphia, PA: University of 

Pennsylvania Press, 2023): 2-22.  
338 Hosea B. Horn, Hornôs Overland Route, (New York, NY: J.H. Colton, 1850): 7, from W.W. Morrison Papers, 

Box 1, American Heritage Center, Laramie, Wyoming.  
339 John OôSullivan, ñAnnexation,ò The United States Magazine and Democratic Review, Volume 17 (New York, 

NY: 1845): 5-6, 9-10., 

https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=hvd.32044010500700&view=1up&seq=14&q1=%22across+the+continent%22  

https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=hvd.32044010500700&view=1up&seq=14&q1=%22across+the+continent%22
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in the words of the essay, destined the nation to adhere to this continental call of unlimited 

ñgreatness,ò calling this continental expansion the nationôs ñmanifest destiny.ò340  

Referencing the annexation of the Mexican territory of California, OôSullivan revealed 

his racial prejudice. Even before the Gold Rush of California, OôSullivan envisioned California 

as a landscape that many after 1848 would see as the encapsulating teleological end of the 

continental expansion. With new settlers, California, like the rest of the West, would be suited 

for a white republican society, writing: 

The Anglo-Saxon foot is already on its borders. Already the advance guard of the 

irresistible army of Anglo-Saxon emigration had begun to pour down upon it, armed with 

the plough and rifle, and marking its trail with schools and colleges, courts and 

representative halls, mills, and meeting-houseséthey will necessarily become 

independentéin the natural flow of events, the spontaneous working of principleséand 

they will have a right to independence-to self-government-to the possession of homes 

conquered form the wilderness by their own labors and dangers, sufferings and 

sacrificesé 341 

 

This was a vision of white industrial progress, set forth upon Anglo-Saxon conquest. The 

ñcivilizationò of the Anglo East would transform the ñwildernessò of the West through 

republican virtue for republican society, epitomized here by references to ñplough and rifle,ò 

political, social, and economic institutions. This kind of ñnaturalò republican society, leading to 

republican government across the continent, is taken wholly from the vision of Jefferson and 

Madisonôs hope in the Early Republic. Notwithstanding the use of industrial technology such as 

the ñéthe projected railroad across the continent to the Pacificé[which] cannot be 

distanté[and] the magnetic telegraphéò this Jeffersonian republican ideology viewed the entire 

process as an organic and ñnaturalò process. Republican society, virtue, Anglo progress, the soil 

 

340 OôSullivan, ñAnnexation,ò 5-6 
341 OôSullivan, ñAnnexation,ò 5-6, 9-10.  
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and lands of the North American continent-these were all tied up in an unchanging order of 

reality, a geographic vision, tied to a language of natural rights, and nature itself.  

OôSullivan needed a physical manifestation for the tense spatial dualities in this ideology. 

He needed an axis point between West and East, wildlands and civilization, Pacific and Atlantic, 

where there might be a place of unity of the continental cosmos. Here, OôSullivan rested his 

landscape interpretation on the Continental Divide, writing, ñthe day is not distant when the 

Empires of the Atlantic and Pacific would again flow together into one, as soon as their inland 

border should approach each other.ò Using the language of ñflow,ò OôSullivan made overt 

reference to the watersheds split by the Continental Divide, where the rivers, the first highways 

of empire, diverged from each other. On the ñloftiest peak in the Rocky Mountainsé [the 

summit of which splits] two great oceans which border our league of states,ò Fremont unified 

OôSullivanôs vision, set the ñborderò between the ñempires of the Atlantic and Pacificò as ñoneò 

in the geographic imagination of republican empire-building.342 The impulse of earlier 

Jeffersonians to follow the rivers across the continent had led them to their mountainous sources, 

the center of the continent. Fremont, OôSullivan, and other expansionists saw the Wind Rivers 

not as a barrier to empire, but a symbol of the Edenic lands beyond them.  

Whigs, Free Soilers, moralists, and others opposed, often deeply, the expansionistic 

project. Through compromise and close elections, territorial Jacksonian Democrats carried 

territorial expansion forward, and Whigs grew less skeptical of the project over time. 

Nonetheless, the hardship of terrain, Native resistance, and political turmoil made ñmanifest 

 

342 OôSullivan, ñAnnexation,ò 5-6, 9-10; John C. Fremont, Report of the Exploring Expedition to the Rocky 

Mountains in the Years 1842é, (Washington, DC: Gales and Seaton, 1845): 68-72. 

7https://archive.org/details/reportofexplorin00frem_1/page/n7/mode/2up  

https://archive.org/details/reportofexplorin00frem_1/page/n7/mode/2up
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destinyò far less manifestly obvious than its name would imply.343 Between these competing 

forces, expansionist interests used the image of the Wind River Mountains as continental icons, 

and they took on and encapsulated this new continental geography.  

On the margins of the empire, the Wind River Mountains helped rapidly precipitate 

several transformational events in the continental expansion. Swept in an expansionistic fever, 

the nation elected dedicated expansionist James K. Polk to the presidency in 1844. Narrowly 

defeating his Whig opponent, Henry Clay, Knox, a southerner from Tennessee, ran on a policy 

of annexing the Republic of Texas as a slave state to balance the Oregon Territoryôs free 

status.344 Using the paradigm of balance implied in the Compromise of 1820, this seemed a 

reasonable proposition. However, Polkôs plans for annexing land included far more than what 

one could call balanced. When the intentionally Polk-provoked war between the United States 

and Mexico broke out on April 25, 1846, the president capitalized on the opportunity. After years 

of ambiguous territorial disputes in the Pacific Northwest, Polk secured a treaty with Great 

Britain in June 1846, setting the 49th parallel as the international boundary separating the jointly 

occupied Oregon Territory as the sovereign territory of the United States. Thanks to Fremontôs 

Report, more and more emigrants arrived in the Willamette Valley, helping to justify the 

presidentôs action. By the end of the war, the United States had not only annexed Texas and 

Oregon, but the entirety of todayôs states of California, Nevada, Utah, and large parts of 

 

343 Andrew C. Isenburg, The Age of Borderlands: Indians, Slaves, and the Limits of Manifest Destiny, 1790-1850, 

(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2025); Livia Gershon, "The Myth of Manifest Destiny," JSTOR 

Daily, May 5, 2021, https://daily.jstor.org/the-myth-of-manifest-destiny/; Andrew Isenberg, and Thomas Richards, 

Jr., "Alternative Wests: Rethinking Manifest Destiny," Pacific Historical Review, Vol. 86, No. 1 (Feb., 2017), pp. 4-

17.  
344 West, Continental Reckoning, xx-xxv. 

https://daily.jstor.org/the-myth-of-manifest-destiny/
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Wyoming, Colorado, Arizona, and New Mexico. After the American armyôs march on Mexico 

City, the Treaty of Guadelupe-Hidalgo was, quite literally, decided at gunpoint, and signed in 

February 1848, taking effect in May 1848. In between that time, the American army not only 

took possession of the city, but of Citlaltepetl (Pico de Orizaba) and Popocatepetl, using them as 

vicarious symbols, landmark mountains, of a republican empire.  

To the Heights of Imagination: The Golden Age of Wind River Iconography  

 

Today, there are three main passes over the Wind River Mountains: Togwotee Pass, 

Union Pass, and South Pass. If, as Richard White says, the history of the American West is a 

series of gates pretending to be walls, then these passes are the literal gates through the Wind 

River wall. For centuries, these corridors have been a gateway for Native peoples traveling over 

the range, and for good reason, as they provided simple cross-continental travel with plentiful 

access to water. For most settlers, explorers, and white travelers in the region, their experience 

on the passes of the Wind River mountains was as close to the rangeôs heights as they would get. 

Togwotee Pass, the highest of the three at over 9,600ô, slopes gently from the Wind River Valley 

to the Continental Divide, which, near Brooks Lake, splits the Wind River and Absaroka 

Mountains. Looking east is the gravelly limestone formation of the Gros Ventre Range, and 

further south, some of the great perennial snowfields and shield glaciers, measured more 

accurately in miles rather than feet, lie clinging to the east side of the Wind Rivers. As the most 

dramatic of the three passes, travelers heading westward down Togwotee are welcomed to a 

view of the Westôs most iconic range, or the words of trapper Warren Ferris in 1835, traveling 

down from the pass one is greeted by, ñéThree Tetonséwhich are three inaccessible finger-
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shaped peaks of a lofty mountain overlooking the country to a vast distance and they form a 

noted landmark in that region.ò345  

Union Pass sits a few miles south, rising from the Wind River Valley to a high tableland 

that gradually drops to the Green River Valley on the western side. According to the Missouri 

Gazette, John Colter used the pass, following a Shoshone trail over the range. The paper 

described the pass as ñless difficult to cross than the Allegany Mountains.ò346 Known after 1860 

as ñUnion Pass,ò the name conferred a degree of national identity and, at this point, a growing 

Union sentiment that William Raynolds, who climbed Pico de Orizaba in 1848, attached to the 

Wind River Mountains. Having made the first recorded ascent of Orizaba, the highest peak in 

Mexico, Raynolds was well-versed in linking American imperialism with vertical spaces.347 Here 

at Union Pass, he imagined this split between continental watersheds for a Union future of the 

West.348  

 The passes over the Winds represented a natural iconography for identity in the public 

imagination and were places of mythical proportions.349 Myths arenôt reserved for landscapes but 

are intertwined with the lives of the people who inhabited them. In Anglo-American mythologies 

of the West, the ñmountain menò of the Rocky Mountain Fur Trader Era (1820-1840) crossed 

 

345 Warren Ferris, Life in the Rocky Mountains: A Diary of Wanderings on the Sources of the Rivers Missouri, 

Columbia, and Colorado from February, 1830 to November 1835, Chapter XV 
346 ñSketches of the Territory of Louisiana, No. X,ò The Missouri Gazette, April 18, 1811, 

https://shsmo.newspapers.com/image/249510971/  
347 Jerry Thompson, ñWinfield Scottôs Army of Occupation as Pioneer Alpinists: Epic Ascents of Popocatepetl and 

Citlaltepetl,ò The Southwestern Historical Quarterly, Vol. 15, No. 4 (April 2002): 549-581. 
348 Hiram Martin Chittenden, Yellowstone National Park: Historical and Descriptive, (Cincinnati, OH The Robert 

Clarke Co., 1895): 59; Union Pass, Interpretive Material from the USFS, 2008, 

https://www.fs.usda.gov/Internet/FSE_DOCUMENTS/stelprdb5341103.pdf 
349 Kevin Blake, ñMaking Mythic Landscapes,ò in North American Odyssey: Historical Geographies for the Twenty-

First Century, ed. Craig E. Colten and Geoffrey L. Buckley (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2014): 250-251.  

https://shsmo.newspapers.com/image/249510971/
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these passes regularly, granting settlers a glimpse into this foreboding and distant landscape. The 

colonial mythology of these hagiographic ñpathfindersò held a special sway in shifting the public 

imagination from one of reluctant expansionism to ardent imperialism. In the minds of many, the 

mountain passes of the Wind River Mountains embodied the vertical frontier of an expansive 

Jeffersonian republicanism, and these pathfinders were characters in a great myth. They were 

romantic, ñnatural,ò individualistic, and ñcivilizedò people who embodied the human dimension 

to the regionôs iconographic history.350  

 

Figure 12. ñSouth Pass, Wind River Mountains, Wyomingò by Francis Seth Frost (1860) was 

painted after the 1859 Lander Expedition to the Wind River Country. It shows a dry, sandy, and 

easily passable South Pass in bright sunlight. There is a river running along the pass, 

demonstrating the suitability of travel, and Wind River Peak and the rest of the Wind Rivers 

tower in the back. The image demonstrates an optimistic passage through the heart of the 

continent.351 

 

 

350 For more on the individual lives of these Mountain Men, see: Fred R. Gowans, Rocky Mountain Rendezvous: A 

History of the Fur Trade Rendezvous, 1825-1840 (Layton, UT: Peregrin Smith Books, 1985).  
351 Francis Seth Frost, South Pass, Wind River Mountains, Wyoming (1860), Amherst College, Mead Art Museum, 

Amherst, MA, http://americanartgallery.org/artist/details/view/sshow/id/1135/pictureId/12158.  

http://americanartgallery.org/artist/details/view/sshow/id/1135/pictureId/12158
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In the southernmost part of the range is South Pass, perhaps among the most 

unremarkable landscapes in the region. Iconographically and romantically depicted in Emmanuel 

Leutzeôs 1863 Westward the Course of Empire Takes Its Way, as a culminating pivot point 

between the East and West, South Pass, in reality, is an inconspicuous bump on the Continental 

Divide. Although it has enough elevation to split two continental watersheds, travel over South 

Pass was perhaps the flattest of any major Rocky Mountain passes. Even today, one hardly 

notices any upward travel as the grade leading to the pass is so gradual. As emigrant Kate 

Dunlap wrote of the pass in her Oregon Trail diary in 1864:  

This point is on the summit, the South Pass of the Rock Mountainséthe road is 

comparatively level. Here is the dividing point of the streams feeding the Mississippi on 

the one side, and the Columbia on the other. Wind River Mountains lie to the north, 

whose highest summits are capped with eternal snow, on the north of which the streams 

run in a north easterly direction and empties into the Missouri River.352 

 

The local mountains here resemble more rolling barren hills above treeline rather than any 

sublime alpine scene of continental proportions. Emigrants on the Oregon-Overland Trail 

corridor used a variety of natural landmarks along the North Platte corridor as checkpoints of 

progress as they approached South Pass, many of which are the same mentioned by Fremont in 

the Report. Many of these would be depicted in art, such as Laramie Peak, Independence Rock, 

and, of course, South Pass itself. For emigrants, this pass was the culminating point of the trip, 

the proverbial ñhalfwayò point on the trail. Because of this, the pass and the entire range 

continued to loom large in the American consciousness.  

 

352 Kate Dunlap, Diary of Kate Dunlap (1864): 80, in Overland Trails Diaries, Transcontinental Travel Archive, 

BYU Library Digital Collection, https://contentdm.lib.byu.edu/digital/collection/Diaries/id/4973/rec/5  

https://contentdm.lib.byu.edu/digital/collection/Diaries/id/4973/rec/5
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In his popular 1846 book What I Saw in California, travel writer and Western booster 

Bryant Page wrote of the landmarks along the emigrant trail, including that ñlandmark of the 

mountains called Independence Rock,ò followed by Devilôs Gate in the Sweetwater 

Mountains.353 Bison herds, graves, and prairie fires were frequent companions surrounding 

travelers through central Wyoming, until reaching the ñvery gentle ascent of South Pass of the 

Rocky Mountains, or the dividing ridge separating the waters of the Atlantic and the Pacific. 

Page specifically called the Wind River Mountains ñimposing landmarksò where the 

ñsnowcapped peaks of the Wind River Mountains and their cold, spiral, and barren summitsò 

culminated in ña great elevation.ò However, without his previous ñgeographical knowledgeò 

there was no way of knowing that he had ascended the ñbackboneéof the American 

Continent.ò354 Page used the language of continental geography and the conceptualization of 

space in imagining the Wind Rivers are the landmarks of the continent, despite the ñconsiderable 

misconceptionò that South Pass was a ñdifficult and narrow passage by steep ascent and descent, 

between mountain peaks.ò There were no photographs sent back East at this time, and, relying 

only on the grandiose language of the surrounding mountain landscape, many in the East 

conceptualized South Pass as a high alpine pass. Most emigrants crested South Pass in early to 

mid-July when the rapidly melting snow on the south face of the mountains would have glistened 

in the strong Wyoming sun, and the grasses around them would be near their verdant and floral 

peak before returning to the dull shades of browns that they are for the majority of the year. 

When travelers crossed South Pass, there was a sense of relief now that they were, in the words 

 

353 Bryant Page, What I Saw in California, 68-72, from American Heritage Center, W.W. Morrison Papers, Box 1.  
354 Page, What I Saw in California, 72 
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of one emigrant, ñon the verge of Oregon,ò an optimistic opinion of a trail still hundreds of miles 

ahead.355  

The Summer of 1859 proved pivotal for the iconographic history of the Wind Rivers. 

After tens of thousands of emigrants had traveled over South Pass, the United States government 

decided to survey a better path through the Wyoming Range, just west of the Wind Rivers, that 

was less taxing than the circuitous route being used. In 1857, Colonel Frederick Lander, known 

for his more peaceable approaches than other Western officers to both Native peoples and 

Mormons, oversaw the survey of what is now known as the ñLander Cut-Off Trailò of the 

Oregon Trail.356 Placed in command of the 1859 Wind River expedition, he took along what he 

called a ñfull crop of artists.ò In addition to being a diplomatic mission with the Shoshone and a 

survey of the region, Lander was invested in documenting the landscape of the Wind Rivers 

through art. By 1859, this land was fully part of the Oregon Territory, and in the opinion of 

Frederick Lander, an elite Easterner, believed that art would preserve the history of the region for 

future generations.357 With remarkable foresight, Lander wrote in the Daily Union about his 

desire to bring artists on this expedition. He signified their importance to the future of American 

history writing: 

The nations of the earth, as they passed away, too often left no worthy relic to tell the tale 

of their existence, except the monuments of their art. We are too prone to forget the Past, 

to discourage sentiments of reverence for those who have gone before us; and hence the 

need of Art to quicken those sentiments and give them worthy expression.358  

 

355 Henry Allen, Diary, July 2, 1853, from American Heritage Center, W.W. Morrison Papers, Box 1.   
356 Alan Fraser Houston and Jourdan Moore Houston, ñThe 1859 Lander Expedition Revisited: Worthy Relicsô Tell 

New Tales of a Wind River Wagon Road,ò Montana: Magazine of Western History, Vol 49, No. 2 (Summer 1999): 

ñThe 1859 Lander,ò 55-57. 
357 Houston et al., ñThe 1859 Lander Expedition,ò 57.  
358 Frederick Lander, The Daily Union, January 15, March 1, 1859, quoted in Houston, ñThe 1859 Lander 

Expedition,ò 57.  
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 A young and relatively unknown German-born painter, Albert Bierstadt, accepted Landerôs 

invitation to join. Along with the other artists, Henry Hitchings, Frances Seth Frost, Bierstadt, 

and his companions were determined to document the West through art.359 Lander came to know 

these artists through his involvement with the Washington Art Association, a social club 

supporting the fine arts in the nationôs capital. A poet, officer, and art aficionado, Lander, who 

faced an unfortunate demise during a Civil War battle, struck a unique balance, navigating his 

career both in the distant lands of the West and the socialite haunts of Washington.360  

In Bierstadt's words, ñthe artist ought to tell his portion oféhistory as well as the writer; 

a combination of both will assuredly render it more complete.ò361 Artists had, of course, long 

been part of documenting the American West along with surveyors and explorers. Here, it was 

the scale and popularity of the ñworthy relicsò of artistsô work on this expedition that enhanced 

the image of a mythic West even further. It was also the first expedition into the Wind River 

region that included a camera. Fremont had brought a camera in 1842, but on the trip, it broke, 

relegating his landscape depictions to his narrative and Pruessôs illustrations. Visual culture, 

through photography and art, would embody the Wind River Range as the nationôs 

ephemeral vertical frontier.  

Returning to the East, the artistic ambitions of the expedition helped to give a visual 

perspective to the Wind River country. In the coming decades, Thomas Moran and William 

Henry Jackson would further enhance through visual imagery the previous sublimity of the West 

 

359 Houston et al., ñThe 1859 Lander Expedition Revisited,ò 51-52. 
360 Houston et al., ñThe 1859 Lander Expedition,ò 57.   
361 Letter from Albert Bierstadt, July 10, 1859, to The Crayon: A Journal Devoted to the Graphic Arts and 

Literature Related to Them, 6 (September 1859), 287, quoted in Houston et al, ñThe 1859 Lander Expedition,ò 52.  
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that heretofore was mainly imagined through writing. The artists of the Lander Expedition 

helped whet the appetite of the Eastern elite for this mythical imagination of Western art. 

Bierstadt, for his part, was determined to portray the grandeur of the West and the 

exceptionalism of its lands and peoples, a form of aesthetic continental republicanism. The West 

and its landscape represented a playground for the idea of progress in Bierstadtôs imagination. 

Upon reaching emigrant wagons camped just after South Pass near the Green River, Bierstadt 

recounted, ñhundreds of families of what we call the West, are all bound still further Westétruly 

a progressive people and a progressive country.ò362 There was an inherent link between the 

ñcountryò of the West, the ñcountryò of the American Union, and the ñpeoplesò moving still 

further West.  

 

Figure 13. Perhaps one of the most recognizable paintings of the American West, ñThe Rocky 

Mountains, Lander's Peakò by Albert Bierstadt (1863), represents the sublime and pastoral nature 

 

362 Albert Bierstadt, Weekly West, August 27, 1858 (Saint Joseph, MO); Daily Mercury, August 27, 1859, (New 

Bedford, MA), quoted in Houston et al, ñThe 1859 Lander Expedition,ò 64. 
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of the Western myth. A verdant and watered green pasture is the home to a group of Native 

peoples, and their horses and camp, with a waterfall in the back, is seen emanating from the 

snows of a prominent peak in the background.363 

 

Bierstadt captured the imaginative longings of the West, which were split between 

science, republican progress, and sublime spirituality. Bierstadt painted the American West as 

Americans imagined it could be, and this helped to reinforce preconceived notions of the West, 

either European or sublime Edenic: a familiar paradise.364 Bierstadtôs painting, compiled from 

his sketches during the Lander Expedition, The Rocky Mountains-Landerôs Peak, was a piece of 

work that greatly increased Bierstadtôs popularity. Using exaggeration and an alpine environment 

more akin to the Alps than to the American Rockies, Bierstadtôs early work was renowned for its 

grandiose landscape proportions. Throughout his long and storied career in imagining and 

representing the Westôs mountains, Bierstadt was, intentionally or not, painting the American 

empire. Contemporary art critic Henry Tuckerman said of the work based in the Wind River 

Mountains it was a ñgrand and gracious epitome and reflection of nature on this continent.ò 

Noting its role as continental axis, Tuckerman continued that it was a piece of art ñof that 

majestic barrier of the West where heavens and the earth meet in brilliant and barren 

proximityéthe loftiest summits and boundless plains, combine all that is most vast, 

characteristic, and beautiful in North American scenery.ò365 Just as the scale of exploration, 

 

363 Albert Bierstadt, The Rocky Mountains, Landerôs Peak, (1863), The Met, New York City, NY, 

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/10154.  
364 Anne F. Hyde, "Cultural Filters: The Significance of Perception in the History of the American West". The 

Western Historical Quarterly (1993), Vol 24, No (3): 351ï374.  
365 Henry Tuckerman, Book of the Artists: American Artist Life, (New York, NY, GP. Putnam and Sons, 1867): 396, 

https://archive.org/details/bookofartistsame00tuck/page/394/mode/2up; See Darryl Patrick, ñIconographical 

Significance in Selected Western Subjects Painted by Thomas Moran,ò PhD Dissertation, North Texas State 

University, 1978.  

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/10154
https://archive.org/details/bookofartistsame00tuck/page/394/mode/2up
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settlement, and violence in the West increased precipitously during the 1850s and 1860s, so too 

did artistic representations of it.366  

American geologists looked to Charles Lyellôs Principles of Geology, published between 

1830 and 1833, to help reinterpret the lands of the West, becoming fascinated with the notion of 

deep time. While geologists didnôt study the Wind River Range as much as Clarence King or 

Josiah Whitney surveying the Sierra Nevada, or Bailey Willis and Israel Russell in the Cascades, 

the deep time revolution was part of crafting an exceptionalist narrative about the Westôs 

mountains. The discovery of deep time in geology, thanks in large part to Charles Lyellôs 

Principles of Geology (1830-1833), led to a cultural revolution in American identity. Like the 

promoters of the nationôs early landmarks, such as Niagara Falls, the deep time of the continent 

created a character of antiquity in the landscape compared to Europeôs storied cultural heritage. 

The revolution of deep time helped to justify the triumphalist narrative of American progress 

over the continent.367 Bierstadtôs work, too, captured an artistic shift from an emphasis on the 

pastoral landscape, with its gentleness and conceptual familiarity, to the sublime, marked by its 

almost incomprehensible sense of terrible wonder and grandeur.368 Bierstadt and other Western 

landscape painters worked in a tradition of familiarity with painters such as Thomas Cole and 

Frederick Church. British art critic John Ruskin triumphed in what he saw as transcendent in 

mountain art. Bierstadt shifted the artistic axis to the Rocky Mountains, where, along with 

 

366 William H. Goetzmann and William N. Goetzmann, The West of the Imagination, (New York, NY: W.W. Norton 

Press, 1986): 148.  
367 Caroline Winterer, How the New World Became Old: The Deep Time Revolution in America, (Princeton, NJ: 

Princeton University Press, 2024); Alfred Runte. National Parks: The American Experience (Lincoln, NE: 

University of Nebraska Press, 1979).  
368 Goetzmann et al, The West of the Imagination, 148. 
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Thomas Moran and William Henry Jackson, he created a sublime aesthetic attached to the 

landmark mountains, and more importantly, established a demand for this Western imagery.369   

 

 

Figure 14: Wind River Mountains, Nebraska Territory by Albert Bierstadt (1862). The peaks 

rising in the back of the Winds (likely Wind River Peak in the southern part of the range) and the 

pastoral and peaceful depiction of the romantic Indian helped to bolster the image of a pastoral 

and mythic West.370 

 

369 Goetzmann et al, The West of the Imagination, 149. 
370 Albert Bierstadt, Wind River Mountain, Nebraska Territory, (1862), Milwaukee Art Museum, Layton Art 

Collection, Milwaukee, WI, https://blog.mam.org/2016/04/05/from-the-collection-wind-river-mountains-nebraska-

territory-by-albert-bierstadt/  

https://blog.mam.org/2016/04/05/from-the-collection-wind-river-mountains-nebraska-territory-by-albert-bierstadt/
https://blog.mam.org/2016/04/05/from-the-collection-wind-river-mountains-nebraska-territory-by-albert-bierstadt/
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Figure 15. Wind River, Wyoming by Albert Bierstadt (1870). A mystical range of mountains lit by 

a sun fading into the western, golden sky. 371 

 

Westward the Course of Empire Takes Its Way 

Although he did not travel in the Lander Expedition, German-born Emmanuel Leutze 

was a close friend and mentor of Bierstadt. Both were German idealist painters who attended 

Germanyôs Düsseldorf Art School, Europeôs most prestigious landscape art school. Although 

Bierstadtôs career was landscape-based, and Leutzeôs historical, both men shared a flair for 

dramatic beauty, creating sweeping, lush scenes resplendent with contrasting colors, symbolism, 

and romantic idealism. Leutze and Bierstadt both seemed to see in the landscapes of the 

American West the ultimate expression and embodiment of civilizational progress. Their work 

 

371 Albert Bierstadt, Wind River, Wyoming, (1870), American Museum of Western Art, Denver, CO, 

https://education.anschutzcollection.org/making-america-in-landscape/.  

https://education.anschutzcollection.org/making-america-in-landscape/
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betrays a deep reverence, almost fear, of these sacred lands as a culminating point of Western 

Civilization.372  Although he did not directly participate in the Lander Expedition and remained 

among the cityôs elite in Washington, Leutze eventually received a commission as a muralist for 

the construction of the United States Capitol, which he painted in 1861. Captain Montgomery C. 

Megis, superintendent of the construction of the United States Capitol, commissioned Leutze to 

produce a 20ôx30ô mural celebrating American western expansion in the House West Wing 

Stairway.373 In many ways, Leutze was the perfect choice for the project, having already painted 

several magisterial works of American History, including the famous Washington Crossing the 

Delaware (1851), Columbus Before the Queen (1843), Washington Rallying the Troops and 

Monmouth (1854), and, after American victory in the Mexican-American War, The Storming of 

Teocalli by Cortes and His Troops (1848). Each of these historical depictions celebrates the 

notion of Euro-American progress, exceptionalism, and an ideology of civilizational superiority. 

Westward the Course of Empire Takes Its Way contains several historical tropes in the Anglo-

American literary canon.374  

Commissioned at the beginning of the Civil War, Leutze had the difficult responsibility 

of producing a painting of western expansion that signified a sense of hope and unity to a nation 

torn asunder by the Civil War. At the same time, he also needed to reify the genre of Euro-

American triumphalism already surrounding the Capitol Rotunda, including John Vanderlynôs 

 

372 Houston et al, ñThe 1859 Lander Expedition,ò 57.  
373 Architect of the Capitol, ñWestward the Course of Empire Takes Its Way,ò The Art Collection, U.S. Capitol, 

https://www.aoc.gov/explore-capitol-campus/art/westward-course-empire-takes-its-way.  
374 Anuradha Vikranm, ñWestward the Course of Empire Takes It Way-How a Monument to Manifest Destiny 

Became Enshrined in the US Capitol Building,ò Curationist.org, (September 2020), 

https://www.curationist.org/editorial-features/article/westward-the-course-of-empire-takes-its-wayhow-a-

monument-to-manifest-destiny-became-enshrined-in-the-us-capitol-building  

https://www.aoc.gov/explore-capitol-campus/art/westward-course-empire-takes-its-way
https://www.curationist.org/editorial-features/article/westward-the-course-of-empire-takes-its-wayhow-a-monument-to-manifest-destiny-became-enshrined-in-the-us-capitol-building
https://www.curationist.org/editorial-features/article/westward-the-course-of-empire-takes-its-wayhow-a-monument-to-manifest-destiny-became-enshrined-in-the-us-capitol-building
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Landing of Columbus, William H. Powellôs Discovery of the Mississippi, John Trumbullôs 

Declaration of Independence, and the Surrender of Lord Cornwallis.375  

The depiction that Leutze created, inspired by trip reports of the emigrants, Fremontôs 

Report, and no doubt from his friendsô sketches on the Lander Expedition, centered the Wind 

River Mountains as a landscape of empire and Union. In choosing to depict the Wind River 

Mountains, Leutze worked to depict their imaginative significance as the symbol of the heights 

of empire. Writing in this triumphalist American tradition, Leutze proposed his idea of depicting 

great moments in American history in 1854, writing:  

Let me propose, that a series of pictures representing the history of our country may be 

painted for the capitol, with just regard to the truth of history, with regard to the 

exhibition of the glorious examples of our real men for the benefit of future generations, 

and as a token of a nationôs story, that they may be continued as our history 

advancesé376 

 

Like Bierstadt and Lander, Leutze had a sense for capturing what must have been the palpable 

pulse of empire-building in the mountains. In a world swollen with an almost eschatological 

view of the Far West, painters such as these recentered the focus away from the more realistic 

and human costs of expansion: the stories of death, violence, and dispossession.377 By framing 

Westward in its pyramidal structure, the viewerôs eyes are immediately centered on the ñsummitò 

of the visual pyramid, the cresting of South Pass. By framing the painting with flat landscapes on 

the side and South Pass and emigrants in the center, Leutze used this structure to almost freeze 

 

375 United States Capitol Historical Society, ñThe Rotunda,ò https://capitolhistory.org/explore/united-states-capitol-

artwork-collection/the-capitol-rotunda/.  
376 Emmanuel Leutze to Montgomery C. Megis, Captain of the U.S. Engineers, February 14, 1854, quoted in 

ñEducation Guide to óEnvisioning Manifest Destiny: Emmanuel Leutzeôs Westward Course of Empire Takes Its 

Way,ôò Smithsonian American Art Museum (2017), www.americanart.si.edu/education/learning/envisioning/-

manifest-destiny.   
377 Keyes, American Burial Ground, 2-25. 

https://capitolhistory.org/explore/united-states-capitol-artwork-collection/the-capitol-rotunda/
https://capitolhistory.org/explore/united-states-capitol-artwork-collection/the-capitol-rotunda/
http://www.americanart.si.edu/education/learning/envisioning/-manifest-destiny
http://www.americanart.si.edu/education/learning/envisioning/-manifest-destiny
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the Wind River Mountains in time. Literally and metaphorically, Leutzeôs message suggested 

that all in European civilization had now led to this moment on a wide dusty pass in 

Wyoming.378 

 

Figure 16. ñWestward the Course of Empire Takes Its Way (Study)ò by Emmanuel Leutze (1861) 

depicts a ñDaniel Boone-likeò man on a prominence pointing the way westward, while coddling 

his wife and children. In the background, a group of climbers based on John C. Fremontôs 1842 

climbs of a Wind River Peak summit, a small hill. A group of white settlers moves over the pass 

towards the open lands in the West, while at the bottom of the photo, the Golden Gate of 

California beckons. 

 

 

378 ñEducation Guide to óEnvisioning Manifest Destiny: Emmanuel Leutzeôs Westward Course of Empire Takes Its 

Way,ôò Smithsonian American Art Museum (2017), www.americanart.si.edu/education/learning/envisioning/-

manifest-destiny.   

http://www.americanart.si.edu/education/learning/envisioning/-manifest-destiny
http://www.americanart.si.edu/education/learning/envisioning/-manifest-destiny
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In contrast to John Gastôs Reconstruction Era American Progress, this painting reverses 

the themes of light and dark. Centered on South Pass, the high peaks of the Wind River 

Mountains are left in the dark, with only their highest ñglisteningò white snowy tops reflecting 

the sun over the Western sky. The canyonlands of the North Platte are left behind, while the 

travelers look onward to the promise of a western land. Unlike the final version of this painting, 

there is only one flag, no Native peoples, and no people of color in the painting. For ideological 

reasons, Leutze would add these in the final version in the US Capitol. Flanked by mythical 

symbols of ñthe Westò both versions of the paintings are surrounded by stories in Western 

Civilization of a ñfrontier-crossing theme,ò including Moses parting the Red Sea, the Spies of 

Eschol from the Book of Jericho, the Greek myth of Kason and Argonauts, the Three Wise Men 

following the Star of David, and of Hercules splitting a mountain to form the pillars of the Strait 

of Gibraltar, the gateway to the Atlantic. Lewis and Clark flank the bottom, with the Golden Gate 

of San Francisco epitomized as a geographical terminus of American expansionism. 379 Leutze 

encapsulated the Golden Gate in this bottom ñpredella,ò which is a long horizontal structure in 

Italian altarpieces, which in the Italian tradition helped the viewer by evoking a sense of 

reverence and deep religious reflection.380 

 

379 Emmanuel Leutze, Westward the Course of Empire Takes Its Way (1861), 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Westward_the_Course_of_Empire_Takes_Its_Way#/media/File:Emanuel_Leutze_-

_Westward_the_Course_of_Empire_Takes_Its_Way_-_Smithsonian.jpg; Smithsonian American Museum of Art, 

ñEmmanuel Gottlieb Leutze and Westward the Course of Empire Takes Its Way,ò from The American Experience in 

the Classroom, www.americanexpierence.si.edu  
380 The National Gallery Glossary, Predellas, https://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/paintings/glossary/predellas.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Westward_the_Course_of_Empire_Takes_Its_Way#/media/File:Emanuel_Leutze_-_Westward_the_Course_of_Empire_Takes_Its_Way_-_Smithsonian.jpg
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Westward_the_Course_of_Empire_Takes_Its_Way#/media/File:Emanuel_Leutze_-_Westward_the_Course_of_Empire_Takes_Its_Way_-_Smithsonian.jpg
http://www.americanexpierence.si.edu/
https://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/paintings/glossary/predellas
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Figure 17. ñWestward the Course of Empire Takes Its Way (Final Mural, 1862)ò by Emmanuel 

Leutze shows a pioneer beckoning his family into the West, while a train of settlers crosses the 

pass. Two American flags, representing the North and South, are added to the painting, as is a 

free Black boy. The Wind River Mountains tower on the right, while the sun sets over the West, 

with a single line of campfire smoke from Indians rising.381  

 

 The name of the painting derives from a now-forgotten poem by philosopher and 

Anglican bishop George Berkeley (1685-1753). Berkeley was a romantic man in an age of 

rationalists. His tendency towards idealism was a derivation of an abstractionist Neo-Platonism, 

which held that the immaterial world superseded the material. Things such as sight and touch 

were, in effect, explained by their experience rather than by some Newtonian law and static 

 

381 Emmanuel Leutze, Architect of the Capitol, ñWestward the Course of Empire Takes Its Way,ò The Art 

Collection, U.S. Capitol, https://www.aoc.gov/explore-capitol-campus/art/westward-course-empire-takes-its-way.  

https://www.aoc.gov/explore-capitol-campus/art/westward-course-empire-takes-its-way
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regularity.382 Contrasted with other thinkers of his time, his ideas were about a century ahead of 

their time. At some level, Berkeley could certainly be placed in continuity with the Scottish 

Enlightenment, who were heavily influential on the founding generation.383 In his poem entitled 

America or the Museôs Refuge: A Prophecy, Berkeley envisioned the lands of British North 

America as a second chance and a new beginning. For Berkeley, North America was to be a 

ñrefugeò for those of European stock who were ñdisgusted at an age and clime, barren of every 

glorious themeò in the old continent. The poem uses naturalistic, even continental, landscape 

imagery, such as the ñgenial sunò and the ñvirgin earth,ò as the material basis of a new ñgolden 

ageò in the ñrise of empire and arts.ò Berkeley saw the old European world as rotting away in its 

decadence and corruption. For him, the new continent would be the home of ñtimeôs noblest 

offspringò in inevitable progress as ñwestward the course of empire takes its way.ò  Berkeleyôs 

vision was certainly romantic and Eurocentric, but in his own words, he saw it as a prophecy, 

and a prophecy that Leutze imagined as reaching a civilizational climax in the Wind River 

Mountains.384   

      Leutze himself explains much of the painting in its own words, captured by its 

continental connotations. He wrote that the painting depicted a group of emigrants that have 

arrived ñnear sunset on the divide (watershed from whence they have the first view of the Pacific 

slope, their ópromised landéhaving passed the troubles of the plains, óthe valley of darkness.ò 

 

382 Daniel E. Flage, ñGeorge Berkeley (1685-1753)ò in Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy: A Peer-Reviewed 

Academic Resource (n.d), https://iep.utm.edu/george-berkeley-british-empiricist/  
383 Daniel Robinson, ñThe Scottish Enlightenment and the American Founding,ò in Monist, Vol. 90, no. 2 (2007): 

179-180; Adam Smith, The Theory of Moral Sentiments and on the Origins of Language (1759)  hosted by Online 

Library of Liberty (OLL), https://oll.libertyfund.org/title/smith-the-theory-of-moral-sentiments-and-on-the-origins-

of-languages-stewart-ed.  
384 George Berkeley, America or the Museôs Refuge: A Prophecy, 1726, hosted by UC Berkeley Department of 

Mathematics, https://math.berkeley.edu/about/history/viewpoints/berkeley  

https://iep.utm.edu/george-berkeley-british-empiricist/
https://oll.libertyfund.org/title/smith-the-theory-of-moral-sentiments-and-on-the-origins-of-languages-stewart-ed
https://oll.libertyfund.org/title/smith-the-theory-of-moral-sentiments-and-on-the-origins-of-languages-stewart-ed
https://math.berkeley.edu/about/history/viewpoints/berkeley
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Here on the Continental Divide, the culminating point and symbol of the nationôs ñexuberant 

future,ò the sun sets in the golden horizon, a glimmer of hope and promise in the West for a war-

torn nation.385 The travelers over the divide represent a kind of ñmobile axisò of American 

civilization, representing all the centuries of Anglo-American progress to this point, with a 

republican future in the California Goldfields, the Golden Gate, and the Willamette Valley 

awaiting them. The day is already darkened in the eastern valleys, while the sun has yet to touch 

the western shores. Biblical imagery is also present, fashioning these emigrants as the children of 

Israel on their way to a new Eden, a ñpromised land,ò after having traveled through the ñvalley 

of darkness in the shadow of death,ò a reference to Psalm 23, where King David in his prayer to 

Yahweh was to ñfear no evil, for your rod and your staff comfort me.ò386 Both Mormon and 

Protestant emigrants used Biblical placenames for a variety of settlements in the Far West, 

evoking a sense of religious purpose and destiny in their settlement. Even Fremont, upon 

returning to Fort Laramie after his first expedition, specifically mentions the Biblically 

significant number of ñforty daysò of wandering and penance, in returning to civilization after 

being guided by ñprotecting Providence.ò387 

At the visual center of the picture is a recreation of Fremontôs 1842 climb of Fremont 

Peak, thought at that time to be the highest point of the Rocky Mountains and the zenith of the 

continent. Here, Fremont, along with a companion, hoists up the Union flag. From the 

 

385 Menard, Sight Unseen, 200-203. 
386 Emmanuel Leutzeôs Notes, 1862, describing Westward the Course of Empire Takes Its Way, quoted in 

ñEducation Guide to óEnvisioning Manifest Destiny: Emmanuel Leutzeôs Westward Course of Empire Takes Its 

Way,ôò Smithsonian American Art Museum (2017), www.americanart.si.edu/education/learning/envisioning/-

manifest-destiny; Psalm 23:4 (NIV) 
387 Menard, Sight Unseen, 143, 162.  

http://www.americanart.si.edu/education/learning/envisioning/-manifest-destiny
http://www.americanart.si.edu/education/learning/envisioning/-manifest-destiny
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Continental Divide on the Wind Rivers, Leutze noted that the ñdim line of the Western ocean can 

be traced on the horizon on the left,ò while ñon the right rise the Rocky Mountainséwith the 

commencement of one of the ófathers of the water.ò Wagon trails cross over the collimating high 

point of South Pass, with the tablelands and mesas of the North Platte Valley in the background. 

From the visual similarities of the Study versionôs mountain to Bierstadtôs Landerôs Peak, the 

peak is certainly in the Wind River Range. The mountain in the final mural version that flanks 

the right side of the picture (in my opinion, having spent many days climbing in the Wind River 

Mountains) is the west face of Gannett Peak as seen from near Greeley Point above the New 

Fork drainage.388 What is most telling is the distinctive canyon drop of Wells Creek below the 

ñdouble-humpedò ridge of the western slope of Gannett Peak and the saddle between it and 

Mount Koven. The Minor Glacier scrapes down the lower mountain, leaving the distinctive knob 

in the middle of the glacier, left behind by its retreat.389  

Leutzeôs painting had the difficult task of being a symbol of nation-making during the 

most divisive period of the nationôs history. To accomplish this, Leutze searched American 

history for common sources of unity by centering the ñrepublican motherò (in red, white, and 

blue clothing) and catalyst of republican virtue across the continent. She is caressed and 

cherished by a Daniel-Boone-like pioneer, a symbol representing the Mountain Man mystique of 

Jeffersonian-Jacksonian democratic idealism. Leutze intentionally depicted this man as a 

 

388 Coordinates: 43.18303, -109,76155; Emmanuel Leutzeôs Notes, 1862, describing Westward the Course of 

Empire Takes Its Way, quoted in ñEducation Guide to óEnvisioning Manifest Destiny: Emmanuel Leutzeôs 

Westward Course of Empire Takes Its Way,ôò Smithsonian American Art Museum (2017), 

www.americanart.si.edu/education/learning/envisioning/-manifest-destiny 
389 Note: Although I have no conclusive proof, Leutzeôs papers burned in a Washington, D.C. fire, I speculate that he 

took this sketch from Bierstadtôs Lander Expedition to the New Fork Saddle, which connects into the fur-rich Green 

River Valley on the other side, and was likely a travel corridor for fur-trappers, and before that, for Shoshone 

communities.  

http://www.americanart.si.edu/education/learning/envisioning/-manifest-destiny
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Southerner, or in his words, ña Tennesseeian,ò as a gesture of unity with southern Americans. 

Leutzeôs West was a Free West, specifically depicting a ñnegro boyò which is notably absent 

from the Study version, but present in the Mural. On the final version, too, are two flags, one 

with Fremont in the center, and one in the east, or right side of the picture, still in the dark, 

representing a Union reborn between North and South in the West. Whereas the study version 

was about pure empire-building, the inclusion of a multiplicity of races, Free Soil Union, Union 

flags, and the removal of the funeral scene in a nation already besieged with griefs, demonstrates 

that the mural version was one of aspirational nation-making. To be sure, both are iconic 

examples of settler colonialism moving across the continent, but their image of national union is 

different.390 Notably absent from the final mural, but present on the Study version of the 

painting, is the funeral and grave scene on Independence Rock. Here were etched into stone the 

names of those who had perished on the trail and a cross as a symbol for their eternal destiny. 

While the final version removed the graves of Independence Rock, it included the republican 

mother figure looking upwards with her hands clasped in thankful prayer for ñescape from 

dangers past (religious feelings indicated).ò391 The Wind Rivers were Leutzeôs proving ground 

for imagining the Civil War transition from a republican empire to a defined nation-state.  

A single line of campfire smoke, barely visible in the western plains, seems to be a stand-

in for an ideology of white triumphalism seeking to exterminate the Native into a small veneer of 

 

390 Steven Hahn, A Nation Without Borders: The United States and Its World in an Age of Civil Wars, 1830ï1910 

(New York, NY: Penguin Press, 2016): 1-8, 270-300.  
391 Emmanuel Leutzeôs Notes, 1862, describing Westward the Course of Empire Takes Its Way, quoted in 

ñEducation Guide to óEnvisioning Manifest Destiny: Emmanuel Leutzeôs Westward Course of Empire Takes Its 

Way,ôò Smithsonian American Art Museum (2017), www.americanart.si.edu/education/learning/envisioning/-

manifest-destiny 

http://www.americanart.si.edu/education/learning/envisioning/-manifest-destiny
http://www.americanart.si.edu/education/learning/envisioning/-manifest-destiny
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campfire smoke. Firearms, as a symbol of settler violence against Native Americans, were 

intentionally represented as well. Leutze wrote that the small boy in the painting was wounded 

ñprobably in a fight with the Indians,ò while another held ñIndian arrows and a bow,ò 

demonstrating an ideology of dominance in suggesting even the children of settler society would 

expel Native culture. At the very top, there is the bald eagle with the noted ñunion and liberty 

under its wings.ò This coat of arms symbolizing American hegemony wasnôt only self-

referential, but combative, as Leutze continued explaining its meaning, saying these symbols 

represent the ñsuperior intelligenceò of white settlers. ñIndians creeping and flying beforeò these 

symbols, according to Leutze, could do nothing but react by ñédischarging an arrowéò A not-

so-subtle message of the violent process of expatriation, expulsion, and genocide that would 

unjustly befall the Native peoples in the name of continental republicanism.392  

Leutze also included two final revelatory quotations as inscriptions on the mural iteration 

of the painting, both of which capture the continental and spatial imagination implicit in the 

painting. The first is a likely derivation from German playwright Friedrich Schillerôs Wallenstein 

Trilogy, a popular German fictionization of events during the Thirty Yearsô War that Leutze 

would have been familiar with in urbane German circles. The quote reads: 

The spirit grows with its allotted spaces 

The mind is narrowôd in a narrow sphere 

 

The second quote is from an excerpt from American poet and lawyer Jonathan M. Sewallôs 

Epilogue to Cato (1778), produced for a stage play in New Hampshire. Referencing Utica in 

 

392 ñEmmanuel Gottlieb Leutze,ò The American Experience in the Classroom,ò Smithsonian Institute,  

www.americanexpierence.si.edu  

http://www.americanexpierence.si.edu/
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North Africa, where Cato the Younger took his life as a symbol of the Roman Republic rather 

than submit to the rule of Julius Caesar, the quote reads:  

No pent-up Utica contracts your powers, 

But the whole boundless continent is yours.393 

 

In both of these inscribed quotations, Leutze directly connected the continental geography of the 

region with a sense of personal and national entitlement. Leutze depicted the gates of empire 

culminating in a civilizational and racial literary epic here at South Pass. This was the pivotal 

moment and place, a turning point for white republicanism and even Western Civilization. 

Etched across the painting, Leutze captured the mythos of a vertical frontier as a ñmobile axisò 

of American national identity.394 Here in the Wind River Mountains was the height of empire. 

The Unmaking of the Vertical Frontier 

 For as long as the many decades had taken to bring the Wind River Mountains as the 

Westôs first landmark mountains and mythical vertical frontier, their imaginative demise came 

far more suddenly. Such is the course of time in the building and falling of empires, even 

imaginative ones. Frances Flora Bond Palmerôs famous lithograph, Westward the Course of 

Empire, uses the same name as Leutzeôs epic mural, albeit on a less romantic scale. Instead, she 

takes a more technological and practical tone. With its strong manufacturing and industrial base, 

the Union was able not only to wage and win a war with the Confederate States, but also to 

 

393 Education Guide to óEnvisioning Manifest Destiny: Emmanuel Leutzeôs Westward Course of Empire Takes Its 

Way,ôò Smithsonian American Art Museum (2017), www.americanart.si.edu/education/learning/envisioning/-

manifest-destiny; Jonathan M. Sewell, Epilogue to Cato, in John Bartlett, Familiar Quotation: A Collection of 

Passages, Phrases Traced to Their Sources in Ancient and Modern Life, (Boston, MA: Little Brown, 1919, 10th. 

ed.), hosted by Bartleby.com, New York, NY, 2000, https://www.bartleby.com/lit-hub/familiar-quotations/jonathan-

m-sewall-1748-1808-john-bartlett  
394 Menard, Sight Unseen, 163, 203 

http://www.americanart.si.edu/education/learning/envisioning/-manifest-destiny
http://www.americanart.si.edu/education/learning/envisioning/-manifest-destiny
https://www.bartleby.com/lit-hub/familiar-quotations/jonathan-m-sewall-1748-1808-john-bartlett
https://www.bartleby.com/lit-hub/familiar-quotations/jonathan-m-sewall-1748-1808-john-bartlett
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complete its domineering conquest of the West. One of the proximate causes of the Civil War, 

the question of slavery in the West, had been decisively answered by the Union. The early 1860s 

represent a monumental shift in federal policy in the West. By 1868, Leutzeôs mythic empire-

building West was rapidly deteriorating. Between Leutzeôs commission for his painting in 1861 

and Palmerôs lithographic print in 1868, federal power in the West was rapidly accelerating. The 

transcontinental telegraph (1861), Homestead Act and Pacific Railway Act (1862), Yosemite 

Grant Act (1864), the beginning of the Western Surveys, and even great human tragedies such as 

the Sand Creek Massacre (1864), were in a very short time making the modern American 

West.395 In response to changes in society and technology, the vertical frontier would move to 

even more imaginative, less practical, mountain spaces than the Wind River Range.  

Although their art pieces share the same name, Westward the Course of Empire Takes Its 

Way, the two Western empires of both Leutzeôs and Palmerôs pieces were of two very different 

Wests. Whereas Leutzeôs West was meant to evoke a sort of sacred and reverential quality to the 

Western project and landscape, Palmerôs imagination was more practical and parochial. Her print 

centers on the technocratic paradigm of new technology in tandem with state power in the West. 

Palmerôs is more reminiscent, in its broadened scope and emphasis on the ordinary, of John 

Gastôs famous American Progress than of the lofty civilizational epic tone of Leutze. That both 

Leutzeôs and Palmerôs pieces are grossly romantic and imperial is without doubt, but they 

command a very different sense of the West for the viewer. Leutzeôs is mythological, Palmerôs is 

practical. Both artistic paradigms are useful in the structure of the empire, showing two sides of 

the same history. In her print, Palmer uses the phrase ñacross the continentò as the bottom 

 

395 West, Continental Reckoning, 142; Hahn, A Nation Without Borders, 377.   
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epitaph by which to frame her painting, which is taken from John OôSullivanôs 1845 article 

Annexation. OôSullivan, seen by 1868 as a kind of visionary prophet of Western expansion, 

specifically referenced the phrase ñacross the continentò about the need for a transcontinental 

railroad linking the ñempires of the Atlantic and the Pacific would again flow together into 

oneéò396 By 1868, Palmer captured what she must have seen as the proverbial writing on the 

wall, in an excited countdown to the linkage of the Union Pacific and Central Pacific Railroads 

at Promontory, Utah, on May 10, 1869. Her print largely depicted this hope of a future of the 

West as a technologically new West. It was a West seen as unbound by the unpredictability of 

nature and curvatures of space, and one instead built on an iron order and the linearity of the 

track. 

 
 

Figure 18. ñWestward the Course of Empire Takes Its Way (1868)ò by Frances Flora Bond 

Palmer shows a train on a line of track traveling into the west, while the Wind River Mountains 

appear non-threatening to travel on the right. Cities and towns appear along the track, while the 

 

396 OôSullivan, ñAnnexation,ò 9.   
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smoke of the train blows into a group of Natives mounted on horseback. The painting 

demonstrates the technological ñprogressò of the postwar nation.397  

 

The Transcontinental Railroad made the Overland Trails to the West obsolete. Up to this 

point, following the North Platte was the only reason to cross the Wind River Mountains over 

South Pass. There was no advantage, other than practical provisions and considerations for 

water, that would take emigrants that way. However, with a steel engine soon running on a new 

source of energy, there was no need to take the slow, long, and curvaceous route following the 

North Platte. Without a constant need for water, the railway could bypass the circuitous routes of 

overland trails altogether, blazing a level path to the Pacific through barren land, otherwise 

inhospitable to mass emigration. Had the plains of Wyoming been more verdant, more hospitable 

to Euro-American styles of travel, there is no reason why the Wind River Range would have ever 

become landmark mountains. Yet, the contingencies of empire-building that had used the Wind 

River Mountains as liminal spaces for boundary-making had little use for a modernizing nation-

state after the Civil War. For all the pomp and mythologizing about the range by writers, 

explorers, mountaineers, and artists as symbols of the republican empire, the range was, 

practically speaking, unnecessary. The Wind River mythos was completely a construction of 

circumstance, mind, and the materiality of the landscape. Circumstances changed, and the settler 

mind moved elsewhere, and so the Wind River Mountains as landmarks of national identity 

vanished.   

 

397 Frances Flora Bond Palmer, Westward the Course of Empire Takes Its Way, (New York, NY: Currier and Ives, 

1868), National Gallery of Art, https://www.nga.gov/artworks/66574-across-continent-westward-course-empire-

takes-its-way.  

https://www.nga.gov/artworks/66574-across-continent-westward-course-empire-takes-its-way
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Figure 19. ñThe Last of the Buffalo (1888)ò by Albert Bierstadt imagines the entire West as a 

landscape of buffalo, Native Americans, and lands that were now threatened by settlement. It was 

a romantic view of a ñvanishing Westò that sparked changes in federal policy, such as the Dawes 

Act, the growth of the national parks, and the early protection of bison in parks. For the 

background, Bierstadt chose a sunset on what is the Green River Valley, with the forgotten 

landscape of the Wind River Mountains looming behind slaughtered bison, and a Native warrior 

on a horse spearing a live bison.398  

Writing of the landmark mountain, Tacoma (Mount Rainier), in his popular posthumous 

memoir, The Canoe and the Saddle (1862), Northwest explorer Theodore Winthrop mused on 

the need for landscape symbols in the human imagination. He wrote: 

Our lives forever demand and need visual images that can be symbols to us of the 

grandeur or the sweetness of repose. There are some faces that arise dreamy in our 

memories...the noble works of nature, and the mountains most of all, have the power to 

make our noisy years seem moments in the being of the eternal silence.ôò399 

 

Settler society would indeed find new symbols of belonging, national identity, and empire, to 

replace the Wind River Mountains; mountains that, after the transcontinental railroad, would 

become collectively ñdreamy in our memoriesò in a new era, one in which the bounds of 

 

398 Albert Bierstadt, The Last of the Buffalo, 1888, National Gallery of Art, https://www.nga.gov/artworks/124525-

last-buffalo 
399 Theodore Winthrop, The Canoe and the Saddle, (Boston, MA: Ticknor and Fields, 1862): 126-127, 

https://archive.org/details/canoesaddleadven00wint_0/page/126/mode/2up?q=%22peace+or+die%22.  

https://archive.org/details/canoesaddleadven00wint_0/page/126/mode/2up?q=%22peace+or+die%22
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American empire were set on the continent. What was needed were landscapes and mountains 

that could become icons and a healing balm for the newly constructed nation-state. The national 

park movement would soon be afoot. What President Lincoln started in Yosemite Valley with 

the Yosemite Grant Act would help trigger a catalyst for preservation of wildlands in the West, 

and in building a robust federal presence in these spaces. Particularly, Yellowstone proved to 

capture the nationôs imagination after reports of Hayden Survey of Yellowstone and Thomas 

Moranôs paintings in 1872, an expedition predicated on nationalizing industry, settlement, and 

science in the American West. On that survey, the Teton Range was first photographed by 

William Henry Jackson, with Moran following soon after to produce visual images of those 

distant landmark mountains referenced by empire-building era notables such as Irving, Fremont, 

and Raynolds (the officer who led the Orizaba climbing expedition). The Tetons were 

ñdomineer[ing],ò ñlandmarks in this region,ò and already recognized mountains in the American 

consciousness, yet there were few, if any, images of them.400 On the Hayden Survey, an 

attempted descriptive climb of the Grand Teton in Harperôs Weekly made the mountain alluring 

to eastern audiences. During the 1870s, the mountains of the Pacic Slopes, namely the Sierra 

Nevada and Cascades, rose to greater prominence in the minds of many settlers, due to literature, 

imagery, and transportation improvement to the Far West. The Colorado Fourteeners, thanks to 

postwar rail lines, industrial mining operations, and the expulsion of Plains tribes, would help to 

shift the mythic vertical frontier away from the Wind River Mountains and to other Western 

ranges.  

 

400Irving, The Adventures, Chapter 6, William Franklin Raynolds, Report of the Exploration of the Yellowstone 

River, US Army Corps of Engineers, 1868, 95, 

https://archive.org/details/reportofexplorat00rayn/page/6/mode/2up?q=tetons; Fremont, Report, 70; Irving,  

https://archive.org/details/reportofexplorat00rayn/page/6/mode/2up?q=tetons
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CHAPTER FOUR 

EMBLEM OF THE WEST: THE GRAND TETON, NATIONAL  IDENTITY, AND THE 

MAKING  OF A MYTHIC FRONTIER, c. 1870-1881 

 

 

 

 

 

If ñthe American West was an idea that became a place,ò there are few places more 

symbolic of that ñideaò of the national frontier myth than the landscape of the Grand Teton.401 In 

a republican union born of natural rights and a ñnaturalò form of government, the continentôs 

mountains stood high as symbols of American republican ideals. "The principle of free 

government,ò said Massachusetts Senator Daniel Webster at a ceremonial event in 1825, 

ñadheres to the American soil. It is bedded in it, immovable as its mountains.ò402 There was, for 

Webster and other republicans of the early 19th century, a seemingly naturalistic and spatial 

union between the soil and political ideals of the republic. As such, continental expansion into 

the West capitalized upon prominent beacons of a spatial and continental republican vision. The 

 

401 Clyde A. Milner, II, Carol A., OôConnor, Martha A. Sandweiss, (eds.). The Oxford History of the American West. 

(Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 1994): 3.  
402 Daniel Webster, An Address Delivered at the Laying of the Corner-Stone at Charlestown, Massachusetts, June 

17, 1825, in Daniel Webster for Young Americans: Comprising the Greatest Speeches of the Defender of the 

Constitution, (Boston, MA: Little, Brown, and Co., 1907): 48, https://www.gutenberg.org/files/41300/41300-

h/41300-h.htm.  
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imperial tendencies of the republic used many of these mountains as sites of asserting imperial 

control over the soil; a decisive move towards symbolic, and sometimes strategic, empire-

building. Yet, another movement in a larger settler landscape interpretation was also afoot. These 

landmark mountains of the continent were also symbols of a national identity, icons of not only 

an empire and the nebulous boundaries it presupposes, but of a nation-state. Mountains might be 

more than sites of testing and bounding empire, but could also be sites of national meaning and 

continental unity.403 In the aftermath of the American Civil War, many reformers looked to the 

lands on the Western side of the continent as holding a certain symbolic and healing appeal that 

was connected to imagining a future of national possibility and promise.404  

It was a contradictory vision of national unity built upon the dispossession of indigenous 

peoples and their place-based attachments to these mountains. Especially during and after the 

Civil War years, landmark mountains in the American West evolved with the contingency of the 

times, becoming in the settler's eye largely sites of a new nation, and a national myth: the myth 

of the frontier. That eye would come to rest perhaps most prominently upon a small, yet 

extraordinarily jagged and cragged mountain range in the marginal spaces of the Intermountain 

West. It was a range known from time immemorial, was known by the indigenous Shoshone as 

ñTeewinotò or ñmany pinnacles,ò and was a sacred place for spiritual wisdom, as well as a living 

space for tribal communities.405  There remains something striking about the Teton landscape, 

 

403 Steven Hahn, A Nation Without Borders: The United States and Its World in an Age of Civil Wars, 1830-1910, 

(New York, NY: Penguin Press): 2-10.  
404 Megan Kate Nelson, Saving Yellowstone: Exploration and Preservation in Reconstruction America, (New York, 

NY: Simon and Schuster, 2022): xx-1.  
405 National Park Service, ñTeewinotò National Park Service Trip Planner Brochure, Summer 2010, Second Edition, 

NPShistory.com, https://share.google/DxbEwEMSVi4BgtUtR  
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with the Grand Teton soaring as its visual centerpiece. They are unlike any other range in the 

United States and today remain a centerpiece of American national identity. Few mountains in 

the West inspire an authentic, albeit mythical, connection to land as the Grand Teton, which has 

been called ñthe most storied historic summit of the West.ò406 Many Americans, even today, 

would be hard-pressed to imagine a mountain as emblematic and iconic of the American West as 

the Grand Teton, a peak that rises over seven thousand feet from Jackson Hole to its summit. As 

with the Wind River Mountains just to their southeast, the Grand Teton has stood as both an 

audacious barrier and symbol of empire while also being a landmark mountain of an Edenic 

West and national mythology.  

This chapter tells the story of the creation of the Grand Teton in the public imagination 

and how it came to be the emblematic icon of a mythical landscape during the year immediately 

following the Civil War. During the Reconstruction Era, the nation looked to the West, 

particularly the Greater Yellowstone area, as a healing ground and as a place for a shared 

encounter with a unified American national identity. A combination of popular cultural processes 

helped create this folk culture of the Tetons, such as the report of the Hayden-Langford 

Yellowstone surveys, early travel writers describing the landscape, and especially the 

photographs of William Henry Jackson and the paintings of Thomas Moran. This chapter centers 

on the Reconstruction Era aesthetics and the ñmakingò of the Grand Tetonôs landscape in word 

and imagery during the 1870s in the national consciousness. 

***  

 

406 Sam Woodring, F.M. Fryxell, and Louis Williams, Grand Teton National Park, Wyoming, (Washington, DC: 

United States Government Printing Office, 1934): 2. 
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The Tetons Mountains began to rise around nine million years ago, uplifted against the 

sinking Jackson Hole.407 In the Pleistocene (10,000-2 million years ago), great glaciers covered 

and scraped most of the range, leaving the high peaks jagged, craggy, and warped.408 The Grand 

Teton stands as the highest in the range by nearly one thousand feet, giving it a prominent place 

in the rangeôs viewshed. Below the rugged summit, delicate cirque glaciers, relics from the Little 

Ice Age, cling against the sheer cliffs. The Grand Teton itself is a slightly hooked, pyramidic 

peak that seems to be stretching the sky. No mountains in the immediate viewshed come close to 

challenging the height of this domineering landmark mountain. The lower ramparts below 

treeline display an astonishing variety of vegetative life while cascading creeks tumble thousands 

of feet into the valley. Mountain goats and bighorn sheep roam the alpine slopes, and herds of 

elk, bison, and deer populate the lower valleys. Grizzlies and wolves seek their next meals, as 

various species of raptors and ravens soar over the summits.  

Perhaps it is their jagged crags against a deep blue sky, the mid-latitude sunlight casting 

shadows on the range. Maybe it is their ramparts towering above the Snake River plain and their 

deep recesses filled with glaciers from a bygone era. On the east side of the Teton Range, there is 

a violent contrast between the verticality and the horizontal of Jackson Hole that provides a 

space for the human imagination to soar. On the west side, it could be the grace of the gentle 

foothills rising from the Snake River Valley until they gradually culminate in a scintillating 

alpine landscape. Whatever the case, the Tetons command a special kind of respect and 

 

407 David Love, John C. Reed, Jr, Kenneth L. Pierce, Creation of the Teton Landscape: The Geologic Story of Grand 

Teton National Park, (Moose, WY: Grand Teton Natural History Association, 1989, org. 1968), 

https://www.nps.gov/parkhistory/online_books/grte/grte_geology/sec1.htm  
408 Love et al., Creation of the Teton Landscape, 

https://www.nps.gov/parkhistory/online_books/grte/grte_geology/sec2.htm.  

https://www.nps.gov/parkhistory/online_books/grte/grte_geology/sec1.htm
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admiration, and leave many onlookers with a sense of wonder and awe like few other places in 

North America. The center of the range, the Grand Teton, was, and remains, a paramount 

landmark mountain in the American West and an iconic emblem of national identity. The Grand 

Teton sits in a remote location in a small, steep, and rugged subrange in an otherwise generally 

tall and broad central Rocky Mountain landscape. ñThe Grand,ò as it is colloquially referred to, 

is neither the tallest peak in the Rocky Mountains nor even in Wyoming.  

This disparity helped create their eastern escarpment, which drops rapidly into the valley. 

On a 1876 expedition to the Snake River valley below the Grand Teton, Yellowstone era 

explorer Gustavus Doane was struck by the sheer contrast, and sublime beauty, between the flats 

of the valley and the dizzying heights above:  

éthe moonlight view [of the Tetons] was one of the unspeakable grandeur. There were 

twenty-two summits in the line, all of them mighty mountains, with the gleaming spire of 

Mount Hayden [a former name of the Grand Teton] rising in a pinnacle above all. There 

are no foothills to the Tetons [eastside]. They rise suddenly in rugged majesty from the 

rock-strewn plains. Masses of heavy forests appear on the glacial debris and in parks 

behind the curves of the lower slopes, but the general field of vision is glittering glacial 

rock. The soft light floods the great expanse of the valley, the winding silvery river, and 

the resplendent, deeply carved mountain walls.409 

 

For Doane and others in the coming years, the viewshed of the Tetons from below was centered 

on the beauty of contrast. Contrasts of vertical and horizontal spaces, plains and mountains, 

parks and forests, many peaks and one peak, the Grand Teton standing as the crown of the 

landscape.  

 

409 G.C. Doane, "Expedition of 1876-1877," unpublished manuscript typed from original, Grand Teton National 

Park Library, pp. 1-7; and Orrin H. Bonney and Lorraine J. Bonney, Battledrums and Geysers; the Life and Journals 

of Lt. Gustavus Cheney Doan (Chicago: Sage Books, 1970): 25, quoted in John Daugherty, ñChapter 4: Explorers 

and Scientists,ò in A Place Called Jackson Hold: A Historic Resource Study of Grand Teton National Park ed. John 

Daugherty, (Moose, WY: Grand Teton Natural History Association, 1999), 

https://www.nps.gov/parkhistory/online_books/grte2/hrs4.htm.  
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A Wounded Nation 

In the early 1870s, the long shadow of war still loomed large across the newly defined 

American nation-state, and an uneasy peace existed between the various factions in the 

republic.410 Just a few short years ago, Americans of all kinds had been at each otherôs throats in 

defense of contested notions of liberty, humanity, and natural rights. The deaths of over seven 

hundred thousand lives of the North and South, East and West that were, in Lincolnôs words, 

ñengaged in a great civil war,ò had shaken the very nature of the republic. It had tested, as 

Lincoln said at Gettysburg in November 1863, ñwhether that nation, or any nation so conceived 

and so dedicated, can long endure.ò411 Through blood and the sheer political capital of the Union, 

the republic had endured and transformed into a definitive nation-state out of a republican 

empire of state-republics.412 What rose out of the battlefields and halls of Washington was a 

nation-state endowed with more singular national direction and the ability to expand immense 

and expansive federal power across the continent. The borders of its continental empire were set 

during expansion, and the nation would fill them out with white settlers and through the 

administration of federal authority. Lincolnôs words at Gettysburg spoke not only of a renewed 

vision of a nation based on a ñnew birth of freedomò but also of one embedded in the geographic 

space of North America. Lincoln defined how the American founders geographically ñbrought 

forth on this continentò a republic and politically ñconceived in Liberty, and dedicated to the 

 

410 Hahn, A Nation Without Borders, 270-317.  
411 Abraham Lincoln, "The Gettysburg Address: Transcript of Cornell Universityôs Copy," Cornell University 

Library, Division of Rare & Manuscript Collections, 

https://rmc.library.cornell.edu/gettysburg/good_cause/transcript.htm. 
412 Hahn, A Nation Without Borders, 2-10; Peter Onuf, Jeffersonôs Empire: The Language of American Nationhood, 

(Charlottesville, VA: University of Virginia Press, 2000): 2-8.  
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proposition that all men are created equal.ò The blood-soaked soil of Gettysburg, much like the 

rest of the speech, was a symbolic proxy for his vision of the nationôs peoples and land.   

The nationôs lands were sacred and its purposes tested, but its promise remained. ñIn a 

larger sense,ò Lincoln said to the crowd at Gettysburg, ñwe cannot dedicate, we cannot 

consecrate, we cannot hallow this ground.ò The nationôs future would be now ñfor the livingò to 

ensure that all this death had not been ñin vainò and that his vision of this republic ñwould not 

perish from the earth.ò What Lincoln did at Gettysburg reaffirmed not only the purpose and 

direction of a national republic, but also reiterated the almost transcendent and sacred nature of 

its geography.  

As early as 1838, a twenty-eight-year-old Abraham Lincoln, a man from ñthe frontierò of 

his era, found himself captivated by the idea-and-soil union of the republican continental empire. 

In what was one of his first political forays, Lincolnôs Lyceum Address on the ñperpetuation of 

our political institutions,ò prefaced the exceptionalism of the American political system by 

foregrounding it in the co-equal exceptionalism of the continent. ñWe, the American 

Peopleéfind ourselves in the peaceful possession,ò Lincoln did not add the contradictory 

language of a ñpeacefulò continent, but continued, ñof the fairest portion of the earthò in the 

extension of ñterritory, fertility of soil, and salubrity of climateéò An American citizen, he 

believed lived ñunder the government of a system of political institutions, conducing more 

essentially to the ends of civil and religious liberty, than any of which the history of former times 

tells us.ò For Lincoln, the union between an exceptional geography and an exceptional 

republican system was inextricable. Like Jefferson and Madison, Lincoln believed that the 

settlers of the continent had been tasked with establishing a republic based on the natural 
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principles of government upon the most natural lands of the continent. ñOf this goodly land,ò 

Lincoln added in a manner reminiscent of early republican ideology, the citizen-settler should 

ñuprear upon its hills and its valleys, a political edifice of liberty and equal rightséò413   

During his presidency, Lincoln worked to federally administer, develop, and ñimproveò 

the lands that previous administrations had built as an expansive republican empire. It was his 

job, as he saw it, to make a nation out of these state and territorial republics. Nation-making 

during Lincolnôs presidency followed many of his same limits and contradictions of liberty, 

political rights, and racial boundaries, especially when it came to the removal and dispossession 

of Native peoples to make way for white settlement. Lincolnôs idea of national unity would 

prove complicated, messy, and in all actuality, quite dirty.414 While the nationôs bounds were 

seemingly set, the imperial arms of administering those national bounds of an internal colony 

were as aggressive as ever.415 The loosely confederated ñnational unionò of the state-republics 

during the ñempire-buildingò period largely transitioned during Lincolnôs nation-making 

presidency to a nation-state or a ñnational empireò in the West.416 Nation-making in the West 

during the Lincoln presidency was largely marked by an expansive federal policy and 

administration that effectuated the continued domestic and internal colonization of marginal 

western territories.417 In signing the Homestead Act of 1862, which was devastating for Native 

sovereignty,  Lincoln shared his Jeffersonian vision of an agrarian West, saying to Congress, ñI 
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have to say that in so far as the government lands can be disposed of, I am in favor of cutting up 

the wild lands into parcels, so that every poor man may have a home.ò418 Every ñpoor manò 

seemed to exclude Native peoples, aside from perhaps their assimilation into this larger national 

republican project. For his part, Lincoln was moderate in his approach to non-white peoples 

when compared to many more racially antagonistic and aggressive contemporaries.419 

Nonetheless, his policies were paternalistic, centralizing, and gave little room for the expression 

of Native sovereignty that resisted federal power.420  

Lincoln would have joined then-Senator Jefferson Davis in the sentiment that a 

transcontinental railroad would be ñan achievement worthy of our age and of our people, to 

couple with bonds of iron the people of the Pacific with the valley of the Mississippi, and show 

that even the snow-capped mountains intervening could not divide them.ò421 Based on the 

phrases ñsnow-capped mountains,ò ñdivide,ò and references to the ñPacificò and ñMississippiò 

watersheds, Davis was borrowing the language of John C. Fremontôs 1842 expedition to the 

Rockies.  Thus, while they would be opposed on the question of Union and slavery, both Davis 

and Lincoln looked West as the future of the nation. Recognizing the growing sense of the loss 

of the Westôs abundance and moved by the photographs and art of Albert Bierstadt and Carleton 

E. Watkins of Yosemite Valley and the Mariposa Grove of Giant Sequoias, Lincoln signed the 

Yosemite Grant Act in 1864. In this act, Lincoln and the Republican Congress moved to protect 
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these spaces from the extractive colonial impulses of Californiaôs mining and logging interests, 

and thus set a precedent for protecting new spaces in a rapidly industrializing West.422 Lincoln 

sought what he saw as pragmatic ways to unify the nationôs various coalitions under some 

fundamental, if imperfect, republican principles, and a major component of this project was the 

American West. Given how much Lincoln relied on the West in his rhetoric and policies as 

president, we can assume it would have played an enormous role in both practically and 

symbolically unifying the nation after the war.423  

After a visit to a theater on Good Friday of 1865, Lincolnôs Reconstruction would not 

come to pass.424 Immediately following Lincolnôs assassination, the first transcontinental railroad 

was completed in 1869, and the Postbellum America of the Johnson and Grant Administrations 

was marked by political scandal, turmoil in the economy, and increasing settler violence with 

Native peoples. While there were a few exceptions, the Reconstructed West was a place in which 

leaders in Washington and state capitals were all too eager to double down on the vision of a 

white West. For the time being, political leaders saw violence and broken treaties as normal 

practice, ignoring the many of the pressing urgent moral contradictions that lay at the core of the 

nation.  

Seeking to unify a vision of the nation after the war, landscape architect Frederick Law 

Olmsted imagined the West as a place where the beauties and transcendent goodness of the 
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natural world could lift a universal human spirit.425 Reporting to Congress on the Yosemite Act 

in 1865, Olmsted wrote that a sense of aesthetic sublimity, ñmanifestations of artistic talent,ò and 

awe had played a key role in the national character during the ñwar of the great rebellion.ò Even 

then, in those dark times as a nation, the search for beauty and meaning played a more pivotal 

role than in any ñperiod before in the history of the country.ò Olmstead explained how even at 

the heights of evil, the human desire for beauty shone in the fog of war as the ñgreat dome of the 

Capitol was wholly constructedò as the ñforces of the insurgents watched it rounding upward to 

completionéò that during the year of the Emancipation Proclamation, the ñgreat statue of 

Liberty was posed upon its summit.ò He noted that during this violent time, Central Park in New 

York, the colonnade of the Treasury building, and the commission of Emmanuel Leutzeôs 

Westward the Course of Empire Takes Its Way, a piece of the ñpeopling of the Pacific Statesò 

and the ñfinest work of the painterôs art in the Capitol,ò were all completed. In this context, some 

of the nationôs most prominent built landmarks were created as icons, emblems of a national 

republicanism.426  

It was in the ñdarkest hoursò of the war in 1864 that a Congress captivated by the 

ñpaintings of Bierstadt and the photographs of Watkins,ò gave ñto the people of the Atlantic 

some idea of the sublimity of the Yosemite.ò In response, Congress passed the Yosemite Grant 

Act, preserving Sequoias of the Sierra and the granite valley of the Yosemite from the 
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ñcapriceéof some industrial speculation,ò and thus decreed it should be a landscape ñsegregated 

from the general domain of public lands, and devoted forever to popular resort and recreationéò 

In Olmsteadôs mind, beauty and the aesthetics of wonder and awe were balms to help in ñbinding 

up the wounds and cheering the spirits of those who were stricken in the battles of liberty.ò427 

The preservation of Yosemite showed that even in her darkest hour, the republic could seek 

healing and beauty not only in built landmarks, but in natural ones. Olmstead hoped that the 

ñpower of sceneryò would be a power for national renewal and reconciliation. Thus, for 

Olmstead, the lands of the West were more than a place for recreation, but landscapes of liberty 

and places of healing attached to an innate desire for beauty and renewal in the human heart.  

In what he saw as an uncivilized age ravaged by death and war, Olmstead turned to the 

scenery of the West as a place to ñre-civilizeò the nation and restore a unified sense of American 

identity. ñThe power of scenery to affect men,ò Olmstead wrote, was ñproportionate to the 

degree of their civilization and the degree in which their taste has been cultivated.ò Olmstead 

thus set up this program of naturalistic natural renewal as a defining marker of American 

identity, continued that ñamong a thousand savages, there will be a much smaller number who 

will show the least sign of being so affected than among a thousand persons taken from a 

civilized community.ò By setting this dichotomy between settler and Native in epic racial and 

civilizational terms, Olmstead could justify the dispossession of sublime spaces for settler use 

because Native culture was not ñcivilized enough.ò It was the frontier myth of settler 

exceptionalism against both the wilds and the Native, and somewhere in that dialectical struggle 

for ñcivilization,ò true culture would emerge. Aesthetics proved for Olmstead to be a ñdistinction 
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between civilized and savage menò and ñan important fact that as civilization advances, the 

interest of men in natural scenes of sublimity and beauty increaseséò Here again is a curious 

contradiction: the universal healing properties of nature and the ñpower of sceneryò were linked 

for Olmstead to an American nation-state.428 

 In the first year of Reconstruction, a time so desperate for meaning and national identity, 

the idea that the West was an exceptional landscape blessed by Providence again gained popular 

appeal in the East. In this vision, Native peoples, if depicted or described at all, were a vanishing 

relic of a former world in the ensuing American civilization.429 Liberal Republicans after the war 

saw the myth of the West, rather than the North or South, as a healing source of unity between 

the nation. For these people, the technical innovations of the West, such as the Pacific Railroad, 

allowed horizontal modes of mobility to the reverential and healing spaces of the West that 

would come to be epitomized by places such as Yellowstone, Yosemite, and the mountains of 

the Pacific Slope and Front Range. Such places reconciled the shattered trust between regional 

divisions in America.430 The language of industrial superiority, often mixed with Providential 

notions of divine benediction, for this nation-making project. The line ñMay God continue the 

unity of our Country as this Railroad unites the two great oceans of the world,ò was inscribed on 

one of the sides of the symbolic ñGolden Spikeò at Promontory, Utah, in 1869.431 This kind of 
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aesthetic of sublimity and Divine benediction was tied to a national myth of the frontier. The 

Union had survived, and republican nation-making, largely through direct federal control, 

continued in the Reconstruction era with the Westôs landmarks becoming landmarks of national 

identity and the mythic frontier. Once again, however, the paradox at the heart of the empire of 

liberty emerged in the background of these Western icons: in building the empire of liberty, there 

was the necessity of stripping the dignity and liberties of others. The making of national identity 

was still a search for settler authenticity on Native lands, and projects such as the 

transcontinental railroad were a project immersed in exploitative, racially defined labor.432 

Nonetheless, this inconvenient truth went largely unexamined by a nation desperate to forget the 

wounds of the battle.  

Immediately after the completion of the Transcontinental Railroad, the interests of 

industrial capital rose. Writers, such as long-time Western wanderer, miner, and explorer George 

Crofutt, wrote tracts for travelers such as the Great Trans-Continental Touristôs Guide (1870), to 

encourage the commodification and experience of national landscapes in the West. Books such 

as this book joined scores of other overland travel guides, but here was a new ñguideò made for 

tourism, not settlement, for leisure, not a ñhow-toò guide for the dangers of overland travel. 

Unlike the previous decadeôs depictions of the American landscape, such as Bierstadtôs and 

Leutzeôs, an illustration of this tourist guide centers on the practical dimensions of the West. The 

expanded vision of this racialized West is evident with the inclusion of Chinese elders in this 

depiction of the Sierra Nevada and Central Pacific (see figure 2) in the upper right corner, who, 
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along with American politicians, flank Columbia, the womanly personification of the nation.433 

In the preface, Crofutt staunchly defends the expansive republican project as a figure of a white 

empire, describing his book as about the West of   

éa vast empireéa country that only a few years ago was almost wholly unexplored and 

unknown to the white race. But since the completion of the Pacific Railroad, it has been 

occupied by over half a million of the most adventurous, active, honest, and progressive 

white people that the world can produce-people that are building towns and villages as 

through by magic; prospecting, discovering and developing the great the great treasure 

chambers of the continent; extending our grad system of railroads all over the country, 

like a vast network; or engaged in the cultivation of the inexhaustible soil which is 

literally causing the wilderness to ñblossom like a rose.ò434 

 

The author minces no words in describing this continentalist project as imperial and white, as he 

builds on the wider national ideal of working and settling the land as a part of republican virtue. 

For him, expansion and conquest in making the white West was a fundamental and natural 

feature of the American experiment. Moreover, the linked relationships of the two railroads 

allowed his Eastern audiences to imagine an Edenic West within reach for the masses to Western 

landscapes such as Yosemite that ñgrandest scenery on the continent, if not the worldéò This 

exceptionalist language would only grow to include other mountainous spaces in the West, with 

many of them, such as the Grand Teton, being interpreted as epitomizing the aesthetics of a 

national empire.435 The rapid communication of literary and visual culture, such as photographs, 

paintings, magazine articles, and government reports that were becoming increasingly popular in 
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Eastern society, with writings such as Crofuttôs, became an integral part of this eraôs history in 

searching for healing balms for the nation based on empire, beauty, and the West.436  

Langford, Moran, Jackson: The Power of Image and Description in Making the Grand Teton 

 The golden spike in Promontory, Utah, of the first transcontinental railroad had barely 

been hammered before railway tycoon Jay Cooke began raising funding and sponsoring surveys 

for what would be the Northern Pacific Railway. Connecting the northern tier of states from the 

Great Lakes to the Pacific Northwest, the proposed route for this second transcontinental railroad 

would eventually allow significantly easier travel into the wilds of the Greater Yellowstone 

country, with Cooke believing this business venture would pay dividends not only in trade but in 

tourism.437 By 1871, too, the Grant Administration and congressional Republicans sought to 

expand federal power not only in the reconstructed South but also in the West, and thus rebuild a 

unified nation by the exercise of Republican policies. With the Civil War over, Republicans were 

ready to pursue the intertwined goals of supporting science, surveys, and the expansion of federal 

power. The surveys for proposed railroads played a pivotal role in the history of Yellowstone, 

but what is not as often remembered is their connection to the growth of the Tetons in the 

American consciousness. The first intentional explorations of the Tetons were a side-quest of the 

1871 Hayden Survey of Yellowstone. As is often so frequent in Western history, the combination 

of business, ideological, and political interests coalesced to fund the Hayden Survey, which 

would bring the Grand Teton into the public imagination. Instead of being a cause of division as 
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before the war, the West would be a place of unity, the perfect place to help rehabilitate the 

nation, or, as Olmstead suggested, it could be a landscape of beauty where the ñpower of 

sceneryò would be a place of shared national identity.438 

 From nearly the beginning of the republic, government surveys played a key role in the 

expansion of American power. While it was never accomplished on account of diplomatic issues, 

one of the republicôs first funded expeditions was a planned 1793 expedition to the Pacific by 

French botanist Andre Michaux during the Washington Administration.439 Some of the more 

well-known Western scientific expeditions included Lewis and Clark (1804), Pike (1806), Long 

(1820), Bonneville (1833), Fremont (1842), Lander (1859), and Reynolds (1860), before most 

federal surveys came to a rapid halt with the onset of the Civil War. Now with the war over and 

the Republicans eager to continue the settlement and industrialization of western lands, they 

funded the Hayden Survey to Yellowstone, which was one of the more scientifically intriguing 

and uncharted landscapes in the northern Rockies.440 The Hayden survey would not only lead to 

the creation of Yellowstone National Park, thanks to the reports, art, and photography that came 

as a result of the survey, but it would also help center the Grand Teton and its landscape as 

emblematic landmark mountains of settler and national identity. Imagery played a fundamental 

part in these surveys and, in the process, created geographical intrigue of the realism of the 

Westôs mountains. Realistic paintings and photography allowed settlers to vicariously imagine 

themselves in the landscape, situating themselves in space and time in the land. This settler 
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geographical action acted as an unrelenting cycle. The more one saw, the more one wanted to 

know, leading to more surveys, scientific explorations, and eventually, commodification and 

exploitation of the land. Indigeneity was nearly universally absent in the survey-produced 

images, bounding them as ñother,ò separate, and unnatural to the landscape. At best, it was a 

scientific colonization of erasure, and at worst, it was indicative of settler-Native violence 

leading to genocidal campaigns across the West.441 The reality was that the making of these 

reverential national spaces in the settler West was born in the blood of nation-making policies. 

These lands were lands of deep contradictions that would be linked as a symbol of a settler 

nation, and a promise of democracy that would be wholly unfilled by millions of the continentôs 

inhabitants.  

The main summits of the Teton Range, composed of South Teton, Middle Teton, and 

culminating with the Grand Teton, were not some unknown entities in the mythical horizon but 

had long been iconic landmarks of settler identity and imagination. The Teton region was first 

labeled on a map by John Colter in 1807 and was known by many Euro-American cartographers 

and trappers as a local landmark for decades. Crossing Union Pass in the Wind River Mountains 

in 1811 for the Pacific Fur Company, Wilson Price Hunt signified the mountains for their 

navigational ability, the sense of place and order to the landscape that they brought, calling them 

the ñPilot Knobsò instead of the French fur-trapper name, Les Trois Tetons, or the ñthree 

breasts.ò442 The names ñPilot Knobò and ñThree Tetonsò were used interchangeably until the 
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publication of an 1837 map based on Washington Irvingôs book.443 Their prominence aided 

navigational orientation, and their rapid and solitary rise elevated them as an obvious landmark 

of stately grandeur. Major early American explorers in the region, such as Warren Ferris in 1835, 

and Washington Irving in The Adventures of Captain Bonneville, based on the 1833 Bonneville 

Expedition, called the Tetons ñlandmarks.ò444 Seeing the Tetons from the east and coming down 

from Togwotee Pass into Jackson Hole, Ferris wrote of the ñéThree Tetonséwhich are three 

inaccessible finger-shaped peaks of a lofty mountain overlooking the country to a vast distance, 

and they form a noted landmark in that region.ò445 Similarly, Washington Irving, in The 

Adventures, placed the Tetons as vertical landmarks in making the cosmos of the Western world. 

In describing Captain Benjamin Bonnevilleôs view from the summit of a Wind River peak in 

1833, he wrote:  

éthe peak on which the captain had taken his stand, commanded the while Wind River 

chainéthe fountain headséof the mighty tributaries to the Atlantic and Pacific 

Oceanséin another direction were to be seen some of the sources of the Oregon, or 

Columbia, flowing to the north-west past those towering landmarks the Three Tetons, and 

pouring down into the great lava plainéthe whole of this impressive area was enclosed 

by an another range of shadowy peaks, some of them faintly marked on the horizon, 

which seems to wall it in from the rest of the earth.446 

 

Likewise, in this Western place-making of the nearby Wind River Mountains, the peaks were the 

only ones specifically mentioned by name in these descriptions. In 1842, John C. Fremont, atop 

Fremont Peak, looked west to ñdiscover the snowy heads of the Trois Tetons, where were the 
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sources of the Missouri and Columbia Rivers,ò a clear reference to Bonnevilleôs depiction of 

placing these peaks at the center of the continental cosmos. Writing of his 1860 report of the 

expedition to the Yellowstone region before the war, William Reynolds, who in 1848 had made 

the first ascent of Pico de Orizaba during the American occupation of Mexico City, wrote that 

the Grand Tetons arose as ñdomineer[ing]ò ñlandmarks in this region.ò447 

Despite their reputation from a distance, because of their inaccessible location, settlers 

had not really explored the range itself.448 The Tetons were seen as a captivating place and the 

mythic headwaters of the Missouri and Columbia, and, for a time, landmarks of travel to the 

Pacific. With the Civil War over, the scientific and military interests once again projected into 

western sites for knowledge, science, and conquest.449 During the 1870 Washburn-Doane 

Yellowstone Expedition, Nathanial P. Langford, by this point an experienced frontiersman and 

later the first superintendent of Yellowstone National Park, wrote about seeing the Grand Teton 

in his expedition diary.450 While Langford did not visit the Teton directly on this expedition, the 

mountains clearly impressed him with their haunting allure. From one of the expeditionôs camps 

on the southern shores of Yellowstone Lake, Langford and his companions gazed from miles 

away at the lofty peaks in the distance and discussed the etymology of the earthy French name of 

the mountains. In their campfire conversations, Langford notes how they considered the name 
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ñTetonsò to be a misnomer. Instead, the group dis believed that the Tetons should be called the 

Titans, ñto illustrate their relation to the surrounding country.ò 451  

The view that Langford would have seen from here is indeed intimidating, even 

fearsome. The northern recesses of the range, headed by Mount Moran, jut dramatically from 

Jackson Lake, shining recessed glaciers, and granite spires crowd seemingly together as they 

culminate towards the imposing and sheer escarpment of the Grand Tetonôs north face: a 

fearsome and awesome sight to behold. In the ancient Greek mythology that Langford was 

referring to, Titans were the children of Uranus (god of the heavens) and Gaea (goddess of 

earth), and so by using the language of ñtitans,ò he saw these jagged spires as a place for the 

unification between heaven and earth, a trope in the West, a familiar trope to overland travelers. 

For Langford, the ñTitan Mountainsò made an overt mystical, almost ethereal, call to him, and it 

would be a call that would beckon him back to ponder them further the following year.452   

 Word was getting back to Washington of the Yellowstone countryôs otherworldly 

landscapes, and successful congressional lobbying would secure $40,000 in survey funding for 

the following years. For early Yellowstone promoter Ferdinand Vandeer Hayden, chief of the 

regionôs expeditions, this allowed him to expand the reach and scope of his surveys. Haydenôs 

1872 survey would employ over sixty men split into two divisions, with one group focusing on 

the Yellowstone Plateau and the other on the Snake River-Teton area. From this second group, 

Nathaiel Langford got his second chance to see the Tetons, from which famed photographer 

 

451 Nathaniel P. Langford, Diary of the Washburn Expedition to the Yellowstone and Firehole Rivers in the Year 

1870, 52-53, Gale Primary Sources: Indigenous Peoples of North America, or. 1905.  
452 Langford, Diary of the Washburn Expedition, 53.  
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William Henry Jackson would capture the first photographs of the South, Middle, and Grand 

Teton for the American masses back East.453  

Langford, Jackson, and later Thomas Moran would forever be associated with the early 

history of Grand Teton. They would be apostles of the Grand, inspiring American imaginations 

with word and imagery, with a symbol of national identity and American continental 

exceptionalism that was so demanded in the Reconstruction Era. Put more crudely, these three 

men were most responsible for using visual culture and popular writing to ñsellò the Grand Teton 

to the masses, depicting its landscape in such a way as to galvanize a nascent fascination with 

this mythical frontier landscape. 

Pages of ink have been spilled over answering the question, ñWho first climbed the 

Grand Teton?ò454 From a historical perspective, this question is more representative of the 

egotistical tendencies of individual accomplishment in the sport of mountaineering than of its 

relevance to the wider iconographic history of the Grand Teton. The significance of Langfordôs 

climb doesnôt lie in whether or not he achieved the actual summit (he likely did not), but in his 

ability to narrate the drama of the climb and allure of the mountain in the popular press. 

Langford published his famous article ñThe Ascent of Mount Haydenò in Scribnerôs Monthly in 

1873, at the time one of the most widely read magazines in the nation.455  After his view of the 

Tetons from his camp the previous year at Yellowstone Lake, Langford wrote that he was ñnever 

 

453 Goeztmann, ñExplorers and Scientists.ò 
454 N. P. Langford, "The Ascent of Mount Hayden," Scribner's Monthly 4 (June 1873):129-137; Langford, Diary of 

the Washburn Expedition, 52-53 footnote; William O. Owen, ñThe Ascent of the Grand Teton,ò Forest and Stream: 

A Journal of Outdoor Life, Travel, Nature Study, Shooting, Fishing, Yachting, Nov. 5, 1898, American Periodicals: 

364; For controversies over another ascent in 1877 by Thomas Cooper see: Richard Leigh, ñThe Ascent of the 

Grand Teton,ò Forest and Stream: A Journal of Outdoor Life, Travel, Nature Study, Shooting, Fishing, Yachting, 

Feb. 11, 1899, American Periodicals: 105.  
455 Langford, Diary of the Washburn Expedition, 52.  
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fully satisfied with my explorationséò The Teton Mountains were already a storied landscape of 

fur-trapper lore, as he described the area as ñthe Wonderlandéespecially in the immediate 

vicinity of the Snake River, of which so many almost fabulous stories have been toldéò456 

Traveling south from Yellowstone, Langfordôs group approached what he described as the 

ñrough, jagged, pointedò a subgroup of peaks such as Mount Owen, Teewinot, and the Grand 

Teton, a region known as ñthe Cathedral groupò of spires and peaks that gather around the 

Grand. Here, he notes that he examined the ñloftiest peak of the three [Tetons, referring to South, 

Middle, and Grand], andéits steep and rock-ribbed sideséò and, facing the dizzying cliffs and 

precipitous drops, concluded that reaching the peak appeared impossible from the base. Langford 

was too experienced a surveyor to give up here.  

His experience taught him that upon closer inspection, landscape forms change, 

sometimes allowing passage through what previously had seemed impenetrable. In this view, he 

continued closer to the mountain, knowing that the view from the summit would be both 

ñexpansive and magnificence,ò and ñof the greatest risks and strongest efforts.ò 457 After 

speaking with long-time fur trapper and explorer Beaver Dick (Richard Leigh), and considering 

the ñopinion of the Indians,ò (likely the Eastern Shoshone) who from time immemorial had 

scoured the upper reaches of the range in search of sheep and for intense spiritual sites known 

today as fasting beds, Langford planned his ascent.458 Despite warnings from others in his group, 

 

456 Langford, ñThe Ascent of Mount Hayden,ò 7. Note: The account of the ascent of the Grand Teton by Langford is 

called ñThe Ascent of Mount Hayden.ò Langford tried to change the name of the mountain in the public parlance to 

be named after Frederick Hayden, chief geologist of the 1871 Yellowstone Expedition. The movement and name did 

not capture much general sympathy, and the name of the mountain remains, The Grand Teton.  
457 Langford, ñThe Ascent of Mount Hayden,ò 21.  
458 Langford, ñThe Ascent of Mount Hayden,ò 22.  
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on July 24, 1872, Langford and his small company set out towards the Grand Teton from a grove 

of aspen stands near the valley floor, proceeding into Garnet Canyon. After passing through the 

thick stands of lodgepole that grow out of the valley, Langford entered the boulder-strewn 

Garnet Canyon, which is so time-consuming and brutal that it is only traveled today during the 

winter when the boulders and brush are covered under a heavy snowpack. The canyon held 

ñbeautiful cascadesò despite the toil and bushwhacking he encountered in the lower canyon.459 

They soon passed through a snowfield, nearly lost a companion to a slip down steep snow, and 

scrambled over rocks, and passed scenes of ñmarvelous beauty.ò He remarked that on the 

journey, he climbed to the summit of a high bench from which he could gather a good view of 

the route to the Grand Teton.  

Climbing ever higher, he remarked that its landscape was ñunlike any other I had ever 

beheld; in all the elements of savage grandeur.ò 460 The idea of a landscape as ñoverpoweringò 

was an idea derived from the romantics of the sublime, representing the terror, thrill, smallness, 

awe, fear, beauty, and wonder that one simultaneously experiences upon gazing at a grand 

landscape.461 In describing the landscapes of the West as such, Langford inspired his readers to 

vicariously envision the Tetons as landmark mountains of American beauty and its continental 

exceptionalism, writing: 

  Rocks and snow, with a few patches of trees, composed the entire scenery; but these were 

arranged in such fantastic forms and on so unlimited a scale as to defy all effort of 

description. It was bewildering, overpowering, but needed something beautiful, 

 

459 Langford, ñThe Ascent of Mount Hayden,ò 43. 
460 Langford, ñThe Ascent of Mount Hayden,ò 47.  
461 Edmund Burke, A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Idea of the Sublime and Beautiful, 1757, hosted 

by the United of Michigan, https://quod.lib.umich.edu/e/ecco/004807802.0001.000?rgn=main;view=toc 
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something upon which the eye could rest pleasurably, to relieve the stern lineaments 

everywhere revealed.462    

 

The men were closing in on the summit, arriving at the Upper Saddle at 13,100ô, and by this 

point, they had already ascended over six thousand vertical feet. They would not stop here, with 

Langford writing that had they stopped, they would have risked ñlife and limb to little purpose, if 

the small matter of five hundred feet was to prevent the accomplishment of our task.ò463 Along 

with Stevenson, Langford continued the ascent.  

High on the upper ramparts of the Grand Teton, at around 13,280ô, Langford was 

surprised by what he saw. He encountered one that would later be called ñThe Enclosure,ò one of 

the highest archeological sites in North America.464  He had stumbled upon a Crow or Shoshone 

fasting bed perched on a separate pillar across from the summit of the Grand Teton.465 Struck in 

awe of the concept of deep time, melding human and natural history together in one place, he 

wrote the structure must have dated back to ña period of time which human experience cannot 

calculateéto produce this wonderful disintegration of solid granite.ò  Langford described the 

site: 

On the top of an adjacent pinnacle, but a little lower than the one we occupied, we found 

a circular enclosure, six feet in diameter, composed of granite slabs... evidently the work 

of Indians, it could not have been constructed less than a century ago, and it is not 

improbable that its age may reach back for many centuries.466  

 

 

462 Langford, ñThe Ascent of Mount Hayden,ò 47.  
463 Langford, ñThe Ascent of Mount Hayden,ò 46-47. 
464 ñAscent of the Grand Teton,ò The Galaxy: A Magazine of Entertaining Reading XVI, 5, (1866-1878), Nov. 1873, 

American Periodicals: 703.  
465 Lawrence L. Loendorf and Aaron B. Brien, The Enclosure, Wyoming State Historic Preservation Office, 2022, 

https://wyoshpo.wyo.gov/index.php/files/167/WAAM Posters/1540/Archaeology Flier 2022.pdf.  
466 Landford, ñThe Ascent of Mount Hayden, (1872)ò in Robert Righter (ed.) A Teton Country Anthology, (New 

York, NY: Roberts Rinehart, Inc. Publishers, 1990): 18-19.  

https://wyoshpo.wyo.gov/index.php/files/167/WAAM%20Posters/1540/Archaeology%20Flier%202022.pdf
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According to Crow elder Grant Bulltail, the Teton Mountains are traditionally known as 

Bishishôs Father, where tradition holds a man by the name of Bishish received a vision from this 

or a similar site of a horse on an island, inspiring him to bring the first horses to the tribe.467 

After the spiritual cleansing of a sweat bath and smudging of sage or a similar herb, the 

supplicant would go to a remote natural place, and these sites were where the supplicant would 

fast and pray high on the mountain and be exposed to the elements of the alpine, without the 

comforts of food, water, and warmth. On these fasting beds, the supplicant was believed to 

receive his power from an animal and be taught a medicine song.468 For the Shoshone, too, the 

entire region and the peaks are known as ñTeewinotò or ñmany pinnaclesò and had long been a 

place of story and identity in their oral traditions.469 As Shoshone elder and NPS ranger Laine 

Thom shares in his oral history, the Teewinot region and the Yellowstone region were deeply 

connected, with what is known as Two Oceans Pass where ñSogo Piaò or ñMother Earthò spilled 

her ñbasket filled with water and fishò over the pass, causing the Yellowstone and Snake Rivers 

to split into different directions just east of the Teton Range.470  

Langford had a moment of realization of a potential commonality between settler society 

and an indigenous one. For Langford, the discovery of the site was equally, if not more 

impressive than the summit itself, as he noted that the site was ñthe great wonder of our dayôs 

work,ò realizing that both white and Native imaginations were captured by the alluring and 

 

467 Loendorf and Brien, The Enclosure, 3-4.  
468 Loendorf and Brien, The Enclosure, 1-2. 
469 National Park Service, ñTeewinotò National Park Service Trip Planner Brochure, Summer 2010, Second Edition, 

NPShistory.com, https://share.google/DxbEwEMSVi4BgtUtR  
470 Laine Thom, ñThe Origin of the Snake and Yellowstone Rivers (2018),ò in Robert Righter (ed.), The Grand 

Teton Reader, (Salt Lake City, UT: University of Utah Press, 2021): 16-18.  

https://share.google/DxbEwEMSVi4BgtUtR


189 

 

aesthetic power of the Grand Tetonôs landscapes in making meaning and forming identity.  He  

believed that the ñIndians of our dayò were not capable of climbing this summit, demonstrating 

his racist ideology of white physical superiority, writing that ñthe toil and exposure of a scramble 

up the Teton would daunt the bravest of theméò471 Despite using this racist language, perhaps a 

nascent glimmer of an awareness of a more universal vision of the human condition was shown 

through this racial language, as he wrote that the site proved to him that ñéthe Indians usually 

so incurious, had some time been influenced by the same spirit which had inspired us.ò472 What 

might have been this ñsame spiritò? In this moment, during the American Indian Wars, Langford, 

perhaps unintentionally, acknowledged the Grand Teton as a unifying axis point of identity, 

beauty, and myth between the settler and Native peoples. 

 Using Biblical imagery, Langford made overt parallels between the Grand Teton and its 

symbolic power based on Scripture. Ascending past the Enclosure, he wrote that ñthose lofty 

peaks seemed to move before us like the Israelites' pillar of cloudéthe peaks shoot upward to 

the heavens.ò473 Like the vertical pillar of cloud and fire guiding the Hebrews to the Promised 

Land through the Sinai wilderness, the Grand Teton was an emblem, an icon, a landmark for the 

promise of the American nation in the heart of a continental wilderness.474 Langford was 

consciously employing the descriptive language of Protestant Western boosters to his audience in 

Schriberôs Monthly, and was partaking in the wider ideological habit of using Biblical and 

Israelite-Exodus imagery to demonstrate the grace that Providence must have bestowed upon the 

 

471 Langford, ñThe Ascent of Mount Hayden,ò in Teton Country Anthology, 19.  
472 Langford, ñThe Ascent of Mount Hayden,ò 79. 
473 Langford, ñThe Ascent of Mount Hayden,ò 63.  
474 Exodus 13:21 (NIV) 
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continentalist project. Biblical justifications helped mask the wider ideological ambitions of 

empire, with settlers seen as ñIsraelites,ò Natives to heathen ñCanaanites,ò the trials of overland 

travel to ñThe Exodus,ò all in search of an earthly ñEdenò (or ñZionò in the case of Mormons), 

all guided by the pillars of Providence.475 As the Divine had once used the pillar of the cloud and 

fire to guide his people and bestow on them an identity as his ñChosen People,ò so too was this 

mountain an emerging emblem of the West, and a source of a new national identity.  

At last, late in the afternoon on July 29, 1872, he made it to what he wrote to be the 

summit of the Grand Teton. From the Grand, Langford described the ñbeauties of this wondrous 

panoramaéò and Langford, like Jefferson, Bonneville, and Fremont before him, painted a 

detailed geographical outline of the viewshed, giving a sense of order, control, and space to the 

continental landscape.476 From this divine pillarôs top, Langford and Stevenson looked out 

towards the Madison Range across from the goldfields of Virginia City, the fabled Yellowstone 

Plateau, and the Snake River plains to the west. He found himself atop even the mythological 

ñcloud-defined peaks of the Wind River Mountains,ò which by 1872 were becoming an obsolete 

mythic landscape with the decline of the Oregon Trailôs use. Langfordôs climb, along with the 

imagery of Jackson and Moran,  helped definitively drive the Wind Rivers from the public 

memory. He and his companions felt a great sense of pride and accomplishment, ña solitary 

satisfactionò that they were ñthe first white men who had ever stood upon the spotéò yet by 

specifying ñwhite men,ò Langford indirectly acknowledged that the indigenous peoples, on 

 

475 Jerry Rushford, Christians on the Oregon Trail: Churches of Christ and Christian Churches in Eastern Oregon, 

1842-1882, (Joplin, MO: College Press Publishing Company, 1998); Patty Limerick, The Legacy of Conquest: The 

Unbroken Past of the American West, (New York, NY: W.W. Norton Press, 1987); Wallace Stegner, The Gathering 

of Zion: The Story of the Mormon Trail, (Lincoln, NE: Bison Books, 1992, org. 1964).  
476 Langford, ñThe Ascent of Mount Hayden,ò 79.  
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whose land he now stood, might very well have been the first humans to set foot on the 

summit.477 Langfordôs article on his climb of the Grand Teton in the popular Schriberôs Monthly 

gave Americans a new insight into the mysterious Teton landscape, which had been written 

about fleetingly for decades before.478 While Langfordôs story and climb placed the Grand Teton 

in the vertical imagination, it was hardly yet the Westôs emblem of frontier ideals. To do that, the 

Tetons would need the power of imagery and visual culture to elevate this mountainôs status to 

the nation.   

What Langford did with the word, William Henry Jackson and Thomas Moran would do 

with visuals. Jackson and Moran were captivated by the aesthetics of the vertical imagination, 

and their works reflect that experience. Both of them had been part of the earlier 1871 Hayden 

expedition to Yellowstone, commissioned to photograph and paint the landscapes of the region 

for the American public and politicians. In all likelihood, the closest they got on that trip to the 

Grand Teton was south of Yellowstone Lake. On those shores, Langford, Moran, Jackson, and 

companions considered the name given to the Tetons. 479 Jackson and Moran remained close 

friends for the remainder of their lives, both imagining the glories of the Grand Teton through 

different artistic media.480 Jackson, through his photographs, and Moran, through his painting, 

procured and framed a landscape of rugged and boundless proportions, further cementing the 

Grand Teton as an icon of the West in the public imagination.  

 

477 Langford, ñThe Ascent of Mount Hayden, 74. 
478 Andy Selters, Ways to the Sky: A Historical Guide to North American Mountaineering, (Golden, CO: American 

Alpine Club Press, 2004): 17-18. 
479 Langford, Diary of the Washburn Expedition, 52-53 
480 William Henry Jackson, ñWith Moran in Yellowstone, or. 1938ò in Thomas Moran: Explorer in Search of 

Beauty, ed. Fritiof Fryxell, (New York, NY: American Book-Stratford Press, 1958): 49-71, Haynes Special 

Collection, Montana State University, Bozeman, MT 
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The result of such a visual union was a political and conservation success. This was 

thanks in no small part to Thomas Moranôs Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone, which depicted 

the dramatic yellow-hinged gorges and canyonlands around Yellowstone Falls. Shortly after its 

viewing in Washington, Congress designated Yellowstone as the nationôs first national park.481 

For over thirty years, Moran traveled across the nation, most often in the American West, 

producing, through his paintings, iconic landscapes in which Americans could vicariously 

imagine the Far West.482 Moran wrote little about his experiences in the West, but his paintings 

speak to a deeply aesthetic experience in the region.483 As his daughter, Ruth Moran, recounted: 

Every artist of genius experiences during his life a great spiritual revelation and 

upheaval. This revelation came to Moran as he journeyed on horseback through an almost 

unbelievable wilderness. To him it was all grandeur, beauty, color, and light-nothing of 

man at all, but natureéò484  

 

While Moran was on the Hayden Expedition to Yellowstone in 1871, he did not venture nearer 

to the Tetons until after Jackson and Langford had already helped shift the nationôs vertical 

imagination towards the range. Reflecting on their friendship, William Henry Jackson wrote that 

they were very close friends on their expeditions in search of the Westôs beauties. According to 

Jackson, Moran could ñmake people like himò as a ñkey to his geniusò and that his personality 

 

481 William H. Goetzmann and William N. Goetzmann, The West of the Imagination, (New York, NY: W.W. Norton 

& Company, 1986): 176.  
482 Robert Allerton Parker, ñThe Water-Colors of Thomas Moran,ò 80; Fritiof Fryxell, Thomas Moran: An 
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483 Fritlof Fryxell, Fritlof Fryxell, ñThomas Moranôs Journey to the Tetons in 1879,ò  in Augustana Historical 

Society Publications, No. 2, (1932,): 5, quoted in Fritiof Fryxell, The Teton Peaks and Their Ascents, (Grand Teton 
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193 

 

was enough to make ñeven a mountain a waterfallérespond to his charm.ò485 A 

contemporaneous artist of Moran, Robert Parker, used the language of the continent and 

American continentalism to explain Moran's writing: 

é[Moran] opened the eyes of Americans to the vast inexhaustible expanses of nature 

upon our own continentéhe went forth in search of beauty as others were in search of 

copper, gold, and oil. He was creative because he awakened the American consciousness 

to the permanent value of that wide, measureless expanse of wilderness, of sky, and 

mountain and extravagancies of Nature, as natural resources of beauty to be prized and 

conservedé486 

 

Parkerôs words capture the growing continental consciousness of the republic of natureôs 

Western landscapes that Moranôs work fostered. As seen in the previous chapters on the Wind 

Rivers, the interposition of national identity and mountainous landscapes was a staple trope of 

republican continental ideology in the nineteenth century. Moran painted in continuity with the 

tradition of continental exceptionalism in mind, and insofar as he did, he painted an aesthetic 

depiction of the nation. At the same time, for Parker, something was different about Moran. 

There was something immaterial, spiritual even, in his work. While others in the settler-colonial 

project saw the West as a landscape of extractive profit, Moranôs West was a landscape of 

beauty. Of course, the real entanglement here is that the two visions of the settler that Parker 

proposes are not mutually exclusive. Moranôs work in the Tetons, Yellowstone, and around the 

West was either directly sponsored by governmental surveys or indirectly facilitated by the 

settler invasion of the West. 

 

 

485 William Henry Jackson, Time Exposure: The Autobiography of William Henry Jackson, (G.P. Putnam and Sons, 

1940): 200.  
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Figure 20. Moran's ñSketch of 'Mount Hayden" (1879) is from the west side of the Tetons near 

todayôs Teton Valley, Idaho, and shows the Grand Teton and Mount Owen rising high above the 

valley. Moranôs viewpoint of this sketch mirrors the famous 1872 photograph by William Henry 

Jackson from near the top of Maryôs Nipple, Wyoming (near the current Grand Targhee Ski 

Resort.487  

 

487 Thomas Moran, Sketch of the Mount Hayden, (1879), Jackson Hole Historical Society, in Goetzmann, A Place 

Called Jackson Hole, ñExplores and Scientists,ò https://www.nps.gov/parkhistory/online_books/grte2/hrs4a.htm  
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Figure 21. ñThe Three Tetonsò by Thomas Moran (1881) is depicted from the western side of the 

range and includes the presence of a government survey camp and horses in the foreground, 

helping solidify the notion of the Grand Teton as a frontier landscape. At the time, many 

Americans were beginning to fear the ñlossò of the frontier as would be articulated by Frederick 

Jackson Turner in 1890. This ñvanishing frontierò imaginary at the end of the nineteenth century 

played a massive role in helping produce the Grand Teton as an icon of the ñOld West.ò488 

 

For Moran, the Teton landscape was among the pinnacles of Western beauty, believing, 

as Langford had written, that it was the ñfinest pictorial range in the United States...ò489 Moranôs 

use of dramatic lighting, masterful use of contrast, and grand vistas of place and space in his 

paintings make them among the most recognizable collections in American art history. Moran 

popularized the range even further with the vivid colors and sweeping majesty of his 1881 

painting, The Three Tetons.490 This work gave spirit to a pastoral yet sublime landscape that 

 

488 Thomas Moran, The Three Tetons, 1881, Gilcrease Museum Art Collection, Tulsa, OK, 

https://collections.gilcrease.org/object/012349.  
489 Fritlof Fryxell, ñThomas Moranôs Journey to the Tetons in 1879,ò 5.  
490 Note: Landscape painter Albert Bierstadt also painted in the Teton Mountains, but his work in the region was not 

as popularized as Moranôs. Bierstadt tended to concentrate his signature works in the Sierra Nevada and Colorado 

https://collections.gilcrease.org/object/012349
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many would never see, and drew the interest of those Eastern elite who perhaps could travel 

there for themselves. Mountains and vast landscapes were sacred spaces, separate from the 

mundane and temporal world of humanity. Instead, Moran encountered these places as radiant in 

light and unified beauty. One article in the early 1900s noted that the work of ñéMr. Moran 

delights in glowing harmonies of brilliant color that are always woven into a fascinating whole, 

and these pictures are like visions of poetry and dreams.ò491 Seeing The Three Tetons from 

Pierreôs Hole implicitly demonstrated the entanglement between the invasion of Native lands and 

the settler search for beauty and authenticity in newly explored territories. Moranôs vision of the 

Tetons, those ñPilot Knobsò and ñcontinental landmarks,ò was implicitly imagined within a 

framework of Western freedom without responsibility. In these terms, the making of the ñempire 

of libertyò required taking the liberty of others, of which, in that historical sense, the Grand 

Teton stands as a kind of memorial icon of.  

Moranôs work gave imaginative settler credibility to a deeply contested place. His 

painting spoke to the American conquest of the continent, and thus he helped to build the Tetons 

as a national landscape of the mythic frontier landscape. When in another sense, there remains 

little doubt that Moranôs personal motivations included a search for the immaterial, the aesthetic, 

and spiritual ideas of a landscape of hope. As an artist, Moran was a co-creator in imagining the 

landscapes that spoke to his soul, and his paintings of the Tetons, Sierra Nevada, Colorado 

 

Rockies, while Moranôs concentration was in the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem. For an example see: Albert 

Bierstadt, ñScenery in the Grand Tetons,ò Marsh-Billings-Rockefeller National Historic Park, circa 1865-1870, 

https://www.nps.gov/museum/exhibits/mabi/exb/HudsonRiverSchool/BierstadtTetons2843_300.html; Thomas 

Moran, The Teton Range, 1897, The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, NY, 

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/11600.  
491 ñôThomas Moran, N.A.ô describing his life and work,ôò Gilcrease Museum Archive and Library Collection, 

Tulsa, OK, Accession No. 5126.242, https://collections.gilcrease.org/object/5126242.   
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Rockies, and Southwestern deserts all helped to convey an immaterial and intrinsic dignity to 

land and spurred motivation for conservation from the more rapacious impulses of American 

settlers. At the same time, Thomas Moranôs painting tradition was tied to the romantic and racial 

history of empire-building and nation-making. Hudson School painter Thomas Cole and his epic 

painting Course of Empire (1836) depicted much of the imperial and romantic imagination that a 

painter in his tradition, such as Moran, would have imbued into his art. Coleôs imagination of the 

ñcourse of empireò starting in ñThe Savage Stateò and ñArcadian Stateò is visually similar to 

how Hudson School and American landscape painters depicted the lands of the American West. 

They were lightly inhabited lands that were ripe for the establishment of a new civilization. 

Native inhabitants were almost always absent from these paintings, and, if they are present, they 

were tiny remnants as unfortunate victims of the empire-building.492 Perhaps this artistic 

tradition is indicative of one of the great paradoxes of empire-building and nation-making in the 

nineteenth century in the West: the settler search for authenticity, identity, and connection to the 

land meant that those very values had to be stripped from a people already there.  

 

492 Hore, Visions of Nature, 146-149.  
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Figure 22. William Henry Jacksonôs photograph of the Three Tetons, which rise to the center 

right of the photo, and the ridge he is on gives way to the left, opening up a dramatic valley and 

tablelands towards impressive summits. This was the first photograph of the storied Tetons, 

which had a place in the geographical imagination of settlers since the early 1800s.493 

 

 

493 William H. Jackson, Panoramic View of the Grand Teton Range, Looking East, 1872, US Geological Survey, 

http://npshistory.com/publications/grte/hrs/chap18.htm  
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Figure 23. ñMount Hayden or The Grand Teton,ò by William Henry Jackson (1872), is seen from 

the summit of Table Mountain, Wyoming. The USGS Report of 1871-72 caption for this 

photograph calls the mountain a ñmonarchò of the Rocky Mountains, and because of its 

commanding visibility from across the region, it was ñone of the most conspicuous landmarks in 

the West.ò494  

William Henry Jackson photographed much of what Moran painted on their first visit to 

Yellowstone in 1871. He added a realistic dimension to Moranôs sublime images, photographing 

now iconic sites such as Old Faithful, Tower Falls, and the Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone, 

 

494 William Henry Jackson, Mount Hayden or the Grand Teton, (1873), ñPhotographs of the Yellowstone National 

Park and Views of Montana and Wyoming Territories,ò Getty Museum, 

https://www.getty.edu/art/collection/object/1092A9; U.S. Geological and Geographical Survey of the Territories, 

Annual Report 1871-72 (Washington, 1873): 9. 
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solidifying the Yellowstone as no longer ñterra incognitaò to eastern Americans.495 Before the 

popularity of landscape paintings fell off in favor of landscape photography, the two media 

existed side-by-side for decades, romanticizing a sublime West to settlers in the East.496 Working 

as two parts of the same project, scenery and scientific exploration justified to white Americans 

the exceptional nature of their own nativity to the continental project.497 Images produced by 

Jackson helped to craft the idealistic visions of grand and luscious paintings, solidifying these 

landscapes in a tradition of realism. In 1872, Jackson returned to the Teton region. On the same 

trip that Langford and Stevenson would scale the Grand from the east, Jackson would 

photograph it from the west. It was the imagery of these peaks that made them ñperhaps the 

finest pictorial range in the United States or even North America,ò for Jackson.498  Jackson 

recounted that the photographs that he took in the Tetons were ñessential to the fulfillment of the 

doctorôs (Haydenôs) plans for publicizing this Survey.ò499 The larger group departed from Fort 

Ellis near todayôs Bozeman, Montana, proceeded into the Paradise Valley, and into Yellowstone. 

Meanwhile, Jackson joined the Langford and Stevenson party from Salt Lake because they were 

ñpreparing to go into a country hitherto unphotographed,ò and thus it ñwas natural that I should 

be assigned to work with it.ò500 After exploring the Teton Range, Jackson and Langfordôs group 

 

495 Fritiof Fryxell, William H. Jackson: Photographer, Artist, Explorer, Museum of the United States Department of 

the Interior, Washington, DC, April 4 to May 4, 1940: 1-11, Haynes Special Collection, Montana State University, 

Bozeman, MT.  
496 Hore, Visions of Nature, 156-157. 
497 Hore, Visions of Nature, 156-157. 
498 Fritlof Fryxell, ñThomas Moranôs Journey to the Tetons in 1879,ò in Augustana Historical Society Publications, 

No. 2, 1932, quoted in Fritiof Fryxell, The Teton Peaks and Their Ascents, (Grand Teton National Parks, The 

Crandall Studios, 1932):23, Haynes Special Collection, Montana State University, Bozeman, MT.    
499 Jackson, Time Exposure, 201.  
500 Jackson, Time Exposure, 205. 
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would meet up with the main Hayden division by ascending Targhee pass on the Continental 

Divide, which is today the Idaho-Montana state line. 

 The first photographs of the Grand Tetons were taken when Jackson climbed a peak, 

today known as ñMaryôs Nipple,ò on the west side of the range, which is today within the ski 

boundary of Grand Targhee Ski Resort. Each winter, thousands of skiers, thinking more of their 

descents than the landscape around them, unknowingly ski from an unassuming point in Western 

history that helped create the Tetons as landmark mountains of national identity. It is one of the 

ironies of Wyoming landscapes that places such as Maryôs Nipple, South Pass, and Point 11,306 

(the view from which Westward the Course of Empire Takes Its Way is based), are spaces of 

hidden stories and unassuming mountain spaces that served as conduits in creating boundless 

iconographies of continental proportions. From this small bump on a ridge on the western side of 

the Tetons, Jackson and companion Charley Campbell set up their equipment, an ñ11x14 

cameraò that was needed for the ñbig pictures compelled from the course, since satisfactory 

enlargement from small negatives could not be made.ò With this larger equipment, Jackson 

wrote, ñit was impossible to prepare and develop the bigger plates in my portable dark box, I 

now had to set up a dark tent every time I wanted to make a picture. These little tents had a 

conventional cover of gray-white canvas; but inside it was lined with orange calico to it out the 

actinic rays.ò501 Charley Campell, Jacksonôs late wifeôs young cousin and two other men, J.M 

Coulter and P.J. Beveridge ascended from Pierreôs Hole, ña favored shelter for trappers in the 

early dayséinto the country for the Hudsonôs Bay Company.ò On the same trip on which 

Langford and Stevenson were set on climbing the Grand Teton, Jackson and his small 

 

501 Jackson, Time Exposure, 205.  
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photographic group climbed to Maryôs Nipple. Writing on the stereotypical frontier value of 

masculine individualism and rugged adventure, Jackson wrote of Langfordôs climb of the Grand 

Teton:  

At the foot of the Grand Teton, Langford and Stevenson decided without further 

preparation to attempt its ascent. Since they had no way of knowing that it would later be 

regarded as one of the truly difficult peaks of North America, they simply went ahead and 

climbed it. That, in my mind, is the way to climb a mountain. Sometimes there is an 

awful lot of nonsense about it.502 

 

Of his own mountain trip to the western side of the Teton, he described it as: 

éextremely dangerous undertaking through the deep, sloping snowé[upon which he 

beheld] the most stupendous panoramas in all America. Thousands of feet below us lay 

the icy gorge of Glacier Creek, while on the eastern horizon the main range shimmered in 

the mid-morning sun. Above all this towered the sharp cone of the Grand Teton, nearly 

14,000ô above sea level. 

 

It was on this ledge that Jackson and his crew were to participate in what Jackson described as 

ñone of the busiest picture-making days of my whole career. It was one of those rare days when 

everything I wanted could be hadéò and where he captured the first photographic images of the 

mountain.503  

Inside the tent, he was surprised to encounter the Tetonôs alpine inhabitant when he 

ñpulled aside the flap a little laterò and ñsaw upon a rock ledge not twenty feet beyond me a 

mountain sheep in dignified contemplation of the strange scene before him-a be-whisked man 

under an absurd covering of organe-hued canvas.ò At first, Jackson thought about snapping 

photographs of the creature, but soon changed his mind as the ñbighorn never twitched a muscle. 

I decided to have a shot at him with my rifle.ò Thankfully, the more rapacious impulse of caviler 

 

502 Jackson, Time Exposure, 208.  
503 Jackson, Time Exposure, 204-208. 
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frontier violence went unfulfilled as this needless spirit of natural domination was thwarted when 

the big horn ñsuddenly, with a soundéwas gone.ò504 It says something about the ideology of the 

frontier of this now famous photograph of the Grand Teton, while it was being shot, its maker, 

aware of the sublime beauty of the frontier, was equally captured by a desire for domination, 

violence, and control of this landscape. This would be a theme that, in the following decades, 

would play out in the imaging of the Teton landscape as a great hunting ground. Jackson moved 

on to nearly encircle the entire of the Teton Range, taking a variety of photographs from angles 

all over the mountains, but primarily focused in the public imagination on the cone of the Grand 

Teton.505 

 

Figure 24. William Henry Jacksonôs photograph of the Mount of the Holy Cross in Colorado in 

1873. For its part, this image, with the prominent snow-filled couloirs in the shape of a cross, 

symbolized for many Americans the blessing of Divine Providence across the continental 

republican nation.506  

 

504 Jackson, Time Exposure, 206-208. 

 
506 William Henry Jackson ñMount of the Holy Cross,ò 1873, Scotts Bluff National Monument, SCBL 2130, 

https://www.nps.gov/museum/exhibits/whj/later_years/SCBL2130_Holy_Cross.html; William Henry Jackson 

Photograph, in Scotts Bluff National Monument, SCBL 841, cited in Kyle Mackie, ñExhibit Features Earliest 

Photographs of Yellowstone National Park and Tetons,ò KHOL, July 15, 2022, https://891khol.org/exhibit-features-

earliest-photographs-of-yellowstone-national-park-and-tetons/  

https://www.nps.gov/museum/exhibits/whj/later_years/SCBL2130_Holy_Cross.html
https://891khol.org/exhibit-features-earliest-photographs-of-yellowstone-national-park-and-tetons/
https://891khol.org/exhibit-features-earliest-photographs-of-yellowstone-national-park-and-tetons/
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Figure 25. Thomas Moranôs painting of the Mount of the Holy Cross in Colorado shows the famous 

mountain rising high above a running stream running form the mountain. This painting debuted in 

Philadelphia in the Summer of 1876 at the same time as Custerôs defeat at the Battle of the Little 

Bighorn.507   

The impulse for the making of national identity in the Tetons was not limited by 

geography. Across the West, explorers, artists, photographers, and mountaineers worked to 

establish other mountains as co-equal landmark mountains in the West. After they explored the 

Tetons, Hayden and Jackson headed to the Colorado Rockies to explore the ñequally wild, but 

less hostile [because of Indians] Rockies.ò Jackson and Moran were both captivated by the 

legend of the ñsnowy cross upon a mountain that no manéhad ever seen.ò Jacksonôs photograph 

 

 
507 Thomas Moran ñMountain of the Holy Cross,ò 1875, The Autry Collection, Los Angeles, CA, 

https://collections.theautry.org/mwebcgi/mweb.exe?request=record;id=M551718;type=101.  

https://collections.theautry.org/mwebcgi/mweb.exe?request=record;id=M551718;type=101
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of the mountain from nearby Notch Mountain, Colorado, became an iconic symbol of the union 

between God and Nature on the American continent; a symbol of Divine favor and a mark of the 

West as an Edenic promised land.508 As the United States approached its centennial anniversary 

in 1876, and in the midst of the tensions near the end of Reconstruction, the Mount of the Holy 

Cross in the central Colorado Rockies became a national symbol of Providential hope and 

promise.  

As with the Tetons, Thomas Moran would paint the landmark mountain scene, with the 

two visual pieces of Moran and Jackson becoming an attraction of the Centennial Exposition in 

Philadelphia in 1876. The exposition, a worldôs fair held for the first time in the United States, 

occurred from May to November 1876, and coincided with the defeat of General George A. 

Custer at the Battle of the Little Bighorn in Montana Territory. News of the defeat of the 

American nation-state in the colonized West was juxtaposed with these scenes of romantic and 

hopeful grandeur in the same region. The two events, one of national promise in the mountains 

and the other of national embarrassment and violence on the plains, helped to build the mythic 

nature of the frontier for Eastern audiences. The Mount of the Holy Cross, as with the Grand 

Teton, was an ñAmerican Sinai,ò as two mountains that bespoke the transcendent power of Godôs 

blessing upon the continental nation. For its part, the Mount of the Holy Cross became an 

embodiment of the Revolutionary-era motto Annuit Coeptis, or ñHe Approves of Our 

Undertaking.ò Moran and Jacksonôs visuals were reprinted and shared around the nation, with 

Moranôs original being purchased in 1880 by William Bell, a key stakeholder and founder of the 

 

508 William Henry Jackson, Time Exposure: The Autobiography of William Henry Jackson, (New York, NY: G.P. 

Putnam and Sons, 1940): 209, 216; Goetzmann, The West of the Imagination, 180-182. 
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Denver and Rio Grande Railroad, where he used the image to promote tourism and travel to the 

West.509 Lincolnôs federal West and Olmsteadôs vision for the ñpower of sceneryò reconstructed 

West might not have been possible without the politically-charged power of visual material 

culture. 

 

 

Figure 26. This image was produced as a result of the 1878 Hayden USGS Survey. The Grand 

Teton rises above the wide expanse of Jackson Hole, and a prominent snow-filled couloir runs 

off Teewinot Mountain. On this survey, the team climbed several minor Teton peaks, establishing 

survey stations on them for cartographic calculation.510 

 

 

509 National Park Service, ñA Chronology of the Battle of Little Bighorn and Aftermath, òLittle Bighorn Battlefield 

National Monument, https://www.nps.gov/libi/learn/a-chronology-of-the-battle-of-the-little-bighorn.htm; Summary 

Description from Thomas Moran ñMountain of the Holy Cross,ò 1875, The Autry Collection, Los Angeles, CA, 

https://collections.theautry.org/mwebcgi/mweb.exe?request=record;id=M551718;type=101.  
510 F.V. Hayden, Twelfth Annual Report of the United States Geological and Geographical Survey of the Territories: 

A Report of Progress on the Exploration in Wyoming and Idaho for the Year 1878, (Washington, DC: Government 

Printing Office, 1883), 269-271; David Rumsey Historical Map Collection, List No. 5944.000, 

https://www.davidrumsey.com/luna/servlet/detail/RUMSEY~8~1~222738~5505847; Thomas Turiano, Select Peaks 

of the Greater Yellowstone: A Mountain History and Guide, (Wilson, WY: Select Peaks Publishing, 2023): 453.  

https://www.nps.gov/libi/learn/a-chronology-of-the-battle-of-the-little-bighorn.htm
https://collections.theautry.org/mwebcgi/mweb.exe?request=record;id=M551718;type=101
https://www.google.com/search?q=https://www.davidrumsey.com/luna/servlet/detail/RUMSEY~8~1~222738~5505847
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Searching for a sense of shared national identity and renewal after the Civil War, the 

Western frontier once again was upheld as a unifying place for the American nation, albeit with 

more of an aesthetic twist to it. The Westôs mystic landscapes were seen as a source of spiritual 

sublimity and aesthetic wonder that mountains such as the Grand Teton would come to 

encapsulate.511 For their part, Westôs mountains would become idealized as part of healing and 

national identity, even re-civilizing a fractured nation. Postbellum America sat in an uneasy 

national tension. Despite the Reconstruction Amendments, it was clear that Lincolnôs vision for a 

ñnew birth of freedomò was born, but then suppressed. Just as the West was seen as a proving 

ground for the moral question of slavery in antebellum America, so too it would become a place 

to reignite the promise of a nation in search of a renewed national identity.512 From the federal 

perspective, there was still a continent to conquer, a frontier to settle, a wilderness to be 

imagined. For thinkers like Olmstead and other Republicans, somewhere in that was a hope for 

renewing a nation and finding a place for national identity.513 Perhaps it was only a distraction 

from internal national contradictions, or perhaps it was authentic, healing. Either way, the 

continental mandate of Lincolnôs nation-making turned into a larger Republican project that 

further sought to unify the nation-state through expeditions, art, and narratives.  

In this amalgamation, landmark mountains such as the Tetons in Wyoming or the Mount 

of the Holy Cross in Colorado, emerge as emblems of the national meaning and settler 

authenticity in the American West.514 In no other time in American history could the words, 

 

511 Nelson, Saving Yellowstone, xvi. 
512 West, Continental Reckoning, xix-3.  
513 Megan Kate Nelson, Saving Yellowstone: Exploration and Preservation in Reconstruction America, (New York, 

NY: Simon and Schuster, 2022): xx-1.  
514 Nelson, Saving Yellowstone, xxiii.  
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photographs, and stories of those exploring the hidden reaches of the frontier be shared faster, 

and Langfordôs story of the climb of the Grand Teton in Schriberôs Monthly, Moranôs art, and 

Jacksonôs grainy panoramic photos helped construct through word and imagery the mountains 

like the Grand Teton as a landmark mountain in the West. It remains a great contradiction that 

the language and images of a violent settler colonialism became the imaginative spaces of the 

emerging national myth of the frontier. By the end of Reconstruction in the 1870s, the Grand 

Teton was a definitive symbol of the American nation, and would soon transform into a symbolic 

relic of a vanishing frontier.515  

  

 

515 Douglas Waitley, Framing the Frontier: William Henry Jackson, (Missoula, MT: Mountain Publishing Press, 

1999): 114-121. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

 IN THE SHADOW OF THE GRAND: THE TETONS, NATIONAL MYTHMAKING, AND 

THE RELICS OF A VANISHING FRONTIER, c. 1882-1890s 

 

 

 

 

 

Rooted in the national myth of the frontier and in a desire to preserve what was seen as its 

vanishing frontier landscapes, settler society in the late nineteenth century increasingly 

conceptualized the Grand Teton as a site of national identity. In a postwar nation, the myth of the 

frontier, the idea of a rugged individual and settler taming the open wilderness, iconographically 

represented many of the hopes and dreams of imagined unsettled places of the American West. 

The Westôs mountains, once barriers and limits to empire, had now fully become symbols of the 

continental capacities of the nation. To a rapidly industrializing nation-state, the Tetons 

represented some of the last bastions and relics of a vanishing frontier. There was, 

simultaneously, an impulse to see dramatic landscapes of the West as spaces for national 

mythmaking and as places becoming eclipsed by the march of settlement over the continent. For 

a nation largely built upon the ideology of continental exceptionalism and an expansive, spatial 

republic, the perceived threat of losing that ñopen spaceò proved to be a catalyst for the making 

of national myths about the frontier and its landscapes.  
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The Grand Tetonôs landscape came to be a place where the national imagination could 

encounter wild spaces and thus participate in the myth of the frontier.516 Today, we largely still 

recognize the certain frontier ñmystiqueò of the Tetons. Take, for example, the social media craze 

around Grand Teton National Parkôs Mormon Row Historic District. On any summer afternoon 

at the site, there are hordes of chaotic tourists and parked cars with plates from across the nation, 

littering the approach to the scene. Tourists are found posing and taking pictures, often dressed in 

ñWesternò regalia of cowboy hats and boots (often bought in nearby Jackson, Wyoming, stores at 

a high premium) and posing in front of a landscape that even now settler culture seems to intuit 

something as evocative of a mythic, bygone frontier. Placed in the National Register of Historic 

Places as late as 1997, the district represents an idealized and sanitized national frontier 

landscape to modern America. It is a domestic place safe enough from the brutal realities of 

settler colonialism, a spatially pleasing space where the pastoral and horizontal, articulated by 

the presence of the Moulton Barn, verdant fields, and bounding fence lines, evokes a sense of 

familiarity and picturesque connection to the yeoman farmer ideal.  

The weathered Western rustic barn alludes to the ñfrontierò spirit of independence, self-

reliance, and perseverance, and suggests a moral connection to the land and national promise. 

Contrastingly, the ñCathedral groupò of the Grand Teton emerges directly overhead, with the 

pinnacle of the Grand dominating the landscape. We might not say it, but we sense it. Myths tend 

to gloss over lived historical realities, and iconic landscapes such as these are truthfully also 

representative of dispossession, violence, and political compromise than of a sanitized and open 

 

516 William Cronon, ñThe Trouble with Wilderness: Or, Getting Back to the Wrong Nature,ò Environmental History 

Vol 1., No. 1 (January 1996): 14-15. 
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wild space. Indeed, what started as an ordinary Mormon homestead in the early 1900s has since 

been commodified and idealized. It remains today an idealized relic of a vanished frontier and a 

symbol of national identity.517  

 

Figure 27. The now-famous T.A. Moulton barn sits on a green pastoral field, as the jagged and 

prominent Grand Teton rises immediately above. Known as ñMormon Row,ò the collection of 

structures afront the Tetons today encapsulates many of the iconographic ideals of the national 

frontier myth that finds a particular home in the Teton range.  

 

 

517 Jon Sullivan, Barns Grand Tetons.jpg (photograph, June 19, 2004), Wikimedia Commons, 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Barns_grand_tetons.jpg; National Park Service, "Mormon Row Historic 

District," National Register of Historic Places Registration Form, prepared by A. Hubber, C. Miller, and J. 

Caywood, January 1996,  https://s3.amazonaws.com/NARAprodstorage/lz/electronic-records/rg-

079/NPS_WY/97000495.pdf; For more information on the pioneer settlement of Jackson Hole, not included in this 

dissertation see: John Daugherty, A Place Called Jackson Hole: A Historic Resource Study of Grand Teton National 

Park (Moose, WY: Grand Teton Natural History Association, 1999), 

https://www.nps.gov/parkhistory/online_books/grte2/hrs.htm. 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Barns_grand_tetons.jpg
https://s3.amazonaws.com/NARAprodstorage/lz/electronic-records/rg-079/NPS_WY/97000495.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/NARAprodstorage/lz/electronic-records/rg-079/NPS_WY/97000495.pdf
https://www.nps.gov/parkhistory/online_books/grte2/hrs.htm
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Landmark mountains are contingent spaces, and their making, and in some cases, as with 

the Wind River Mountains, their unmaking, are dependent upon a vast array of historical actors 

and forces. If the empire-building phase of the American West before the Civil War was about 

expanding boundaries into marginal spaces, the nation-making phase after it was about 

administering the centralization of that space closer to the federal core.518 The changing political 

and ideological nature of the republic meant that its landmark monuments also transformed in 

their symbology and meaning. The Tetons, the great ñPilot Knobsò of Cascadian-bound travel 

during empire-building, were being transformed into icons of a national myth. The national myth 

of the frontier provided the simultaneously reconstructing and industrializing nation a place to 

cast itself anew in continuity with previous, simpler times in American history. The ñfrontierò 

was certainly not some kind of static line of ñcivilizationò but was a continually constructed, 

culturally defined ideal, mainly by Eastern and urban elites looking to the West.  

This chapter argues that the writings of visitors to the 1880s around the Grand Tetons 

created the mountains as a mythical landscape of the national frontier myth and as relics of a 

vanishing frontier. They were, for all intents and purposes, a last best place to experience frontier 

character that was ñtemporary and would pass away,ò and thus they imagined the Tetons as a 

place for wealthy visitors to practice what they believed to be frontier activities, such as hunting, 

fishing, and hiking in the range.519 During the 1880s-1890s, a wealthy subset of settler culture 

continued the national mythmaking of the Grand Teton as a mountain space representative of a 

 

518 Steven Hahn, A Nation Without Borders: The United States and Its World in an Age of Civil Wars, 1830-1910, 

(New York, NY: Penguin Press): 2-10.  
519 Cronon, ñThe Trouble with Wilderness,ò 14-15. 
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national and idealized frontier landscape.520 Here, in the shadow of the Grand, settler society 

popularly imagined the Grand Teton and its immediate environs as a landscape perpetuating the 

national myth of the frontier. Fearing the ñclosureò of the frontier, settlers in the form of artists, 

travel writers, photographers, climbers, and others produced a nascent tourism industry.  

Due to their outsized wealth, privilege, and influence, the popular imagination in the 

Tetons came from elite, white, mainly Eastern, settlers, such as Theodore Roosevelt, Owen 

Wister, and President Chester A. Arthur, all of whom came as visitors rather than permanent 

residents to the Tetons. Travelers to the Tetons found them as a place that perpetuated the 

frontier myth in the form of outdoor adventure through feats of physical prowess, and a nostalgia 

for elements of the frontier economy, such as ranching and hunting. The characters in this 

chapter were products of the growing urban-industrial complex of Gilded Age America, where 

capital and wealth precipitated an early kind of elite ñmasculineò tourism centered on big-game 

hunting and ideals of rugged adventure.521  

Approaching the ñEndò of the Frontier 

Settler society in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries responded to rapid 

industrialization, knowledge production, imperialism, and resource extraction by harboring a 

deep nostalgia for what different regions considered ñantiquity.ò Curios, natural history 

museums, fairs and expositions, the myth of ñvanishingò aboriginal and Native peoples (and the 

 

520 Richard White and Patricia Nelson Limerick, James R. Grossman, The Frontier in American Culture, (Berkeley, 

CA: University of California Press, 1994): 73-76. 

 
521  Cronon, ñThe Trouble with Wilderness,ò 15. 
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race to photograph and document their cultures), the folk romantic mythologization, nature 

reserves, national parks, all became wrapped up in preserving the relics of a ñvanishing frontier.ò 

Moreover, the use of the popular press, photography and imagery, and travel culture helped 

create romantic and mythic landscapes of the empire-building phase of the republic, or what 

American settler culture called the frontier. The Grand Tetonôs landscape, owing to its dramatic 

materiality and both pastoral and sublime qualities, and following mythmaking began by 

Langford, Moran, and Jackson in the 1870s, offered an ideal opportunity for new travelers and 

writers to continually imagine the mountainôs landscape as the quintessential landmark of 

mythic, post-frontier West.    

While Europe had its man-made cathedrals, churches, and monuments of antiquity, the 

American West held divinely created monuments and mountain landscapes that John Muir in the 

1890s would describe in the Sierra Nevada in the following terms: 

The hills and groves were Godôs first temples, and the more they are cut down and hewn 

into cathedrals and churches, the farther off and dimmer seems the Lord himself. So we 

will say our prayers here and sleep with our Mother Earth, and the God of the mountains 

will never fail us.522 

 

 This kind of language of certain landmark icons representing the spiritual and deep history of 

the West collectively is known as monumentalism, an aesthetic and identity-laden evolution of 

continental exceptionalism. As an ideology, monumentalism was tied to the establishment of 

national parks as substitutes in the American imagination as national ñreplacementsò of the 

monuments of ancient Europe. Lacking the old monuments of past material cultures, settler 

society used the ñscenic superiorityò of the West to create a sense of place and authentic identity 

 

522 John Muir, The Mountains of California (1894), National Park Service, https://www.nps.gov 

/jomu/learn/historyculture/john-muir-quotes.htm  
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in the nation, and institutionalize the concept of scenic nationalism. Rusticism and the ñlog 

cabinò aesthetic became embedded deep into the settler psyche, attaching place, belonging, and 

the patriotic ñpioneer spiritò of the frontier to material buildings around a ñfrontierò landscape, 

enhancing the monumentalism appeal of a particular landscape.523  

Both monumentalist ideology (monumentalism) and continental republican ideology 

(continentalism) share a similar intellectual foregrounding in American exceptionalist rhetoric, 

landscape sublimity, national identity, settler authenticity, and the erasure of Native cultures. The 

distinction between the two is centered more on scale and ideological emphasis than on 

substantial differences. Whereas continentalism was more overtly tied to the ideal of boundless 

expansion, monumentalism is a romantic memorialization tied to an aesthetic view of patriotism 

and scenic nationalism. Continentalism was part of the language of unbounded empire, 

monumentalism, and the language of a defined nation-state. The continent was vast, spatially 

opaque, and its landforms many. Monumentalism centered its focus on a conceptually bounded 

landform. Both were part of the larger and overarching structure of settler colonialism, with 

monumentalism existing as far back as the Hudson River painters and Niagara Falls appreciation 

of the early nineteenth century. Both monumentalism and continentalism argued for a belief that 

the moral norms were embedded in the lands themselves. As part of the national frontier myth, 

both landforms were sublime and often associated with the hand of Providence upon the 

 

523 Alfred Runte, National Parks: The American Experience, (Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press, 1979); 

U.S. National Park Service, "Log Cabins in America: The Finnish Experience (Teaching with Historic Places)," 

2021, https://www.nps.gov/articles/000/log-cabins-in-america-the-finnish-experience-teaching-with-historic-

places.htm. 
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republican project: Annuit Coeptis, ñHe has smiled on our undertaking.ò524 Thus, the smile of the 

Divine and the almost reverential notion of time and space were inscribed on the landscape and 

used as a romantic motif in a post-frontier West.525 

 When the privileged Austian-Englishman William A. Baillie-Grohman arrived in Jackson 

Hole in 1880, he noted there were ñfew spots in the Western Mountain lands around which here 

hangs so much frontier romance as about óJacksonôs Holeô, the trapperôs name for the Teton 

Basin.ò An avid hunter whose writings in 1883 came to represent a search for a rugged frontier 

experience of the late twentieth century.526 Baillie-Grohman arrived at a landscape that he 

expected to see as distinctively encapsulating the ñfrontier.ò This idealized frontier 

consciousness was due in no small part thanks to the wider narratives and lore strong of the 

Western ñmountain manò that became associated with the Teton-Wind River corridor, and that, 

over half a century earlier, was mythologized in popular literature such as Washington Irvingôs 

Adventures and the paintings of Alfred Jacob Miller. Baillie-Grohman saw in the Tetons a 

mythical collection of jagged peaks above a high plain representing the best, most rugged, most 

adventurous landscape of the American West. The Grand Tetonôs environs represented to 

Baillie-Grohman the literal heights of American frontier tropes, writing:  

 

524 Terre Ryan, This Ecstatic Nation: The American Landscape and the Aesthetics of Patriotism, (Cambridge, MA: 

University of Massachusetts Press, 2011): 123-128.  
525 F.V. Hayden, Twelfth Annual Report of the United States Geological and Geographical Survey of the Territories: 

A Report of Progress on the Exploration in Wyoming and Idaho for the Year 1878, (Washington, DC: Government 

Printing Office, 1883): 269-271, Twelfth annual report of the United States Geological and Geographical Survey of 

the Territories : a report of progress of the exploration in Wyoming and Idaho for the year 1878 : Geological and 

Geographical Survey of the Territories (U.S.) : Free Download, Borrow, and Streaming : Internet Archive.  
526 William A. Baillie-Grohman, ñCamps in the Teton Basinò from Camps in the Rocky Mountains, (or. 1883) in 

Robert W. Righter (ed.), A Teton Country Anthology, (Boulder, CO: Roberts Rinehard, Inc., 1990): 23-44; 
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 When an unprecedented trapping feat has to be located, the mountain-girt Eden will be 

chosen by the narrator. If an impossible Indian fight has to be fatheredéthe story will 

make óJacksonôs Holeô the bloody battlefield. If a great mining yard goes the round, 

dealing with creeks paved with nuggets of goldéthe prospector invariably chooses for its 

site the Teton Basin. When I first became acquainted with the Land of the West, I had 

Teton Basin on the brain. Everybody seemed to have been there, or was going to visit 

it.527 

 

Rather than searching for a national myth based on authentic relation to the land, Baillie-

Grohman began his narrative by imagining the Tetons as the quintessential for the settler-

colonial project. Trapping, Native violence, mining, and other stories were what Baillie-

Grohman foregrounded against the background of this sublime Teton frontier landscape. The 

American continentalist enterprise created the frontier myth Baillie-Grohman sought. It was, 

however, an ideology built on a false reality of ñopenness.ò 

 The diminishing bison herds of Wyomingôs high plains led Eastern Shoshone Chief 

Washakie to sign the Treaty of Fort Laramie of 1851, giving the Eastern Shoshone the right to 

the Wind River, Yellowstone, and Teton regions. Initially, Washakie and the federal government 

had a tenuous but generally peaceful relationship until the invasion of Oregon Trail settlers 

crossing over the Wind River Mountains and into the Teton region. Conflict with the 

neighboring Crow Nation on the eastern bounds of the Shoshone treaty lands proved a point of 

intertribal violence, but conflict with the federal government remained low. On the east side of 

the Wind River and with their traditional access to the Yellowstone and Tetons intact, the 

overland emigration of hundreds of thousands of travelers over South Pass remained generally 

peaceable. When the Lander Spur Cut-Off trail was completed in 1859, the Shoshone were 

neither consulted nor compensated for this incursion into their treaty-right lands. Violence began 

 

527 Baillie-Grohman, ñCamps in the Teton Basin,ò24.  
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increasing with the Western Shoshone near Idahoôs Snake River Plain and down into the 

Wasatch Front, where Mormon settlement conflicted with treaty lands. The Shoshone raids and 

settler retribution escalated the cycle of reciprocal violence in the American Indian Wars, where 

violence with the Shoshone culminated in the Bear River Massacre in January of 1863, in which 

the US Army killed an estimated 300-400 Shoshone.528 

The short-lived Treaty of Fort Bridger in 1863 between Shoshone leaders and the federal 

government allowed the Tetons to be the exclusive domain of the Shoshone People, while also 

allowing for the safe passage of white settlers to both Mormon Zion and Cascadia. By 1868, the 

treaty proved too accommodating to Native peoples as the Pacific Railroad project was already 

laying the tracks of the national empire, as well as in conflict between those seeking their fortune 

at the gold fields of Virginia City, Montana, and South Pass City, Wyoming. Government land 

grants for the railroad, escalating violence in eastern Wyoming, and the desire to protect routes 

to gold fields brought the federal government to a point of crafting the Treaty of Fort Laramie of 

1868 with a variety of regional tribes. Chief Washakie signed the separate Treaty of Fort Bridger 

in 1868 with American agents, establishing the boundaries of the Wind River Reservation as the 

home for his people. Meanwhile, to the west, Chief Pocatello of the Western Shoshone, war-sick 

and reeling still from the terrible loss of life from the Bear Creek Massacre a few years earlier, 

offered the Western Shoshone-Bannock people to end the violence with the establishment of the 

Fort Hall Reservation. Importantly, the treaty included an important provision that the Shoshone 

 

528 ñComing to Wind River: The Eastern Shoshone Treaties of 1863 and 1868," WyoHistory.org, last modified May 

23, 2018, https://www.wyohistory.org/encyclopedia/coming-wind-river-eastern-shoshone-treaties-1863-and-1868.  

https://www.wyohistory.org/encyclopedia/coming-wind-river-eastern-shoshone-treaties-1863-and-1868


219 

 

could continue to hunt the ñunoccupied landsò of the United States, an area that included 

Yellowstone and the Tetons.529  

The majority of the land, however, went to the administration of the General Land Office, 

where in the south parcels would be granted to the Central Pacific, and elsewhere would remain 

open to speculation and settlement under the Homestead Act. In the years following the passage 

of the Yellowstone Act in 1872, the federal forces expelled Native peoples from the park, 

denying their treaty rights to hunt the land. Americans, or at least those in the federal 

government, were captured by the myth of the open, unoccupied wilderness, and they had to 

force the myth when realities on the ground proved inconvenient to it.530 Some Western 

Shoshone-Bannock continued their offensive against agitating American settlers over the loss of 

a critical food, the camas root. However, the Bannock uprising was suppressed in 1878. The Nez 

Percé, led by Chief Joseph, traditionally associated the Teton Basin as among their easternmost 

seasonal lands, but were extirpated from the region following defeat in northern Montana in 

1877. Through government pressure, violence, and deception, the Tetons lost their original 

caretakers by the imperial arms of the American nation-state. 

Baillie-Grohmanôs vision of the Tetons participated in the wilderness myth of the 

frontier, idealizing it as a space bereft of indigenous communities. The expatriation of the Native 

and exploitation of the land was the part and parcel of Baillie-Grohmanôs imagination, as he 

 

529 Treaty with the Eastern Band Shoshone and Bannock, July 3, 1868. 15 Stat. 673. in Charles J. Kappler, ed., 

Indian Affairs: Laws and Treaties, vol. 2, Treaties, 1020. Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1904. 

Digital edition. Oklahoma State University Library, https://treaties.okstate.edu/treaties/treaty-with-the-eastern-band-

shoshoni-and-bannock-1868-1020. 
530 Mark David Spence, Dispossessing the Wilderness: Indian Removal and the Making of the National Parks (New 

York: Oxford University Press, 1999): 45-73; ñComing to Wind River: The Eastern Shoshone Treaties of 1863 and 

1868," WyoHistory.org.  
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writes that he came to Jackson Hole, ñéthe two Indian tribes-the Nez Percés and the Bannocks-

whose hunting grounds it was, were then very hostile. The Indian war of 1878 cleared them out 

(sic).ò Baillie-Grohman, considering neither the potential reasons for such ñhostility,ò casually 

alludes to the process of dispossession of the Tetons as ñcleared them out,ò as one would 

describe the extermination of a pest or the roundup of cattle. It is especially harsh that Baillie-

Grohman, whose very purpose on this trip was to establish a knowledge of the hunting 

opportunities of the Teton Mountains, specifically notes that this valley was once Native 

ñhunting ground.ò Baillie-Grohman boasted that in the Tetons he had ñthe whole country to 

ourselvesé[and] saw no Indians.ò It was a landscape that encapsulated the Edenic myth that the 

eastern elite wanted to see, one mythic in nature while also being tied to the long and frontier 

history of trapping, mining, and exploration. Access to the Tetons, he writes, was ñmade easierò 

thanks to Montanaôs ñnarrow-gaugeò railway, which stretched from Ogden, Utah, to the Madison 

Valley in Montana, from which a traveler may take ñIndian trailsò from Fort Hall to the 

Tetons.531 The modes of transportational mobility, the confinement and erasure of the Native, 

and the exploitation and use of Indian lands and trails created an unexamined and amoral 

imaginative context for Baillie-Grohmanôs frontier playground of the Tetons. General Phillip 

Sheridan published an 1882 survey in which he explained how he worked to make the Teton 

country a part of the bounds of the national empire. Sheridan, who worked more than almost any 

to extirpate Native peoples from the intermountain West, wrote that the sight of the Grand Teton 

was ñéthe grandest and most impressive I have ever seen.ò532  

 

531 Baillie-Grohman, ñCamps in the Rockies,ò 26.  
532 Phillip Henry Sheridan, Report of an Exploration of Parts of Wyoming, Idaho, and Montana in August and 

September, 1882, Washington, D.C., US Government Printing Office, 1882: 8.  
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Baillie-Grohmanôs vision of an ethical white Tetons was, however, shortsighted, as some 

Shoshone resisted the dispossessing force of the federal government, remaining in the recesses 

and valleys in the shadow of the Grand. Idahoôs Shoshone Journal ran a piece as late as 1896 

titled ñJackson Holeôs Problem,ò briefly detailing what it calls the ñIndian problem,ò which it 

notes would be ñsettled during the present yearéò The solution to this ñproblemò was overtly 

settler-colonial as the paper read in no uncertain terms that the answer should be ñrapid 

settlement of the region by colonists.ò533 The article continued and specifically mentioned the 

proposed settlement of a town called Grand Teton, Idaho, near todayôs Teton Valley, ñnear the 

base of the Grand Teton Peak, and will be one of the most picturesque places in the Jackson Hole 

country.ò534 These natives would be extirpated to Fort Hall, and the land ethnically cleansed in 

the pursuit of a mythic frontier, and land and vision, that for the moral legacy of the West would 

remain east of Eden. Settlers to the area craved the aesthetics of the Grand Teton, and the 

displacement and settling of indigenous land was simply a cost for beautiful mountain vistas.  

The settler's claim of authenticity was founded firstly on the visual materiality of Grand 

Teton itself. The mountain is striking and so well defined as to seem like a conduit to the 

transcendent, as its escarpment juts from the flat plains around it and dominates its neighboring 

peaks, before culminating in a perfectly pointed summit. Baillie-Grohmanôs party, upon cresting 

ña high knoll overlooking the whole of it,ò was captured by the interplay of the horizontal and 

vertical axes of landscape where ñwe happened to strike the most favorable point from whence to 

 

533 Shoshone Journal, ñJackson Holeôs Problem,ò February 14, 1896, Chronicling America, 

https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn86063039/1896-02-14/ed-1/seq-7/  
534 Shoshone Journal, ñJackson Holeôs Problem,ò February 14, 1896, Chronicling America, 

https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn86063039/1896-02-14/ed-1/seq-7/  
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view the mountain-girt paradise spread out before us.ò The language he uses to describe the 

Grand Teton as a mountain of ñparadiseò and ñEdenò situates Baillie-Grohman as imagining the 

mountain as evoking a culmination of the mythical frontier landscape and an encapsulation of 

Manifest Destiny. Looking onto the horizontal plain of the Snake River, a ñperfectly level 

expanseéwe saw the curves of the Snake Riveréwinding its way through old cotton 

treesébeyond the river the eye espied several little lakes, nesting in forestéof idly-like 

charmò535 Here, Baillie-Grohman participated in the language of description used by Jefferson, 

Bonneville, and Fremont is establishing the horizontal axis from which the vertical might rise. 

Rivers, plains, forests, and lakes insinuate a kind of pastoral familiarity with the land.536  

 

 

Figure 28. ñTetons, Looking Down Gros Ventre Forkò (1883) is a state-produced example of the 

imaginative and Edenic interplay between the pastoral and the sublime imagination around the 

American mountain in the late nineteenth century. The park-like, almost picturesque linear fields 

 

535 Baillie-Grohman, ñCamp in the Teton Basin,ò 26-27.  
536 Larry W. Price, ñImages of Mountains: A Search for the Ideal,ò Yearbook of the Association of Pacific Coast 

Geographers Vol. 48, No. 1, (1986): 11-12.  
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before the towering heights of the snowy Teton glisten over this Western paradise, as two settlers 

look onward onto the scene.537 

 

Born of the European ideal of the sublime, depictions of mountains, the idealistic form of 

American mountains during this period, shared certain characteristics. Among these were the 

dramatic, contrasting landforms with the ordinary, calming, familiar, and pastoral. Under the 

influence of snow and glaciation, terrible storms, and dizzying contorted heights where the 

mountainôs vegetation contrasted from forest glades to the alpine, made certain mountains 

idealistic in their imagination capacity.538 The ñTitanic Tetonò was simply too much to take in 

one viewshed, but required ñtwo looks to get squarely to the top of the peakéò with the 

mountainôs ñreal sublimity of its height impressedéonly after the second or third look.ò539 

Writing in 1884, American geologist Joseph Grinnell wrote in his diary, ñThe Three Tetons 

shoot skyward, reminding one of the Matterhornéò where their most impressive featureéis 

their nakedness. They are so utterly bare that it adds to their majesty.ò540 The Tetons were 

examples of sublime, stark, naked, powerful nature, distanced from any sense of human ordering 

or control. With these notions, Baillie-Grohman too recognized the Grand Teton was one of the 

most aesthetically ñidealò landscapes of the American West. He described the mountain itself in 

the following terms: 

 

537 F.V. Hayden, Twelfth Annual Report of the United States Geological and Geographical Survey of the Territories: 

A Report of Progress on the Exploration in Wyoming and Idaho for the Year 1878, (Washington, DC: Government 

Printing Office, 1883): 172-173, 206, Twelfth annual report of the United States Geological and Geographical 

Survey of the Territories : a report of progress of the exploration in Wyoming and Idaho for the year 1878 : 

Geological and Geographical Survey of the Territories (U.S.) : Free Download, Borrow, and Streaming : Internet 

Archive.  
538 Price, ñImages of Mountains,ò 7-40.  
539 Baillie-Grohman, ñCamps in the Tetons,ò 28.  
540 Joseph Grinnell, ñOne Never Tires of Gazing at the Grand Range, 1884,ò in Robert W. Righter (ed.), A Teton 

Country Anthology, (Boulder, CO: Roberts Rinehard, Inc., 1990):110, 114. 

https://archive.org/details/twelfthannualrep01geol/page/n325/mode/2up?q=ORESTES
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éthe Grand Teton Peak, rising in one great sweep from an amazingly serrated chain of 

aiguille-like cragséwas the most sublime scenery I have ever seen. Many of Colorado's 

mountains are called the óMatterhornsô of America-with about as much justification as 

the more diminutive Ben Nevis, or Snowdon, merits the name. With the Teton it is, 

however, differentéthe only and very brilliant exception to the usual dome-like 

formation of the Rockies.  

 

Here, what separates Baillie-Grohmanôs vision of the Tetons from the rest of his knowledge of 

the American Rockies was its pinnacle-like culmination towering above its surroundings, etching 

a landscape of the imagination. Establishing the extraordinary nature of the mountain, he then 

moved to describe the Grand Teton in nationalistic language as soaring above and beyond the = 

sublimity of European mountains: 

In shape, it is very like the Swiss master-peak; but inasmuch as the Western rival rises in 

one majestic sweep of 7000 feet from this natural park, to an altitude all but the same 

(13,800 feet), I would, in this instance, in point of sublimity, give the palm to the New 

World.541 

 

The continentôs spatial exceptionalism had won out over the old. Baillie-Grohman was not alone 

in this era in imagining geological and continental exceptionalism of the American continent.542  

As Charles Lyellôs theory of deep time uniformitarianism became interpreted on the 

American landscape by geologists such as Louis Agassiz, the Westôs mountains became symbols 

of an exceptionalist and nationalistic temporal consciousness. Science, not just ideas, could now 

reinforce the thesis of continental exceptionalism. There was a dark and sinister side to this 

scientific understanding in the political space, however. The presence of glaciers in the American 

West was definitively settled by Clarence Kingôs 40th Parallel Survey to Californiaôs Mount 

 

541 Baillie-Grohman, ñCamp in the Teton Basin,ò 26-27.  
542 Caroline Winterer, How the New World Became Old: The Deep Time Revolution in America, (Princeton, NJ: 

Princeton University Press, 2024): 2-22. 
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Shasta in 1870, showing the slow, gradual, exceptionally temporal nature of the continent.543 

Although disputed by some, Americans saw glaciers in their mountains as a point of pride, 

becoming one of the major reasons some of the Cascade volcanoes took on such iconographic 

status in the American imagination.544 Writers such as travel-writer Lambert Price and American 

geologist Joseph Grinnell noted in the early 1880s and 1890s the presence of glaciers in the 

Tetons, thus allowing the Tetons to compete not only in the realm of scenic nationalism, but 

temporal nationalism as well.545 Glaciers were part of the language that was intertwined with an 

understanding of deep time, creating a settler sense of authenticity and belonging to the land that 

had been the product of the American empire.546 ñTemporal imperialismò justified American 

Indian removal by arguing that American Indians were only part of the Pleistocene mammalian 

migration, and white settlement was simply the next wave of natural migration to the land, with 

the nation seeing itself as the most ancient geological nation.547  

This scenic nationalism between the ñOldò and ñNewò continents represents a major 

theme in Baillie-Grohmanôs writing, where he constantly used comparative and oftentimes 

superlative language to describe the ñgreat peak.ò In one of his hunting pursuits of the ñmythical 

mountain goats,ò his search took him high into the Tetons, ñclose up to the summit,ò where, 

although he did not summit the mountain, he observed ñsecond class peaks in the Dolomitesò to 

 

543 Andrew G. Fountain, ñThe Scientific Discovery of Glaciers in the American West,ò Vol. 0, No. 0, Annals of the 

American Association of Geographers, (2017): 1-10 
544 Fountain, ñThe Scientific Discovery of Glaciers,ò 3-10; O. Alan. Weltzien, Exceptional Mountains: A Cultural 

History of the Pacific Northwest Volcanoes, (Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press, 2016) 2-35.   
545 Sir Rose Lambert Price, ñA Summer in the Rockies, 1898,ò and ñJoseph Grinnell, ñOne Never Tires of Gazing at 

the Grand Range, 1884,ò in A Teton Country Anthology, 96, 110. 
546 Daniel Zizzamia, ñMaking the West Malleable: Coal, Geohistory, and Western Expansion, 1800-1920,ò 

Dissertation at Montana State University, (2015): 242-304, https://scholarworks.montana.edu/items/6e246956-b8ef-

44f2-92b3-89900153b4c8.  
547 Winterer, How the New World Became Old, 134-148.  
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be ñgraver obstacles than those that I saw on the uppermost portion of the TetonéI was rather 

disappointed by the very bold outline of the whole mountain, which led me to expect a first-class 

climbéò While the technical climbing of the mountain was not to his liking, and other 

obligations and weather forced him back, Baillie-Grohman was able to summit a small peaklet 

from which he observed the remainder of the route to the summit. Thus, the language that 

Baillie-Grohman used to construct such a formidable mountain only to denigrate it to ñsecond-

class climbò represents more of his own ego and masculine certitude of his purported skills than 

of reality.548  

What was more impressive to Baillie-Grohman was the ñimmensely deep canyonsò that 

divide the east side of the range. Formed by hanging glaciers during the last Ice Age, the steep 

canyons interspersed between the alpine country were seen by Baillie-Grohman as ñundoubtedly 

finer than anything we have in the Alps.ò549 Writing on the exceptional nature of the Westôs air 

and atmosphere, which allows for ñvisionò and ñtantalizing precisionò of the mountainôs 

curvatures, Baillie-Grohman notes that ñeffects of light and shadeò on the mountain that are ñso 

dear to the lover of European Alpine Sceneryò are sadly wanting.550 Nonetheless, while this was 

an unfamiliar land, it was in no way less noble than Europeôs familiar alpine haunts, and despite 

this land being ñmore puzzling thanéEuropean Alpine scenery,ò the Grand Teton of the West 

was ñfar more variedésomehow, much more easily remembered.ò551 The hunting excursions of 

Baillie-Grohman are filled with detailed descriptions of his routes and ñstalkingò of his prey, 

 

548 Baillie-Grohman, ñCamp in the Teton Basin,ò 37-38.  
549 Baillie-Grohman, ñCamp in the Teton Basin,ò 39.  
550 Baillie-Grohman, ñCamp in the Teton Basin, 41-42.ò 
551 Baillie-Grohman, ñCamps in the Teton Basin, 42.ò 
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looking for moose, goats, and even having an encounter with a Grizzly. Baillie-Grohman's use of 

firearms and violent imagery bespeaks a kind of masculine frontier that he said was beneficial 

for rugged adventure. On the ubiquitous presence and use of a rifle in the Tetons, he wrote: 

The rifle is taken as a matter of habit, for here you never let or ought to let it get beyond 

your armôs reach. You sleep with itéwhen you fish, it is slung over your back; and in the 

same way that in many of the missionary churches in frontier-country the men stroll into 

church their rifle in hand, you would, so accustomed do you get to handing your shooting 

ironséso, with the old ñtrail-stoppedò over our shoulder, we stroll forth.552  

 

Thus, Baillie-Grohman imagined an early version of a nascent Western ñgun cultureò as a 

necessary marker of identity, tying it up with the Western motif of adventures and rugged 

individualism. Baillie-Grohman imagined this dominating masculine ethos all within the shadow 

of the Grand, as in the next paragraph, he writes from his camp, he saw: 

The whole vast slope of the Teton chainéthose that overshadow us. We see where great, 

profound canyons cut down in massive rangeéa few hundred feet over our head is 

timberlineérockéof glistening white, from which, in a great, glorious sweep, rises a 

huge black tooth, boldly outlined against the grey blue of the nocturnal heavens. It is, as I 

need hardly say, the Grand Teton.553 

 

Violent romanticism and the masculine ethos of the mythical frontier all took place and were 

bound up with visions of the land that was all, quite literally, in the shadow of the Grand.  

In his concluding paragraph, Baillie-Grohman imagined the Tetons as a paradoxical 

landscape of both the national frontier mythology and later settler commodification. In his search 

for the prized Teton hunt, the elk or ñWapiti,ò Baillie-Grohman placed the Tetons in relation to 

the time before Americanization, seeing the Tetons as a place where ñfrom time eternal, elk and 

the creatures have lived in this wildland, a pristine wilderness, that despite the landôs intentional 

 

552 Baillie-Grohman, ñCamp in the Teton Basin,ò 40.  
553 Baillie-Grohman, ñCamp in the Teton Basin,ò 41.  
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ethnic cleansing, Baillie-Grohman saw as a naturally timeless. The landscape of the Grand Teton 

for him was a reminder that ñthe great orbò of this earth seemed ñas if she had shone from that 

spot for millions of yearséò Baillie-Grohman ended his writing on the Grand Teton by 

prophesying the incoming commodification of the West, leaving this place to be a true relic of 

the frontier. While nature had seemingly blessed this landscape with an abundance of game and 

natural beauty, it would soon fall to the course of American settlement-colonialism. ñThe vast 

West,ò he warned, would soon be turned ñinto one huge cattle-yard, to the utter extermination of 

game.ò Baillie-Grohman concludes his story with the vision that the Tetons landscape will one 

day host white settlers who would here ñreplace the longsome old óstagsô, who with their Indian 

squaws passed many a profitable trapping season in this beautiful mountain retreat.ò554 By his 

description of sublimity and national mythmaking, Baillie-Grohmanôs Tetons helped others 

conceptualize the range as landmark mountains of that myth.  

In August 1883, President Chester A. Arthur became the first sitting president of the 

United States to travel west of the Continental Divide. Among the first places on his tour of the 

West were those now-legendary landscapes of the Wyoming mountains, including South Pass 

and the Wind River Valley. On his trip, President Arthur met with tribal leaders on the Wind 

River Reservation, where tribal members expressed concern over the allotment of Native lands, a 

fear that would sadly be realized a few years later when President Cleaveland would sign the 

Dawes Act in 1887.555 On this trip, Arthur traveled with a variety of Western dignitaries, both 

civilian and military. Their trip through the Teton area was published in The Associated Press 

 

554 Baillie-Grohman, ñCamp in the Teton Basin, 44.  
555 Robert Righter, ñPrefaceò to The Associated Press, ñPresident Arthurôs Journey Through Yellowstone National 

Park and Northwest Wyoming, 1883ò in A Teton Country Anthology, 45-55.  
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and was a notable news story with the travel of President Arthur into newly explored lands in the 

Mountain West.556 Leaving Fort Washakie, the group began with a casual acknowledgment of 

the victims of the American empire, describing the Shoshone Indians as ñpoorò and ñdressed 

mostly in skins and furs,ò and that the Americans now used the tribeôs ñold trailsò over the Wind 

River Mountains to the Tetons.557 The story reported the sight of the Teton in reverential terms, 

and that after days of travel along the Gros Ventre River and through timber, they arrived at a 

view as ñgrand and majestic as was ever witnessed.ò Using the same pastoral-sublime dichotomy 

that other writers had used to describe the Tetons, they saw ñgrass and flowerséa lovely valleyò 

from which the ñmagnificent Teton Mountains, their snowy summits piercing the air 13,000 feet 

above sea levelò rose with ñno intervening foothills to obstruct the viewéò As the group 

traveled northward up Jackson Hole towards Yellowstone, they recounted episodes of fishing, 

hosting a friendly fishing competition between President Arthur and others in the group. Under 

the shadow of the Grand, the article suggests that the ñroyal Tetonsò should be called ñTitansò 

and creates the image of a boundless landscape, calling the Teton Basin ñlarge as the state of 

Rhode Islandò and ñcoveredéwith nutritious grasseséantelope, deer, and elk.ò This pastoral 

and Edenic landscape was bounded to the West by the ñgrand Tetonsò with vegetation 

ñscrambling upò the mountain until it gave way to the ñgray pile of rocks with snowbanksò in the 

alpine. Like Baillie-Grohman, Arthurôs party saw the Tetons as an idealistic frontier wildland.558  

 

556 556 F. Jay Hayes, ñThe Grand Teton,ò Northern Pacific Railroad, in American Heritage Center, Owen Wister 

Papers, Box 7, Folder 5; William H. Goetzmann, "Picturing Jackson Hole and Grand Teton National Park," in A 
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President Arthur would not be the only prominent political figure to visit the Tetons in 

this era. Although not yet president, Theodore Roosevelt, seeking the West as a place to remake 

himself after the loss of his first wife, took some personal time to hunt elk in the quickly 

becoming mythical Teton area. Roosevelt published his Western adventures in the widely-read 

Schriberôs Monthly or the Century Magazine, including his elk hunt into the Two Oceans Pass 

area, in which the Continental Divide separates the waters of the Snake from those of the 

Yellowstone. Roosevelt partook in his favorite activity, big game hunting in the quickly growing 

Teton hunting culture, under the watchful presence of the Grand Teton, writing, ñin daring 

beauty and majesty, the domes and lofty spires of the Teton shot into the blue sky. Too sheer for 

snow to rest on their sides, it yet filled the rents in their rough flanks, and lay deep between the 

towering pinnacles of rock.ò559  

Roosevelt saw this as an idealized hunting landscape, a relic of frontier virtue,  and when 

he brought down the elk that ñwas a giant,ò he noted he ñoverlooked a most beautiful 

countryéof all homes for the elk: a wilderness of mountain, immense evergreen forest, broken 

by park and glade,ò culminating in the alpine and hoary reaches of the Grand Teton.560 There 

was no doubt that this was a romantic, if not nostalgic and rustic, landscape for Roosevelt. 

Describing the hunting party as a made up of men who embodied the ñfast-vanishing race of 

game-hunters and Indian fighters,ò and that the men of his company were like those who ñhad 

been once the California forty-niners, and who ever since had lived the restless, reckless life of 

 

559 Theodore Roosevelt, ñAn Elk-Hunt at Two-Ocean Pass, 1892ò in Robert W. Righter (ed.), A Teton Country 

Anthology, (Boulder, CO: Roberts Rinehard, Inc., 1990): 94.  
560 Theodore Roosevelt, ñAn Elk-Hunt at Two-Ocean Pass, 1892,ò 94.  
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the wilderness.ò561 Although written a year before Frederick Jackson Turner would deliver his 

famous address declaring the frontier ñclosed,ò Roosevelt felt the ominous presence of a post-

frontier West. Hunting and landscape appreciation could, at least for Roosevelt, be one, perhaps 

fleeting way to commune with the retreating frontier and perpetuate a frontier mythos to his 

readers. Rooseveltôs Teton experience would help shape his vision of the West as a wild space 

worth preserving for its beauty and effect on national character. Like other places in his Western 

travels, the Tetons, that ñshow a striking boldness in their lofty outlines,ò served as a rhetorical 

setting for the development of many of his social beliefs of white supremacy and its conquest of 

the ñsavageò wilderness, American power, and his espousal of national virtues. The rhetoric of 

the frontier countered a perceived national softening on account of a new industrial American 

character.562 

 Inspired by his travels through the Wyoming landscape, Owen Wisterôs The Virginian, 

published in 1902, is undisputably the archetypal Western pulp fiction novel. It contained many 

of the stereotypes, characters, and themes of the coming-of-age narrative of the romantic cowboy 

genre. Today, it is still seen as the quintessential novel of a romantic West, and published at a 

time of intense interest in the notion of a vanishing frontier, it satisfied audiences with its 

depiction of rugged individualism, frontier living, and the subtle subtext of the Anglo-American 

superiority over the lands of the American West.563 By the late 1880ôs, the Tetons had become a 

 

561 Theodore Roosevelt, ñAn Elk-Hunt at Two-Ocean Pass, 1892,ò 86.  
562 Theodore Roosevelt, "Man in the Arena Speech, 1910" https://www.theodorerooseveltcenter.org/Learn-About-

TR/TR-Encyclopedia/Culture-and-Society/Man-in-the-Arena.aspx; Theodore Roosevelt, "The Strenuous Life" 

(April 10, 1899), Voices of Democracy: The U.S. Oratory Project, https://voicesofdemocracy.umd.edu/roosevelt-

strenuous-life-1899-speech-text/. 
563 John D. Nesbitt, ñOwen Wister: Inventor of the Good-guy Cowboy,ò WyoHistory.org, November 8, 2014, 

https://www.wyohistory.org/encyclopedia/owen-wister-inventor-good-guy-cowboy. 
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premier landscape of extraction for big-game hunting interests, a final bastion of frontier living 

in the heart of the intermountain West. Owen Wister made dozens of trips to the Tetons 

throughout his life, with his first trip occurring in 1885, and with a background in theatre, arts, 

and performance, he was an almost ideal interpreter for mythologizing the vanishing frontier of 

the Tetons. Writing in 1911, Wister overtly sought to capture what he viewed as the relics of the 

frontier. The rapid industrialization that had befallen the West compelled him to preserve stories 

that he saw as essential to the foundations of American character, writing: 

Steam and electricity make short work of epochs. We donôt know how many centuries 

the Indian and buffalo enjoyed before the trapper and pioneer arrived. These latter had 

fifty or sixty years pushing westward until no west was left to pushéthe nomadic, 

bachelor West is over, the housed, married West is established.564 

 

So with a camera and diary, Wister depicted the landscape of Wyoming, and oftentimes the 

Tetons, as the quintessential frontier landscape for preserving his frontier narratives.565 Building 

on the imagery and exceptionalist rhetoric of previous writers and explorers to the Teton, 

Wisterôs own experiences in the region coalesced into producing the first popular fiction, 

cementing a mythical, yet folk and certainly commodified, quality post-frontier world of the 

Grand Teton. 

 After 1885, Wister spent many summers in the Teton Range and Jackson Hole, becoming 

intimately familiar with the landscape. Long before he sat down to write any of his stories, the 

 

564 Owen Wister, Members of the Family,ñPreface,ò (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1911), Chap. 5, Project 

Gutenberg, https://www.gutenberg.org/files/56717/56717-h/56717-h.htm#V; Owen Wisterôs Photograph of The 

Grand Teton, in American Heritage Center, Owen Wister Papers, Box 8, Folder 5.   

565 Clayton Caden and Shannon Sullivan, "Teton County, Wyoming," WyoHistory.org, November 8, 2014, 

https://www.wyohistory.org/encyclopedia/teton-county-wyoming; See Photographs by Wister from American 

Heritage Center, Owen Wister Papers, Box 7, Folders 3, 5, 6, 7, 8.  
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Teton were foremost on his mind and, for months, the locale of many daily excursions. In a 

particularly colorful diary entry in 1887, Wister notes of a hunting trip in which he killed a bear 

and imagined himself in a pristine landscape of adventure. In an entry from August 13, 1887, in a 

sublime setting, Wister recounted the harrowing story of his bear-kill, ñGreat God! Iôve just 

killed a bear, and Iôm writing this by his bloody carcasséI looked down towards Jackson Hole 

and sawéthe ice-sharp points of the Tetons glittered with snow and sunlightéò566 Throughout 

many of his novels and short stories, the Tetons played a role in providing an idealizing frontier 

setting.  

The presence of the Tetons loomed ubiquitous in his stories, with the shadow of the 

Grand metaphorically seeming to encapsulate all that made the frontier romantic and rugged. 

Wisterôs writing style is notable for its detailed descriptions of the Westôs landscapes. Based on 

his own travel experiences, Wister created a world for his readers that was simultaneously 

familiar and mystical, and ultimately encouraged travel to these far-off landscapes for those who 

could afford it. His first short story, Hankôs Woman, published in 1891, and after trips to the 

Tetons, sets its stage in Jackson Hole, with the main character fishing the Snake River and the 

mighty Tetonôs eastern escapement jutting in front of him. He wrote: 

Noondayôs extreme brightness had left the river and the plain in cooling shadow, but 

spread and flowed over the yet undimmed mountains. Westward, the Tetons lifted their 

peaks pale and keen as steel through the high, radiant air. Deep down between the blue 

gases of their canyons and sun sank long shafts of light, and the glazed laps of their 

snowfields shone separate and white upon their lofty vastnesséopposite, above the 

valley, rise that other range, the Continental Divide, not sharp, but long and ampleé.a 

passing band of antelope stood suddenly togetheréand they drifted like phantoms away, 

and were lost in the levels of the sage-brush.567 

 

566 Owen Wister, ñGreat God! Iôve Just Killed a Bear, 1887ò in Robert W. Righter (ed.), A Teton Country Anthology, 

(Boulder, CO: Roberts Rinehard, Inc., 1990): 69-70. 
567 Owen Wister, Hankôs Woman, (New York, NY: Macmillan Company, 1928, or. 1891): 1-2.  
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In this brief introductory paragraph, Wister seems to conjure up many of the main themes 

associated with the Tetons up to this point by writers such as Baillie-Grohman, President 

Arthurôs group, and Theodore Roosevelt. The interplay of light and shadow, river and mountain, 

the vertical changes of canyon to alpine snow are all similar themes between these writers in 

describing the Tetons. The presence of the antelope and the activity of fishing that starts the book 

suggest the extractive culture of recreation that Roosevelt, Baillie-Grohman, and President 

Arthurôs parties participated in on their journey to the Tetons.  

While todayôs Jackson Hole seems like a modern Western playground for the wealthy, 

the roots of such appeal to the region and the Teton range stretch much further back. Like 

Baillie-Grohman, Sir Rose Lambert Price was of high estate, born to English royalty with a large 

inheritance that he used on big-game hunting trips and sightseeing around the globe. In 1898, 

Price joined a luxurious travel posse organized by John Coppiner and Seward Webb, who 

specialized in bringing the conveniences of modern society to what was seen as the wildlands of 

the American West. The appeal of the Tetons as a commodified playground proved too much for 

men such as Price, who, much as wealthy modern travelers up to Kilimanjaro are pampered, 

cooked for, guided, and have their gear hauled, Priceôs travel quite literally commodified the 

Teton frontier for him. Like many travelers at the time from the eastern United States, Priceôs 

group ascended the Wind River Mountains over Union Pass and followed the Gros Ventre River 

to Jackson Hole at the base of the Tetons.568  

 

568 Robert Righter, ñIntroductionò to Major Sir Rose Lambert Price, ñA Summer in the Rockies, 1898,ò in A Teton 

Country Anthology, 95-96. 
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Entering the valley, Price was struck by the range, which he believed was the ñhighest 

range in the Rockies.ò That magical interplay between the plains of the Hole and the Tetons 

stuck Price as worthy of admiration as the mountains rose ñso abruptlyò from the ñgrass-covered 

level plain,ò with this contrast adding ñgreatly to their apparent height.ò Using the common 

comparative trope of the mountains, he writes that the ñhighest peak of the range-the grand 

Teton-reminded me somewhat of the Matterhorn, which in some degree it resembleséò 

However, there was an important caveat to this comparison: the Matterhorn was conquerable, 

while from his knowledge this craggy frontier peak was ñperfectly inaccessibleò where form his 

view the heavily-crevassed Teton Glacier appears to ñbe so placed that I do not think anyone 

could get upéò569 Like other big-game travelers before him, Price depicted the Teton landscapes 

in Edenic terms, writing that it ñwould be difficult to find a more beautifulò scene as that which 

the Tetons provided towering over Jackson Hole. In this dynamic interplay between the pastoral 

and the sublime, that made this became an idealized landscape of the West. Price first described 

the landscapes in pastoral and familiar terms, suggesting it is a valley ripe for settlement, writing 

that ñimmense stretches of prairie land with wild hay growing over it, in many places above 

oneôs knees, afforded abundant pasture for cattle.ò Priceôs vision of the landscape of flowing 

abundance for ranching would be quite accurate. During the 1880s, as cattle herds replaced bison 

herds, not only to sustain a growing national population, but also as a marriage between empire 

and capital in an insidious plan to starve Native Americans into submission to the federal 
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government.570 As the skulls of that iconic species of the West piled high, bounded by the 

twisted metal knots of barbed fences, the cattle culture of the arid interior West became just as 

iconic in settlersô mythical frontier as the bison once were. Although the notorious reputation 

that other scholars have written about Jackson Holeôs particular invisibility to settlement, Priceôs 

prediction of the valley as an Eden for ranching was proven true.571 The willows, aspen, spruces, 

and ñpark landsò of the valleyôs foothills provided the pastoral environment and ñclearest and 

coldest water, well stocked with trout,ò and the Tetons were ñfull of game.ò In this settler 

paradise, Price ends his description with a turn towards the sublime, writing that above all this 

landscape rises the ñmagnificent range of the Tetons,ò all of which would make this a ñvery 

desirable place to live.ò Price felt the enclosing pressure of the vanishing frontier, fearing that his 

mythical landscapes in the heart of the Rockies, of which he concludes, ñI very much fear it will 

rapidly settle up.ò572 This is a kind of tension between the progress of settlement and the fear of a 

bounded and settled frontier, which represents one of the paradoxical trends in writings about the 

Tetons at the end of the nineteenth century.  

Price represents a man caught between the paradoxes of two competing visions for the 

West. Men such as Price, through their writing and travel, helped perpetuate the continued 

structure of the American nation-state, but they also simultaneously harbored a kind of 

sentimentalist nostalgia for the wild spaces and boundless, unsettled, national frontier myth that 

 

570 Andrew C. Isenburg, The Destruction of the Bison: An Environmental History, 1750-1920, (Cambridge, UK: 

Cambridge University Press, 2000): 93-123; SDSU, ñBison Genocide,ò SDSU Library Guides, 
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571 Daugherty, A Place Called Jackson Hole, Chapters 6-9, 
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https://libguides.sdstate.edu/c.php?g=1358402&p=10030696
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helped define the West. This was a paradox because the more men such as Price explored and 

wrote publicly about these last relics of the vanishing frontier, the more others came to see, or 

ñsettleò these lands, thus perpetuating a cycle of Western frontier romanticism into becoming a 

self-fulfilling prophecy. Perhaps, however, that this was the entire point of the vanishing frontier 

ideal. It was the seemingly paused tension between the imagination of the unsettled and settled 

frontier, of an empire to a nation, on a continent to monument, that helped grow the appeal of the 

Tetons as an iconic mountain of the national myth.  
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CHAPTER SIX 

VAINGLORY IN THE VERTICAL: THE SUMMIT, WILLIAM OWEN, AND A STRUGGLE 

FOR MEANING IN THE POST-FRONTIER NATION, c. 1891-1929 

 

 

 

 

 

Along with the Sierra Nevada and Washington Cascades, few other ranges in the 

continental United States have as much of a storied past in the history of American 

mountaineering as the Tetons. From the controversial Owen-Spalding climb of 1898 to the 

guiding businesses of Paul Petzol and Glenn Exum in the 1930s, the Tetons remain the home to 

some of the richest mountaineering histories in the nation.573 The Tetons became a moral 

landscape embedded with the notion of the national frontier myth. This was, in part, a sanitized 

vision of freedom in a Western landscape that selectively disassociated settler society from a 

sense of duty in light of a violent past. This chapter argues that the 1898 Owen Spalding climb 

worked to enhance the language of nationalism and exceptionalism in a quest for personal 

meaning in a post-frontier era nation. In this chapter, I reexamine the life and writings of William 

Owen, of the Owen-Spalding climb of 1898, as working to perpetuate and force the nationalistic 

 

573 Andy Selters, Ways to the Sky: A Historical Guide to North American Mountaineering, (Golden, CO: American 
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frontier myth and expand the language of empire-building to a post-frontier republic. Owen 

worked to literally force the frontier myth in support of his physical achievements and sought 

public memorialization for them in a post-frontier nation.  

In a post-frontier nation, the glory of ñfirst ascentsò hardly commanded the same kind of 

reverential and mythic quality as previous climbers had experienced. While climbing the Grand 

Teton was indeed a significant mountaineering achievement, Owen yearned for something more; 

a mystic status alongside historical figures such as Bonneville, Fremont, King, and Langford, in 

popular memory. Owen craved recognition as a member of the empire-building era of Western 

Mountain history, but he lived and climbed in a post-frontier, industrial, nation-state. Moreover, 

Owen, whose climbing abilities were solid but by no means extraordinary, also could not 

compete with the rising popularity of other mountaineers in the early twentieth century, such as 

British legends such as George Mallory and Andrew Irvine, nor with Americans such as Norman 

Clyde or Glenn Exum, who were pushing the limits of mountaineering at the time. Owen was not 

in this tier of elite climbers, despite all his aspirations for memorialization.  Writing in the 

Casper Tribune Herald in 1926, he wrote his own poem of his 1898 climb, including the 

following stanzas of the Grand Teton and his mountaineering prowess:  

To heights so lofty and sublime 

No mountaineer could hope to climb 

But I have scaled thy dangerous sidesé574 

 

Owenôs mountaineering shows how contrived, contingent, and even artificial myths like the 

frontier can be. They are, like landscape, can be made and unmade in meaning or emphasis 

 

574 Owen, ñLions Banner Swings in Breeze Atop the Grand Teton, Daring Feat Accomplished by a Party of Idaho 
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across one lifetime. In a contrived way, Owen sought recognition as a member of American 

empire-building in a boundless West, yet he happened to be climbing in a time of a defined 

nation-state.575 

***  

  William Owen, a Wyoming state auditor who lived most of his life in relative quiet in 

Cheyenne, is particularly interesting as he spans two generations of settler engagement with the 

Tetons. Born in Pleasant Grove, Utah, in 1859, Owen moved to Laramie in 1868 with his family 

following the brief Native American victory in Red Cloudôs War in 1868 and the subsequent 

short-lived peace in the wake of the Treaty of Fort Laramie (1868). With a passion for the natural 

sciences, he worked as a teamster on the Oregon Trail before working as a surveyor for the 

Union Pacific Railroad. Owen began the first part of his career as a federal employee with the 

General Land Office for the Wyoming Territory on lands recently taken from Native nations in 

Wyoming. Much of Owenôs early career was in calculating and surveying recently acquired 

lands to the United States as a result of the Treaties of Fort Bridger (1868), Fort Laramie (1868), 

as well as of lands acquired as a result of the Shoshone-Bannock War, Sioux Wars, and Nez 

Perce War. With much of the Wyoming Territory ethnically cleansed, and the majority of its 

remaining original inhabitants confined to one reservation within the state, the territorial 

government sought men such as Owen to survey lines for settlement throughout Wyoming.576  

In Cheyenne, Owen quickly became familiar with people in power and influence, a skill 

that he would continually foster throughout his life. In 1882, on a trip with Wyoming territorial 
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governor John W. Hoyt, Owen first heard of this mythical ñGrand Tetonò with Hoyt reportedly 

calling it: the greatest mountain in this country,ò adding that, ñit has never been climbed.ò Even 

in the 1880s, there was controversy over the authenticity of Langfordôs claimed ascent in 1872. 

In 1883, Owen and some friends from the Laramie Bicycle Club set out to use their penny-

farthing bicycles across Yellowstone National Park. Owen was eager to promote his physical 

capabilities and used the Teton and Yellowstone area to search for a sense of personal 

authenticity and social validation.577 He first became famous for his 1891 ñfirst bicycle tour of 

Yellowstone Park,ò in which he and two other members of the Laramie Bicycle Club first gazed 

onto the Teton Range. ñOur first view of the Three Tetons, lofty peaks, the culmination of a 

mighty mountain range,ò Owen wrote, ñstood out sharp.ò His gaze focused on ñthe Grand Teton, 

loftiest of the three, ñbelieving that ña nobler peak lifts not its head among the Rocky 

Mountains,ò and that its hanging glacier ñreflects the solar rays in myriads of diamond 

flashes.ò578  

Here, Owen became determined to climb the Grand Teton. Over the next few years, he 

continued to become familiar with the Greater Yellowstone-Teton-Wind River region, and his 

surveying jobs often took him to this region of Wyoming. Following Wyoming statehood in 

1890, Owen made his first attempt on the Grand Teton, which ended in a summit failure due to 

snowy weather in the summer. In the mid-1890s, Owen secured a job in Jackson with the 

General Land Office to continue surveying the region for settlement, while also granting him an 
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opportunity to be close to continually try different attempts on the summit. In 1898, the Rocky 

Mountain Club in Denver put Frankling Spalding, an accomplished Colorado climber, in 

connection with Owen, and the team was formed to conquer the Grand Teton in the post-frontier 

West.579  

Owenôs first attempt on the Grand Teton took place in the summer of 1891, when the 

Tetons already loomed large as a mysterious mythic frontier of the American nation. The range 

was by now a permanent fixture in a larger cultural movement that helped motivate conservation 

across the West, centered on preserving and memorializing ñmonumentalò sites such as 

Yosemite in 1864, Yellowstone in 1872, the Sequoias in 1890, and Pikes Peak, Colorado. 

Monumentalism, an ideology that tried to notions of deep time and geologic continental 

exceptionalism, was the United Statesôs response to the heritage of long cultural antiquity of 

Europe.580 For something to be ñmonumentalò required impressive size (i.e., Sequoias, Pikes 

Peak, Yellowstone Falls, etc.), a sense of antiquity (glaciers, geologic time, etc.), and prominent 

visibility. As a symbol, great monuments needed to be ñseen,ò whether physically, through 

settler tourism or visitation, or vicariously through imagery and literature, such as those Jackson, 

Moran, and Langford produced on the Tetons in the 1870s. Owen wrote of this distinction 

between two kinds of monumental visibility writing: 

These three peaks, by name, are probably more familiar to the tourists who have visited 

this Western country than any others in the entire Rocky Mountain system, and yet I 

believe it is perfectly safe to assert that they are in reality as little known as the giant 

snow-clad summits of equatorial Africa.581  
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The contextual clues of imperialism that Owen leaves are striking in this statement. The 1885 

Berlin Conference produced a ñscramble for empireò in sub-Saharan Africa among European 

powers, with ñequatorial Africa,ò like the ñfrontier,ò being seen as new territory for expanding 

European power and myth-making over indigenous cultures. Similarly, the cultural fascination 

with empire extended to what Owen called the ñsnow-clad summitsò of the Mount Kenya massif. 

That mountain represented just as much of a colonial objective for British geography as Halford 

John Makinderôs 1899 ascent of Mount Kenya as much as Langfordôs 1872 ascent of the Grand 

Teton was for American geography. Whether over the lands of North America or Africa, 

climbing mountains was a means of conducting survey calculations of colonial space. As a state 

surveyor and mountaineer, Owen saw himself as participating in this wider colonial project of 

using mountains as nodal points of national science and power.582   

 The impressive ñjutò or prominence above the Teton range above their surrounding 

terrain earned them the title of ñlandmarksò of the West in a practical sense for overland travelers 

in the region, and their commanding presence only served to exemplify their mountaineering 

appeal. The mountains were tangible, visible icons of colonial movement across the continent. 

From the summit, a settler-climber would enhance this symbolic appeal by imagining and 

bounding the expanse of colonial space. As a surveyor, Owen recognized this potential writing, 

ñFrom the west, these peaks are easily seen two hundred miles distant, and viewed from this 

point they are seemingly as sharp as needles,ò Owen wrote, continuing, ñé.the Grand 

Tetonéhas an altitude of 14,150ôéobtained from careful transit and barometrical 
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measurementséò Because of its remoteness, Owen noted that there were ñgreat difficultiesò that 

ñmust be encountered in reachingò the Grand Teton, and once in its base, only those ñovercome 

by excess of nerve and first-class physical enduranceò could even hope to assail the mountain.583 

Owen used the Grand Teton as a way of legitimizing the American national empire while 

also serving as a means of his self-aggrandizement as a frontier hero. Owen envisioned the 

Grand Teton as a part of a wider settler-colonial place-making and saw himself as participating 

in the larger Euro-American colonial enterprise, where the Tetons were emblems of the 

American frontier. In 1891, Owen attempted the Grand along with his wife, another couple, and 

a guide, and later published this account in Frank Leslieôs Weekly. Owenôs words in this article 

were suggestive of his wider attempt to situate himself within a larger empire-building mythos, 

envisioning his recreational ascent of the Grand Teton as the continuation of the Wind River 

explorers of the 1840s. He began his report imagining the Tetons in a wider imperial schema, 

saying that those ñperpetually snow-clad mountains whose christening dates back some seventy-

five yearsò and ñare mentioned in Irvingôs Captain Bonneville and by the renowned pathfinder, 

John C. Fremont, in his official report to the government covering his exploration.ò For Owen, 

ñthe Three Tetonsò were the crowns of the continent, the representative landscape of the 

nineteenth centuryôs empire-building project. From the surrounding valleys, ñrise the grandest 

peaks in North Americaéentirely without the realm of comparison with other North American 

peaks.ò584 The Tetons were the symbols of the nationôs imperial ambitions over the continental 

and nodal of the frontier. Grounding his story in the language of empire-building, Owen signaled 
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to his readers that to climb the Teton was not simply an exercise in physical recreation but in a 

performance and continuation of the nationôs imperial reach. Owen was not only an 

accomplished surveyor and mountaineer, but was also skilled with wet-bulb photography. This 

allowed him not only to describe the Tetons in words but also to procure both a visual and 

literary imagination of the climb. With this powerful combination, Owen set out to solidify that 

Americaôs natural ñmonumentsò were superior in every way to Europeôs. The trope of the 

Matterhorn-Teton proved to be the imaginative setting upon which Owen would make his case, 

writing, ñthe Grand Teton bears a marked resemblance to the famous Matterhorn of the Old 

Worldéand has many physical characteristics in common with its far-famed prototype.ò  

Arguably, the most iconic mountain in the Western world is the Matterhorn. The 

Matterhorn is one of those few iconic and emblematic landmark mountains that most people in 

the Western world know of and could recognize instantly if shown a picture.585 The Grand Teton 

might be another. Both mountains dominate their respective valleys, Zermatt and Jackson Hole, 

and the awful, pinnacle-like culmination of these masses of uplifted granite provides an idealistic 

cap to the jutting power of the mountain. Both mountains have taken on attempts by 

mountaineers, acting as cultural icons of physicality and nationalism, and some have never 

returned. The Matterhorn and the Grand Teton became intertwined at the end of the nineteenth 

century with notions of continental and nationalistic exceptionalism, and the ñviewingò of these 

mountains became a mode of mass participation in national identity.586 Mountaineering has been 
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Idaho Men,ò The Casper Tribune-Herald, August 1, 1926, in American Heritage Center, William Owen Papers, Box 

3, Folder 15.  
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a political act for many Western nations. With the United Statesô struggle to prove the superiority 

of ñNew Worldò monumentalism over the ñOld World,ò  the language of Matterhorn and the 

Grand Teton comparisons were commonly pitted against each other in the booster culture of the 

late nineteenth to early twentieth century.587 In a government-published 1915 travel guidebook of 

the West, for example, the Grand Teton was called ñAmericaôs Matterhorn,ò with the writers 

describing the Grand Tetonôs qualities in overt nationalistic terms. ñEven a man who climbed the 

Matterhorn,ò this article wrote, ñwould hesitate before daring to try the Grand Teton.ò588 This 

particular article painted a dramatic aesthetic landscape depiction of the Grand Teton, explaining, 

ñéthe Tetons towering to the sky, rise from a billowy surface of a sea of golden grain,ò where 

visitors accustomed to the daily sights of the Tetons, ñsee the grandeur that thrills the traveler, 

heartens the hunter and inspires the artist.ò589 This Alps-Teton comparison demonstrates the kind 

of rival nationalism sweeping the nation. 

Contrasting the mountains, Owen did recognize that the Matterhorn of the ñOld Worldò 

was the quintessential iconic ñprototypeò of a mountain. It was a kind of vertical and aesthetic 

standard of sublimity upon which all ñNew Worldò mountains would be measured. However, 

Owen saw the Grand Teton as expounding American greatness over and above the landmark 

mountains of Europe, and even other American landmark mountains, writing: 

  éin one respectéit surpasses that celebrated mountain. The Matterhorn from its base 

rises about 5000ô, while the Teton, on the east side, lifts its head 7,500ô above the valley 

and its immediate base, in a smooth, unbroken slope of granite so steep as to be entirely 

 

587 William Owen, ñThe Matterhorn of America,ò (1898), in Robert W. Righter (ed.), A Teton Country Anthology, 

(Boulder, CO: Roberts Rinehard, Inc., 1990): 57-66.  
588 Willis Thomas Lee, Stoddard Gale Hoyt, Ralph Walter Stone, Guidebook of the Western United States: Part B 

The Overland Route with a Side Trip to Yellowstone Park, (Washington, D.C., Government Printing Office, 1915): 

142.  
589 Lee et al., Guidebook of the Western United States, 142. 
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inaccessible to man. Pikeôs, Grayôs, Longôséare tame when compared with the Grand 

Teton, and, viewed in the light of difficult and dangerous climbing, are not to be spoken 

in the same breath with it. It is absolutely peerless.590 

 

Faced with such a fierce range, Owen constructed an image of the Grand Teton as the apotheosis 

not only of Europe, but also of the American Rockies.  

The fourteeners that Owen names, Pikes Peak, Grayôs Peak, and Longs Peak, are 

impressive mountains in their own right in the Colorado Rockies. Pikes Peak and Longs Peak jut 

directly above Coloradoôs Front Range, and two of the earliest settler-named Rocky Mountain 

peaks. Settler climbers had claimed both Pikes Peak, climbed in 1820, and Longs Peak, in 1868, 

by John Wesley Powell, in the service of bounding frontier space.591 Owen saw himself as 

participating in a public memory of mystery and knowledge-making in American 

mountaineering in his quest to climb the Grand Teton. This language, for example, occurs in 

descriptions of Coloradoôs Pikes Peak in the popular imagination. Botanist and geologist Edwin 

James from the Longs Expedition is credited with being the first settler to summit Pikes Peak.592 

The mention of Pikes, Longs, and the popularly climbed Grayôs Peak signaled the imaginative 

sense of mystery and the potential for knowledge-making on landmark mountains in the West. 

Pikes Peak and the mountains of Colorado were gentle, mysterious, but generally known and 

 

590 Owen, ñMatterhorn of America, 1891,ò 60. 

591 C. W. Buchholtz, "Chapter 3: Searching for the Song of the Winds," in Rocky Mountain National Park: A 

History (Niwot, CO: University Press of Colorado, 1987), 

https://www.nps.gov/parkhistory/online_books/romo/buchholtz/chap3.htm. 

592 Devin Flores, "The Mountain of the Sun: The Many Names of Pikes Peak," History Colorado, November 16, 

2018, https://www.historycolorado.org/story/going-places/2018/11/16/mountain-sun-many-names-pikes-peak; 

History Colorado, "Among the Eternal Snows," September 3, 2020, https://www.historycolorado.org/story/articles-

print/2020/09/03/among-eternal-snows.  

https://www.nps.gov/parkhistory/online_books/romo/buchholtz/chap3.htm
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tamed summits that, until this point, were seen as the iconic emblems of the American Rockies. 

By superseding these mountains and their established cultural mythos, Owen called attention to 

the Grand Teton as the true ñrugged sentinelò of the West, a mountain even greater than the 

apotheosis of all Euro-American mountains, the Matterhorn. To Owen, the ñThree Tetonsò were 

the Westôs ñgiant landmarksò of monumental grandeur ñseemed to pierce the sky in their awful 

reach heavenwardò that ñstood like sentinels on the brinké[and] as sharp as the steeple of a 

church,ò and by all rights replacing, or at least reigning with, the Matterhorn as the definitive 

vertical symbols of Euro-American identity.593  

 

Owen failed on his 1891 attempt to reach the summit of the Grand. The group traveled 

past what is today known as the Upper Saddle on the south side of the mountain. The long chute 

between the Lower and Upper Saddle, which in most summer attempts today is a rocky 

scramble, was snow-covered. The Middle Teton Glacier guarded the entrance to the Lower 

Saddle and had already significantly slowed the party as they crossed ñcrevasses forty or fifty 

feet wide.ò At 13,200ô, around 600 vertical feet from the summit, Owenôs party turned around 

dejected and disappointed with ñnoneò feeling the failure ñas keenly as the women, whose skill 

and courage thus far had been little short of marvelous.ò Before turning back, the group ñerected 

a large cairnò in which they placed the names of those on the climb and the date in an airtight 

container. Owen, acting as an agent of the empire, placed in this container a picture of 

Republican Secretary of State James G. Blaine, a man known for an aggressive imperialistic and 

expansionistic foreign policy, working for territorial acquisition in the Pacific and Latin America 

 

593 Owen, ñThe Matterhorn of America, 1891,ò 60, 62.  
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later in the decade.594 Owen wrote that ñfrom the beginningò of the trip, it had been the goal of 

the party to ñchristen this peerless peak in honor of our great statesman, as being the only 

mountain in our country worthy to bear his name.ò While ñMount Blaineò never replaced the 

ñGrand Teton,ò the attempt by Owen demonstrates a wider American imagination of a 

memorialized part of a national empireôs frontier. In this imaginative schema, the future of the 

nationôs imperial ambitions fell within the shadow of the Grand.595  

 

Figure 29. This collection of primary source photos from the 1898 climb depicts the heavily 

glaciated terrain that William Owen, Franklin Spalding, and two other companions traveled on. 

The upper right image is the Middle Teton Glacier, and the lower image is Garnet Canyon 

towards Jackson Hole. Upper left is the summit team on the Grand Teton. Bottom left is the team 

climbing an arm of the Middle Teton Glacier that no longer exists as they approach what is called 

the Lower Saddle. The Bottom right image is the western side of the Teton range from near the 

Lower.596  

 

594 Barry Rigby, "The Origins of American Expansion in Hawaii and Samoa, 1865ï1900," The International History 

Review 10, no. 2 (May 1988): 222.  

595 Owen, ñThe Matterhorn of America, 1891,ò 63-64.  
596 Series 2 Photographs, Bishop Franklin Spencer Spalding Papers, WH735 Photobox 1, Denver Public Library, 

Western History and Genealogy. 
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As Owen and his team descended from the Upper Saddle, they became befuddled by the 

torrential afternoon thunderstorms that the Tetons are famous for. August snow is not uncommon 

in the alpine zone of the Tetons, and when accompanied by driving wind, terrible thunder, and 

lightning, it strikes fear and hesitation into even the most intrepid of todayôs climbers. Lightning, 

in addition to providing a direct strike to an individual climber, can also electrify the wet rocks it 

contacts, which act as a conductor of this raw form of mountain power. On their descent, Owen 

described the scene as smitten by ñblindingò snow and ñragged flashes of lightning and terrific 

peals of thunder, whose vibrations detached large blocks of stone that came thundering down the 

mountainside with the velocity of a bullet.ò Owen saw himself in a similar position as famed 

British mountaineer Edward Whpmer, who in Scrambles Among the Alps, experienced a similar 

torrent of electrical power on the slopes of the Matterhorn. Owen recounted that he had ñnever 

realized before now the terror that such an exhibition can inspire.ò Owen was clear that the 

nationalistic exceptionalism of the Grand Teton over the Matterhorn extended even to the 

mountainsô precipitative power. The ñgrandest peak of the Rocky Mountains,ò perhaps, was not 

climbable.  

Yet, the future of the Tetons, however, looked to Owen to be a sanitized frontier writing 

in the future. ñWhen this region becomes more accessible, by means of railroads already 

projected,ò Owen foretold, ñit will doubtless rivaléthe National Park [Yellowstone] itselféò 

Despite these modern improvements, the Grand Teton provided a challenge that ñin every wayò 

would be worthy of the ñveteran mountaineer, Mr. Edward Wymper.ò The Tetonôs deep 

canyons, ñprecipitous walls,ò ñextensive snowfields,ò and ñneedle-like summitsò worked 
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together in Owenôs writing to create an American alternative to the Alps that could ñnot be 

described.ò In this imagination of scenic nationalism and monumentalism, Owen saw the ñawful 

spire of graniteò that ñknows not the foot of manò of the Grand Teton itself as the culminating 

monument of all that was on this landscaped receiving from him the ñdistinguished honorò as 

ñthe Matterhorn of America.ò597    

***  

After climbing for eleven hours, Franklin Spalding was nearly at the summit of the Grand 

Teton. It was August 11, 1898, seven years after Owen and his party had first attempted the 

Grand Teton. Just moments earlier, a 300 lb. rock had nearly crushed one of his climbing 

companions. Spalding had just traversed a wildly exposed ledge, where a misstep promised to 

send the climber three thousand feet into a yawning abyss. Spalding pulled himself up the 

awkward ñDouble Chimneyò on the route and led his companions up, climbing the exposed fifth-

class pitch unroped.598 In a few hours, Franklin Spalding, William Owen, Frank Peterson, and 

John Shive summited the highest peak in the ñAlps of Americaéthe Grand Teton,ò which Owen 

regarded as the most difficult mountain climb in this country. 599 For fellow climber Franklin 

Spalding, the mountains were not primarily a place of personal conquest and athletic pride but 

were a place of authentic self-actualization and an experience with the Divine. Spalding was a 

 

597 Owen, ñThe Matterhorn of America, 1891ò 65-66. 
598 Franklin Spencer Spalding quoted in Francis P. Farquhar, ñFranklin Spencer Spalding and the Ascent of the 

Grand Teton in 1898,ò The American Alpine Journal, Vol 3, No. 3, 1939: 306-309.  
599 Constance Chandler, ñConquer of Grand Teton Recognized,ò Los Angeles Times, Feb 27, 1923, ProQuest 

Historical Newspapers: pg. B7. 
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man captured by the beauties of the vertical West in a search for meaning and authenticity in the 

regionôs mountains.600  

The Episcopal bishop of Salt Lake City from 1904-1914, Fraklin Spalding was born in 

Erie, Pennsylvania, in 1865, moving with his family to Colorado at nine years old when his 

father was appointed the Missionary Bishop of Colorado, Wyoming, and New Mexico.601 

Coming of age on the Front Range of Colorado, Spalding, ñlong of limb and a lover of the out-

of-doors,ò was also an intelligent and gifted young man, versed in journalism, debate, and 

athletics. After graduating from Princeton University in 1887, he attended a seminary in New 

York and was ordained an Episcopal priest in 1892, and eventually elected Missionary Bishop of 

Salt Lake. 602 Known as the ñSocialist Bishop,ò Spalding advocated for a Christianity born out of 

Protestant theological liberalism and modernism that emphasized social service, charity, and a 

social revolution of just action.603  Spalding held a solidarity with American laborers and 

believed that part of the churchôs mission was to seek economic fairness and labor justice in a 

particularly rapacious era of American capitalism.604 Spaldingôs climbing activities were not 

born out of conquest over nature, but of a search for a reverential and authentic communion with 

it. Spalding climbed many of Coloradoôs ñfourteenersò during his life, including Mount Evans, 

Longs Peak, and the Collegiate Peaks, helping to found Coloradoôs first organized 

mountaineering society, ñThe Rocky Mountain Club.ò605  

 

600 Melish, ñFranklin Spencer Spalding,ò 46.   
601 Farquhar, ñFranklin Spencer Spalding and the Ascent of the Grand Teton in 1898,ò 305. 
602 Farquhar, ñFranklin Spencer Spalding and the Ascent of the Grand Teton in 1898,ò 305; John Howard Melish, 

Franklin Spencer Spalding: Man and Bishop, (New York, NY: The MacMillan Company, 1917): 82. 
603 Franking Spencer Spalding, ñChristian Unity,ò The Atlantic, May 1913 Issue, 

https://cdn.theatlantic.com/media/archives/1913/05/111-5/132217844.pdf.  
604 Melish, ñFranklin Spencer Spalding,ò 82-96.   
605 Farquhar, ñFranklin Spencer Spalding and the Ascent of the Grand Teton in 1898,ò 305-306. 

https://cdn.theatlantic.com/media/archives/1913/05/111-5/132217844.pdf
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After reaching the summit of the Grand Teton with his companions, Spalding wrote that 

the view from the summit was, ñéa grand sight, one of the grandest on earth.ò606 These words, 

in their brevity, are perhaps indicative of a profound sense of peace and sublimity that Spalding 

felt on the summit of Grand. Unlike Spalding, Owen used the climb of the Grand Teton as a 

means of more blatantly participating in this implicit form of nationalism and self-promotion. 

While Owen worked for years to be officially recognized as the first man to officially be 

recognized to summit the Grand, the ñmodest sportsmanshipò of Spalding prevented him from 

equal mountaineering fame and recognition.607 Twentieth-century mountaineer Francis P. 

Farquhar said of Spaldingôs role in the climb that ñSpalding was not only the leader of the 

partyébut he practically made a 'solo' ascent [un-roped climb of the final pitches of the Grand 

Teton], returning when he was within a few feet of the summit to bring up the rest of his 

party.ò608 In contrast to this modesty of Spalding, Owen worked hard to become memorialized as 

the ñofficialò ascender of the Grand Teton, as later recognized by the Wyoming State 

Legislature, and which was lobbied for by Owen himself.609  

Spalding and Owen summited the Grand Teton, a symbol of the last great peak of the 

frontier West, on August 11, 1898. The next day, August 12, 1898, Spain signed a cessation of 

hostilities with the United States, leading to the Treaty of Paris of 1898 that would hand the 

United States its first significant overseas territories in places such as Cuba, the Philippines, and 

 

606 Franklin Spencer Spalding, quoted in Melish, ñFranklin Spencer Spalding,ò 81.   
607 Farquhar, ñFranklin Spencer Spalding and the Ascent of the Grand Teton in 1898,ò 309. 
608 Farquhar, ñFranklin Spencer Spalding and the Ascent of the Grand Teton in 1898,ò 309; William Owen Papers, 

American Heritage Center, Box 3, Folders 1, 5, 6, 15.  
609 ñWyoming Park Opens in July: Climber of Grand Teton to Attend Event,ò Los Angeles Times, May 26, 1929, 

ProQuest Historical Newspapers, Los Angeles Times, pg. B5.  
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Puerto Rico. Thus, Owenôs life and times were swept up in a colonialist scheme of American 

power and control, with his work both as a surveyor and mountaineer being caught somewhere 

between the frontier and post-frontier eras. Before Wyoming statehood, Owen surveyed recently 

annexed Native lands for imperial settlement projects, with, at that time, the Tetons still very 

much a terra incognita, mysterious and mythical in the settler imagination. By the early 1890s, 

Owenôs work helped make known and conceptualize the exploits of empire in western 

Wyoming, and his own recreational ambitions took center stage in his life. Climbing the Grand 

Teton in 1898, in a sense, was a project of nationalistic and imperial fever in the nation. Owenôs 

sought a project of personal aggrandizement was a search for authentic recognition from the 

American state and the larger settler-colonial project he had served for decades, overtly as a 

surveyor, and implicitly, as a mountaineer. Owenôs involvement in using the Tetons as symbols 

of the West demonstrates the larger cultural imagination of seeing the range as symbols of 

national identity.  

Accompanying the celebrations to celebrate the dedication of Grand Teton National Park 

in 1929, William Owen, thirty-one years after he and Franklin Spaldingôs climb of the Grand 

Teton, wrote a memoir in the Wyoming State Tribune. He wrote of the ñindomitable courageò in 

the face of ñhardship and perilò that his team encountered in the 1898 climb of the Grand 

Teton.610 Fresh off the designation of Grand Teton National Park, Owen successfully lobbied his 

impressive political connections to pass a joint resolution of the House of Representatives of the 

State of Wyoming to declare William Owen, Franklin Spalding, Frankling Peterson, and John S. 

 

610 William O. Owen, ñHardship, Peril, Indomitable Courage Characterized First Ascent of the Giant Grand Teton,ò 

Wyoming State Tribune, July 20, 1929, in American Heritage Center, William Owen Papers, Box 3, Folder 15.  
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Shive, ñThe Owen-Spalding Party,ò as the first official ascenders of the Grand Teton.611 

Searching for political and public authentic recognition for his climb in 1898, led a team to place 

a banner on the summit of his accomplishment in 1926, convinced the Wyoming state legislature 

to officially recognize his party as the first person to summit the Grand, wrote scores of articles 

and editorials in local newspapers about his climbing exploit.612  

In his Wyoming State Tribune and Cheyenne State Leader memoir in July 1929, Owen 

recounts his climb, the Tetons themselves, as part of the settlement project of reimaging the 

West. The border between the federal and imperial powers of the nation-state remained thin at 

this time. For example, present at the dedication of the park was the disgraced Samuel Woodring 

(who was removed by National Park Service Director Horace Albright for sexual abuse of a 

child in 1934).613 Before his removal, he had ñbeen in federal service for more than thirty years,ò 

serving ñthrough the Spanish-American Warò and later as a quartermaster doing ñpack service 

ñin Cubaéthe Philippineséandé Mexico.ò As a federal employee, Woodring served the 

American empire abroad and could now serve the nation-state at home as the ñchief ranger of 

Yellowstoneò and ñsuperintendent of Grand Teton National Park.ò614 Likewise, Owen viewed 

 

611 ñEnrolled Joint Resolution No. 2 of the House of Representatives Nineteenth Legislature of the State of 

Wyoming,ò in American Heritage Center, William Owen Papers, Box 6, Folder 15, ñ1927 to 1929ò; for the story 

and controversies in the establishment of Grand Teton National Park see: Robert Righter, Crucible for 

Conservation: The Struggle for Grand Teton National Park, (Jackson, WY: Grand Teton Association, 1992). 
612 For the story of controversy of Owen, Langford and the public debate on the authenticity of his climb see: 

Turiano, Select Peaks, 476-482; ñEnrolled Joint Resolution No. 2 of the House of Representatives Nineteenth 

Legislature of the State of Wyoming,ò in American Heritage Center, William Owen Papers, Box 6, Folder 15, ñ1927 

to 1929ò 
613 Equality, Raven Peak Mulled as Names for Grand Teton Summit with Disgraced Leader's Name," Jackson Hole 

News & Guide, August 3, 2025, https://www.jhnewsandguide.com/news/town_county/equality-raven-peak-mulled-

as-names-for-grand-teton-summit-with-disgraced-leaders-name/article_a258073c-2577-464e-93bf-

61ab18bd108d.html. 
614 ñSublimely Beautiful Tetons Preserved in Park which NEA Will Dedicate,ò Wyoming State Tribune and 

Cheyenne State Leader, July 29, 1929, in American Heritage Center, William Owen Papers, Box 3, Folder 15.  
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himself as far back as the 1880s in his work as a government surveyor as participative in the 

wider national imperialism of the era. As such, he remained extremely motivated throughout his 

life to produce narratives that envisioned his mountaineering exploits as part of the tradition of 

survey ñreportsò of famed explorers that had come before him. All of the former great explorers 

had, in some way, communicated their explorations of the Western frontier to the wider 

American public. In the process, through word and imagery, these explorers became almost 

inseparable from the mountains they climbed, surveyed, and brought to the American 

consciousness. Owen, it would seem, had arrived late to this boundless Western frontier of 

famed scientist-explorers. In his search for empire-building glory, Owen felt that he needed to 

construct the Grand Teton as a last great symbol of frontier greatness and himself as a participant 

in the empire-building era of scientist-explorers. The problem was that Owen lived in a post-

frontier West, where the glory of ñfirst ascentsò did not command the same amount of 

mythologization in previous generations of climbing. For their part, the Tetons were mapped, 

triangulated, and analyzed for minerals, both in 1872 and much more extensively in 1878.615 

Indeed, during the 1880s and 1890s, the range was quickly moving towards recreational 

commodification. \ 

 

615 F.V. Hayden, Twelfth Annual Report of the United States Geological and Geographical Survey of the Territories: 

A Report of Progress on the Exploration in Wyoming and Idaho for the Year 1878, (Washington, DC: Government 

Printing Office, 1883), 269-271; David Rumsey Historical Map Collection, List No. 5944.000, 

https://www.davidrumsey.com/luna/servlet/detail/RUMSEY~8~1~222738~5505847;  
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Figure 30. William Owen stands near a Forest Service sign denoting his namesake peak, ñMount 

Owen,ò in the background in 1929.616 

 

 To legitimize his conquest, Owen wrote in his 1929 newspaper memoir of the climb by 

beginning with well-established expansionistic mythology. He began his narrative by grounding 

the memory of the 1898 climb by quoting Washington Irvingôs 1836 Astoria: Or, Enterprise 

Beyond the Rocky Mountains: 

In the course of the day, they came to a height that commanded an almost boundless 

prospect. Here, one of the guides paused and, after considering the vast landscape 

attentively, pointed to three mountain peaks glistening with snow which rose, he said, 

 

616 Photography from American Heritage Center, William Owen Papers, Box 2, Folder 13, 1927-1933; ñLast of 

Teton Peaks Yields to Climbing Party,ò unnamed newspapers, July 16, 1930, in American Heritage Center, William 

Owen Papers, Box 3, Folder 15.  
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above a fork of the Columbia Riveréremarkable peaks are known to some travelers as 

the Tetonéthe Pilot Knobs.617  

 

Owen opened by establishing himself and the mountain back into what would have been among 

the earliest settler-colonial enterprises in the region in 1812. Represented in the novel Astoria, 

the Tetons were beacons of the ñboundless prospectò of the West, rising from the mythical 

Columbia River, guiding colonists from the source of the river to its natural end in the Pacific 

Eden. Owen explains that the current name that came from French fur-trappers was confirmed to 

him by a man named Tom Sun, whom he paints as a quintessential frontier settler, a ñresident of 

central Wyomingò that for decades held a ranch along the Sweetwater River, ñnot far from 

Independence Rock, that far-famed landmark on the old Oregon Trail.ò618  

Owen wrote that scores of white settlers, from the ñCanadian-Frenchò and ñtrustworthy 

frontiersman,ò noted these ñmighty landmarksò while exploring and traveling through the region. 

Fremontôs mention of the mountains in his ñofficial report of his 1842 expeditionéò further 

legitimized Owenôs imperial history of the range. He explained how he first came across the 

range in 1883 and of his ñfirst bicycle tourò of Yellowstone, and from that date the mountains 

ñfiredò him with ñan ambition to scale the highest of this noted trioéò Owen then recounted 

some of the highlights of his 1891 climbing attempt, from which he produced the ñMatterhorn of 

Americaò article for the Weekly the following year. As he was under contract to survey the ñfirst 

lines of the public survey of Jackson Hole,ò he was able to stay in the region, gathering 

 

617 Washington Irving, Astoria: Or Enterprise Beyond the Rocky Mountains, (1836), quoted in William Owen, 

Hardship, Peril, Indomitable Courage Characterized First Ascent of the Giant Grand Teton,ò 1929.   
617 ñEnrolled Joint Resolution No. 2 of the House of Representatives Nineteenth Legislature of the State of 

Wyoming.  
618 William O. Owen, ñHardship, Peril, Indomitable Courage Characterized First Ascent of the Giant Grand Teton,ò 

Wyoming State Tribune, 1929. 
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ñinformation that helped me later on.ò The references to his word as a ñfirstò in surveying 

Jackson Hole and the ñfirstò to explore Yellowstone, albeit by bicycle, point towards the inward 

disposition of personal aggrandizement and romantic memory that Owen wanted. Owen wanted 

clearly and desperately for his name uttered in the same kind of imperial national mythos as 

mythic figures such as John Jacob Astor, Benjamin Bonneville, and John C. Fremont.619  

Throughout the 1890s, Owen recounted that although he attempted to summit the peak, he 

was continually staved off. Every time, Owen and his partners from Jackson remained stuck at the 

Upper Saddle, the same place he, his wife, and their companions could not surmount in 1891. 

Attempt after attempt, Owen wrote how he and his partner Frank Peterson had made a pact in 1897 

that the next summer they would ñcamp near the old peak and stay all summer if it takes that long 

to climb it!ò Owen reminisced about how Franklin Spalding, recommended by a letter from the 

president of the Rocky Mountain Club, joined the 1898 team. The section headings in the article 

describing his 1898 climb are notable for their use of violent language, describing a stage of their 

climb as the ñBeginning of a Final Assaultò and that upon reading what is today known as the 

precipitous and exposed ñBelly Rollò section as a new route being ñAttacked from New 

Approach.ò At long last, Owen, Spalding, Peterson, and John Shive arrived at the summit, finding 

ñexultation at successò as the ñfirst human being ever to reach the summit.ò  

On the summit, Owen recounted how he reenacted the famous ritual of raising the national 

flag. Owen overtly used the exact, verbatim language to describe the symbolic flag planting as 

John C. Fremont did on Fremont Peak in 1842, writing, ñWe unfurled the stars and stripes to wave 

 

619 William O. Owen, ñHardship, Peril, Indomitable Courage Characterized First Ascent of the Giant Grand Teton,ò 

Wyoming State Tribune, 1929. 
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in the breeze where no flag ever waved beforeéò620 Compare this language to Fremontôs raising 

of the American flag in 1842, where Fremont ñunfurled the national flag to wave in a breeze where 

never a flag waved before.ò621 Like Fremont in the Wind River Mountains, Owen recounted that 

he took some kind of observational measurements, writing that the ñthermometer registered at 65F, 

and the sky was almost cloudless.ò Both Fremont's and Owenôs descriptions of the boundless 

horizon were meant to inspire the readerôs geographic imagination. ñThe gigantic circle of our 

horizon enclosed an area as great as the entire state of New York,ò Owen recounted of the view 

from the summit, and that  ñwithin its vast expanse are embraced the utmost limits of Yellowstone 

National Parkéò The significance of his climb for Owen was how he had stood in the breach 

between the first attempt of the mountain in 1843 by ñFrench trapperò M. Michaud and the next 

climb in 1923 by D.F. Delap.  

Owen, seeking recognition as a frontier hero and mythical figure, encouraged his readers 

to appreciate what he called the ñmystic spellò of the Tetons, the ñAlps of Americaò as a mythic 

national landscape. Owen lived in large part for the chasing of the fleeting vainglory of the vertical 

frontier. The days of rugged and novel imperial exploits of the vertical frontier were over, and all 

that remained open was the mythic national frontier that Owen worked to aggrandize.622 The 

establishment of the Grand Teton National Park allowed for a new kind of ñsettlement,ò tourism, 

 

620 William O. Owen, ñHardship, Peril, Indomitable Courage Characterized First Ascent of the Giant Grand Teton,ò 

Wyoming State Tribune, 1929. 
621 John C. Fremont, Report, (1842), 69 

https://archive.org/details/reportofexplorin00frem_1/page/60/mode/2up?q=tetons  
622 William O. Owen, ñHardship, Peril, Indomitable Courage Characterized First Ascent of the Giant Grand Teton,ò 

Wyoming State Tribune, 1929. 

https://archive.org/details/reportofexplorin00frem_1/page/60/mode/2up?q=tetons
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with the Teton landscape that ñretaining much of the frontier atmosphere, yet equipped with all 

the essential conveniences of civilizationéò623  

 

Figure 31. Memorial plaque of William Owenôs climb of the Grand Teton, placed in 1930 as 

legislated by the Wyoming State Legislature.624  

.  

Owen convinced the National Park Service to erect a sign pointing to the second-highest 

peak in the park that bears his namesake.625 At the parkôs dedication ceremony in 1929, Owen 

posed with park officials at a sign for a mountain named for him, ñMount Owen,ò in attempting to 

 

623 ñSublimely Beautiful Tetons Preserved in Park which NEA Will Dedicate,ò Wyoming State Tribune and 

Cheyenne State Leader, July 29, 1929, in American Heritage Center, William Owen Papers, Box 3, Folder 15.  
624 Mrs. Cyrus Beard, ñEditorôs Noteò in F.M. Fryxell, ñPlacing the Grand Teton Memorial Tablet,ò Annals of 

Wyoming, Vol. 6, No. 3, (January 1930): 249, in American Heritage Center, William Owen Papers, Box 5, Folder 2; 

Photography from American Heritage Center, William Owen Papers, Box 2, Folder 13, 1927-1933.  

 
625 William Owen, ñLions Banner Swings in Breeze Atop the Grand Teton, Daring Feat Accomplished by a Party of 

Idaho Men,ò The Casper Tribune-Herald, August 1, 1926; ñWyoming Park Opens in July: Climber of Grand Teton 

to Attend Event,ò Los Angeles Times, May 26, 1929, ProQuest Historical Newspapers, Los Angeles Times, pg. B5; 

F.M. Fryxell, ñPlacing the Grand Teton Memorial Tablet,ò Annals of Wyoming, Vol. 6, No. 3, (January 1930): 249, 

in American Heritage Center, William Owen Papers, Box 5, Folder 2.  

 
625 Mrs. Cyrus Beard, ñEditorôs Noteò in F.M. Fryxell, ñPlacing the Grand Teton Memorial Tablet,ò Annals of 

Wyoming, Vol. 6, No. 3, (January 1930): 249, in American Heritage Center, William Owen Papers, Box 5, Folder 2; 

Photography from American Heritage Center, William Owen Papers, Box 2, Folder 13, 1927-1933.  
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preserve his memory as an icon of Teton and frontier mythology. The same year, the Wyoming 

State Legislature passed a joint resolution authorizing the ñplacement of a bronze tablet on the 

summit of the Grand Teton to commemorate the achievement of the Owen Party.ò Led by local 

mountaineer F.M. Fryxell, the placing of the tablet was one of the features of the ñexercisesò during 

the 1929 Grand Teton National Park dedication ceremony.626 Upon placing the plaque on the 

summit on July 30, 1929, Fryxell wrote that ñin the name of God and country,ò they dedicated the 

site to Owen, a near-hagiographic figure in this mythical landscape. Using this nationalistic-

religious language and mounting the plaque and American flag on the summit, the members of the 

mission to mount the plaque on the summit are indicative of the entanglement between personal 

ambition, nationalism, and monumentalism in the making of a vertical frontier.627  

Despite all of his efforts in elevating himself to mythical status, imperial ambition, few 

today consider William Owen in the same memory as the characters he worked to be memorialized 

alongside. Despite his personal search for meaning in a post-frontier nation, Owen is remembered 

mainly only as the namesake of an impressive subsidiary peak of the Grand Teton. Perhaps that is 

fitting, as Owen himself lived much of his life in the direct shadow of the mythic imagination of 

the Grand Teton. His name is also part of the easiest route to the summit of the Grand Teton, the 

ñOwen-Spalding Route,ò yet even there, he shares the name with the less conspicuous Spalding. 

It is a climbing route that, today, while a serious technical endeavor, sees bold trail runners free 

solo the route without ropes in the summer, and is a moderate alpine climb at best. It is a far cry 

from the kind of superlative language Owen used to describe the route in 1898. Others, not Owen, 

 

626 Mrs. Cyrus Beard, ñEditorôs Noteò in F.M. Fryxell, ñPlacing the Grand Teton Memorial Tablet,ò Annals of 

Wyoming, Vol. 6, No. 3, (January 1930): 249, in American Heritage Center, William Owen Papers, Box 5, Folder 2.  
627 Fryxell, ñPlacing the Grand Teton Memorial Tabletò 260-261.  
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are remembered for taking the technical challenges of Teton mountaineering to new levels. Indeed, 

Owen was not a particularly exceptional American mountaineer and might not be mentioned in 

the same conversation as Teton icons such as Paul Pezolt, F.M. Fryxell, Glenn Exum, Robert 

Underhill, and Norman Clyde, the members of the 10th Mountain Division. Wider American 

culture, even the informed Teton visitor, knows little about Owen. On a personal level, his 

ambition reads as a kind of cautionary tale of the goal of forcing memorialization into collective 

memory. His ambition is representative of the kind of dangers in conflating personal authenticity 

with the empire, memory, and egotism; a figure defined by a quest for frontier glory in a nation 

that had become a post-frontier world. Ironically, while Owen worked to legitimize the frontier 

ideal of empire-building in the West, he has largely been forgotten by the very nation-state he 

served.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

CASCADES AND CONTINENT: THE CASCADE RANGE AND THE BOUNDS OF 

EMPIRE IN THE NORTHWEST, c. 1792-1846 

 

 

 

 

 

 Looking at a true-color satellite map of the American West, certain geographical features 

stand out more than others. Perhaps the most obvious is the drastic change in biogeography, 

rendered by levels of verdancy, in the middle of the Great Plains along the 100th Meridian. 

Gazing west from this line, the vegetation color gradually turns lighter shades of brown into the 

high plains before abruptly hitting the front range of the Rocky Mountains. The Rockies, 

contrary to popular imagination, are not one range but a confusing collection of subranges, many 

with vastly differing physical geographies, and are the headwaters of many of the continentôs 

greatest rivers. Westward still lie the open arid lands of the Columbia Plateau, Great Basin, and 

Southwestern deserts, interspersed at times with isolated mountains. These arid regions, until the 

postwar period and its technological comforts, were among the most isolated and sparsely 

populated regions of the West, places whose temperatures from the Columbia to the Colorado 

frequently see temperatures soar over triple digits. Then, there is the final line of mountains 

running parallel with the coast. On the edge of the continent, the Pacific Coast Ranges act as 

imposing great walls halting storms heavy-laden with moisture, and in their wake, cast an 
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extreme rain shadow resulting in tremendous precipitation disparities between either side of the 

mountains. These mountains, which include the Sierra Nevada and Cascades, hold some of the 

highest snow totals of any range in North America, creating a well-watered, gentle, and moderate 

climate between mountain and sea. For many American settler-colonists, this narrow strip of 

land, the Pacific Slope, was the apotheosis of an imaginative Eden; a place guarded on one side 

by tremendous prominent snow-capped peaks and on the other by the cool Pacific waters on the 

other.  

 This chapter argues that the Cascade Mountains, the northern tier of the Pacific Crest, 

were a foundational geographic region in Western American history for settler place-making, 

empire-building, and continental republicanism. By studying the settler imagination and 

language of these mountains of the Pacific Coast Ranges, I argue that settlers and explorers 

imagined the Cascade Mountains as pivotal to their exercise of power on the Pacific Slope. 

Settler culture used these mountains as both landmarks of empire-building and specifically as an 

imaginative culmination of the republicôs continental projection. Early in regional settlement, 

settlers saw the fertile lands of their ñEdenò between mountain and sea as a ñvoid that needed 

[ed] to be filled.ò628  

 Running from southern Alaska to the tip of Baja California, the Pacific Coast Ranges are 

a geologically and biogeographically magnificent and diverse collection of mountain ranges 

whose inaccessibility and prominence rival, if not exceed, many of the ranges of the continentôs 

 

628 Sherene H. Razack (ed.) Race, Space, and the Law: Unmapping a White Settler Society (London, UK: Between 

the Lines, 2002), quoted in Lorenzo Veracini, ñThe Imagined Geographies of Settler Colonialismò in P. Edmonds 

(Ed.) Making Settler Colonial Space: Perspectives on Race, Place, and Identity, (Basingstoke, UK: Palgrave 

Macmillan, 2010): 190.  
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interior. The mountains of the Pacific Slope are young and seismically active mountains, forged 

in recent geologic time by violent pulling, pushing, and subduction of the three great tectonic 

fault systems: the Pacific, the North American, and the Juan de Fuca. As one of the most 

seismically active mountains in the world, the geological pressures create a variety of diverse 

and captivating landscapes. In the contiguous United States, the Pacific Coast Ranges include 

two of the Westôs most historic mountains, the Sierra Nevada and the Cascades, and while they 

are tectonically connected as ranges of the Pacific Slope, the similarities end there. As distinctive 

as the ranges are geologically, they are as similar in their cultural formation as landmark 

mountains in American history. The mountains of the Pacific Slope represented a geographical  

ñterminusò of continental empire-building.    

Stretching from near Mount Shasta in California and past Mount Baker and into British 

Columbia, the Cascades are generally lower in average elevation and less mineral-rich than the 

Sierra. However, the Cascades hold the contiguous United Statesôs largest collection of 

topographically prominent mountains, the most glaciated peaks, and some of the continentôs 

most iconic mountains. As opposed to the Sierra, which is marked more for its high 

concentration of granite alpine terrain as a continuous whole and glacially carved valleys, the 

stratovolcano giants such as Baker, Rainier, Hood, and Shasta tower over the lowlands and 

middling hills of the Cascades with a prominence and vertical relief like no other mountains in 

the contiguous states. Moreover, the Cascades occupied a particularly outsized place in the 

American geographical imagination during the first stage of continental expansion. Western 

expansion was to be both the salvation and destiny of the republic, with republicans, starting 
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with Jefferson, sending waves of surveyors into the Far West at the beginning of the nineteenth 

century.  

Along the Pacific Slope, settler-colonialists expatriated Native inhabitants, envisioning 

these lands as a fertile void in need of ñcivilization,ò and often used place-names to construct 

their own vision of American identity and construct a new republican society on Western land.629 

To this end, explorational surveys such as the Lewis and Clark Expedition of 1804-1806 set out 

to find the most amenable passage to the mouth of the Columbia River, paving the way for future 

settlement and conflict with Britain, from the American Fur Company in 1811.630 Due to their 

presence as imaginative ñguardians of the Columbia,ò and geographically adjacent to the site of 

the nationôs first Pacific settlements in Astoria, Oregon, and the Willamette Valley, Cascade 

stratovolcanoes were seen as iconic landmark mountains for thousands of westward travelers.631 

They were, in this sense, emblems of a dramatic metaphorical ñendò of the continental journey 

on the Oregon Trail, and vertical symbols of completion of a republican and continental empire-

building.632  

 For all of their apparent permanence, mountains are constantly in flux. The Cascades, in 

particular, are one of the planetôs most volatile mountains. Formed by the oceanic subduction of 

the Juan de Fuca Plate underneath the continental North American Plate on the Pacific Ring of 

 

629 Patrick Wolfe, ñSettler-Colonialism and the Elimination of the Native,ò Journal of Genocide Research, Vol. 8, 

No. 4 (2006): 387-392.  
630 Washington Irving, Astoria: The Works of Washington Irving, (New York, NY: The Century Company, 1911, or. 

1836), https://archive.org/details/astoriatheworkso0000wash/page/n8/mode/1up.  
631 John H. Williams, The Guardians of the Columbia: Mount Hood, Mount Adams, and Mount Saint Helens, 

(Tacoma, WA: J.H. Williams, 1912), https://archive.org/details/guardiansofcolu00willrich 
632 Theodore Winthrop, The Canoe and the Saddle, or, Klalam and Klickatat, edited by John Harvey Williams 

(Tacoma: J. H. Williams, 1913), https://archive.org/details/canoesaddleorkla00wintrich; Washington Irving, Astoria 

(The Works of Washington Irving) (New York: The Century Co., 1911), 

https://archive.org/details/astoriatheworkso0000wash/page/n7/mode/2up. 

https://archive.org/details/astoriatheworkso0000wash/page/n8/mode/1up
https://archive.org/details/canoesaddleorkla00wintrich
https://archive.org/details/astoriatheworkso0000wash/page/n7/mode/2up
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Fire, the Cascade Volcanoes and Mount Rainier were born in some of the most seismically and 

volcanically active areas in the world. In geologic terms, the explosive 1980 eruption of the 

much smaller Mount Saint Helens demonstrates how deeply unsettled the Cascade Mountains 

are. Mount Rainier itself is composed of weak andesite and low viscosity dacite lava flows, 

stratigraphically piled, layer upon layer, over the millennia. At only about 500,000 years old, the 

mountain is an exceptionally young mountain that formed in the late Pleistocene. 633 The 

volcanoes of the range emerged dramatically in the struggle between magma and crust in a world 

of ice and glaciers.634  

This intermingling of the two extremes of heat and cold upon a weak rock has created a 

devastating geological landscape. The immense pressures of the glaciers, the water stored within 

them, the regionôs dense vegetation, and the violent, explosive nature of subduction volcanoes 

have all combined to make eruptions here an especially potent force. The immediate flanks of the 

mountains are composed of pumice and ash, violently thrown from an exploding volcano. River 

valleys to Puget Sound show evidence of lahars, ferocious mudflows of ice, water, and volcanic 

debris that have helped carve canyons and flattened valleys. Just a few thousand years ago, some 

geologists believe the summit stood at 16,000ô.  

In 1953, geologist Dwight Crandell hypothesized that 6,000 years ago, the ñsummit slid 

off and became one of the largest mudflows in the world.ò Crandellôs Osceola Mudflow theory 

 

633United States Geological Survey, ñGeology and History Summary for Mount Rainier,ò n.d.,  

https://www.usgs.gov/volcanoes/mount-rainier.  
634 Stephen L. Harris, Fire and Ice: The Cascade Volcanoes, (Seattle, WA: The Mountaineers Pacific Search Press, 

1980). 

https://www.usgs.gov/volcanoes/mount-rainier
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became one of the great ñgeological discoveries of the century.ò635 The former parts of the 

mountain now lie strewn about the landscape from the canyons of the Cascades to the southern 

arm of Puget Sound.636  

 

Figure 32. Mount Rainier from the Journal of George Vancouver (1792). Mount Rainier appears 

above both Vancouverôs ship and a Clallam pole used for netting ducks.637 

 

 

 

635 Bruce Barcott, The Measure of a Mountain: Beauty and Terror on Mount Rainier, (Seattle, WA: Sasquatch 

Books, 1997): 86-88.  
636 Kirk, Sunrise to Paradise, 10-11; USGS, ñVolcanic Hazards at Mount Rainier,ò n.d., 

https://www.usgs.gov/volcanoes/mount-rainier/volcanic-hazards-mount-rainier; Adrian Howkins, Jared Orsi, Mark 

Fiege, National Parks Beyond the Nation: Global Perspectives on Americaôs Best Idea, (Norman, OK: University of 

Oklahoma Press, 2016): 14-19.  
637 W. Alexander from a sketch by J. Sykes, 1792 in Edmund Meany, Mount Rainier: A Record of Exploration, 

(New York, NY: Macmillan Press, 1916), 

https://archive.org/details/mountrainierreco00meanuoft/page/n7/mode/2up; ñVolcanoes and History,ò United States 

Geological Survey, https://volcanoes.usgs.gov/observatories/cvo/Historical/volcanoes_george_vancouver.shtml.  

https://www.usgs.gov/volcanoes/mount-rainier/volcanic-hazards-mount-rainier
https://archive.org/details/mountrainierreco00meanuoft/page/n7/mode/2up
https://volcanoes.usgs.gov/observatories/cvo/Historical/volcanoes_george_vancouver.shtml
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The British Voyage of Discovery and the American Corps of Discovery 

Claiming Mount Rainier as an icon of empire-building did not first appear with the 

Americans, but with the British. A disputed territory between the United States and Britain until 

it was resolved by the Oregon Treaty of 1846, the coastal lands of the Pacific Northwest were 

first claimed by Britainôs Captain George Vancouver. In command of HMS Discovery and HMS 

Chatham, Vancouver charted the western coast of North America between 1791 and 1792 for 

British imperial interests. At this point, the furthest permanent settlement on the western coast 

was the foggy Alta California Spanish pueblo of San Francisco, and the only other imperial 

presence was the occasional Russian ship collecting otter pelts along the Pacific coast. 

Vancouver made detailed journal entries of his coordinates, sea conditions, and bearings, 

publishing his writings as Voyage of Discovery to the North Pacific in 1801.638 In his 

descriptions of the land, Vancouver was careful to note a variety of landscape and cartographic 

features. There are copious amounts of coordinates and compass bearings that Vancouver inserts 

throughout his diary entries, particularly when describing from what vantage points he is looking 

at certain natural landmarks and landscape features.639  

On April 30, 1792, Vancouver sailed into the Puget Sound and, to his south, saw the Olympic 

Mountains, which stand high against the North Pacific, catching the first brunt of the continentôs 

storms. He described the day as boasting ñdelightful serenity of weatherò that allowed him to see 

the land that was ñentirely covered with treeséuntil the forest reached a range of high craggy 

 

638 Meany, Mount Rainier, 1.  
639 George Vancouver, A Voyage of Discovery to the North Pacific Ocean, and around the worldé [hereafter Diary] 

(London, UK: Piccadilly, 1801), Diary Entry, April 30, 1792, 

https://volcanoes.usgs.gov/observatories/cvo/Historical/volcanoes_george_vancouver.shtml.  

https://volcanoes.usgs.gov/observatories/cvo/Historical/volcanoes_george_vancouver.shtml


271 

 

mountains, which seemed to rise from the woodland country in a very abrupt manner.ò As they 

sailed into the Sound, a ñvery high conspicuous craft mountainépresented itself towering above 

the clouds,ò and to the south of it, the ñvery rugged snowy mountainsò of the Cascade Range. 

Taking bearings of where he was, he named this prominent heavily glaciated mountain, Mount 

Baker, after Lt. Joseph Baker of the expedition.640 On May 7, 1792, Vancouver spotted a ñvery 

remarkable high round mountain, covered with snow,ò the mountain that would become Mount 

Rainier, which he named for his friend Rear Admiral Peter Rainier of the British Navy.641  

     A few days later, Vancouver sailed parallel to the Cascade Range southward. In a paradise of 

magnificent mountains and lush terrain, the land was a paradise between land and sea on this 

ñcontinental shore.ò642 The Cascades, especially Mount Rainier, provided the aesthetic 

boundaries of this imperial paradise and were constantly referenced as the eastern bounds of this 

landscape. Ridges rose toward it with ñmuch regularityò as the ñseveral shades of the forests and 

hills eventually gave way to the ñperpetual clothing of snowò of the ñsummit Mount Rainier.ò 

Rainier seemed to be the culmination of all that was exceptional about the region as it ñrose 

conspicuouslyéabove the level of the sea; the whole producing a most, grand, picturesque 

effect.ò643 From the northern entrance to the Puget Sound, Vancouver imagined the mountains, 

first the Olympics and Mount Baker, as the aesthetic boundaries of his continental paradise. 

Throughout the expedition in the Sound, Vancouverôs ñeastern viewò was ñbounded by the range 

of snowy mountains from Mount Baker to Mount Rainier.ò As he proceeded southward, he 

 

640 Vancouver, Diary, April 30, May 7, May 8, 1792. 
641 Vancouver, Diary, May 7, 1792; Diary, May 8, 1792.  
642 Vancouver, Diary, June 7, 1792.  
643 Vancouver, Diary, May 26, 1792.  
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continued to refer to the volcanoes as the eastern edge of the Pacific Slope paradise, including 

the ñnew mountain,ò Mount Saint Helens, that ñpresented a most pleasing landscape.ò644  

Six months later, in his exploration of the Columbia River and the Willamette Valley, 

Vancouver saw Mount Hood, the ñvery high snowy mountainérising beautifullyéin the midst 

of an expensive tract of lowélandò as the nourishing source and ñterminationò of the Willamette 

River.645 The Cascades represented the edge of an unknown eastern frontier beyond the Pacific 

Crest. They defined the ñwholeò range of mountains as ñone barrier along the coastò and the 

ñboundaries of the continental shore.ò The Cascade Range provided a spatial conceptualization 

for a new imperial possibility.646  

Describing the terrain as an untrodden and verdant landscape ripe for colonization, 

Vancouver described the land between mountain and sea as open and uninhabited, or at the very 

least, a land with a few people. ñWe had no reason to imagine that this country had ever been 

indebted for any of its decorations to the hand of man,ò Vancouver mused, and that he, ñcould 

not possibly believe that any uncultivated countryò yielded so, ñso rich a picture.ò The rhetoric 

of an ñopen voidò and the uninhabited wilderness was an important justification in the settler 

geographic imagination that allowed settlers to claim nativity through the ignorance or erasure of 

previous inhabitants.647 When he was forced to confront the reality of Native Americans, he did 

so in a manner convenient to a British claim, describing many ñdeserted Indian village[s]ò in ña 

 

644 Vancouver, Diary, May 19, 1792.  
645 Vancouver, Diary, October 29, 1792.  
646 Vancouver, Diary, June 7, 1792.  
647 Sherene H. Razack (ed.) Race, Space, and the Law: Unmapping a White Settler Society, quoted in Lorenzo 

Veracini, ñThe Imagined Geographies of Settler Colonialism,ò 190; Vancouver, Diary, May 2, 1792.  
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state of decay.ò648 Smallpox, so often that first harbinger of empire, decimated many of these 

villages in the years preceding Vancouverôs arrival.649 As he stayed longer, however, he 

gradually realized there were at least some inhabitants, and by mid-May wrote of seeing an 

ñIndian villageò that was not decayed but was of  ñtemporary habitations,ò where, ñseveral 

Natives assumed to view the ship as we passed by.ò650 Eventually, he saw the ñsmoke of several 

firesò on the shoes, met some of the Native peoples, but they were friendly, not hostile, and who 

in a ñvery civil manner accompanied us for some time,ò using the ñdirectionò of ñMount 

Rainierò to help the men find direction.651  

Vancouver wrote of the vast number of natural resources available in the ñuncultivated 

countryò from the wide sandy beaches, deep harbors, plentiful timber, and climate between the 

sea and mountains. With an eye towards colonization, Vancouver wrote of the manifold beauties 

of the region that were simply beyond the description of his own pen, but required the art of a 

ñskillful panegyrist.ò The ñserenity of climate,ò combined with the ñinnumerable pleasing 

landscapes,ò provided an imperial justification for future settlement. Nature in this place itself 

put forth such ñabundant fertilityò that it largely could aid settlement ñunassisted.ò A small 

ñenrichment by the industry of man with villages, mansions, cottages,ò Vancouver imagined a 

future colony here that could ñrender it the most level country that can be imagined.ò Vancouver 

imagined much of what future Americans would see in this landscape as well. Between the 

mountains and the sea was the very definition of a natural Eden where the ñlabor of the 

 

648 Vancouver, Diary, May 7, 1792.  
649 Delbert J. McBride, ñViewpoints and Visions in 1792: The Vancouver Expedition Encounters Indians of Western 

Washington,ò Columbia Magazine, Vol. 4, No. 2, (1990).  
650 Vancouver, Diary, May 19, 1792.  
651 Vancouver, Diary, May 19, 1792.  
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inhabitants would be amply rewarded with bounties which nature seems ready to bestow on 

cultivation.ò652 Vancouver saw the future of settlements not as conquerors of nature, taming the 

landscape of the frontier, but as gentle ñnew Adamsò and natural cultivators of this new Garden, 

only enhancing what natureôs God had already provided.  

Thomas Jefferson, influenced by Vancouverôs descriptions, based many of his 

assumptions about the West on the idea that the western side of the continent was ñsymmetricalò 

to the eastern side. The notion of ñcontinental symmetryò proved vital to this ideology of an 

Edenic West. The Appalachians, Ohio, and the Mississippi River likely had their counterparts for 

travel and watershed drainage in the West. Aaron Arrowsmithôs earlier map of the continent 

predicted a short mountain range, easily passable, and near the Pacific Coast, just as the 

Appalachians were near the Atlantic.653 This was the vision of Edenic landscapes that became 

the appealing and mythic model for American settlers to the Oregon Country and Cascadia: a 

land bounded by great peaks needing only gentle enchantment and sparing cultivation to provide 

bountifully for settlers.  

 

652 Vancouver, Diary, May 19, 1792.  
653 Jared Orsi, Citizen Explorer: The Life of Zebulon Pike, (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2014): 169.  
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Figure 33. Aaron Arrowsmith's "A Map Exhibiting All the New Discoveries in the Interior Parts 

of North America" (1802) encapsulated the continental imagination of North America to both 

Americans and the British, with a great ñopen landò noted in the wide blank spaces in the map. 

This was the literal void of space. Occasionally, there are enumerated Indian tribes in the West, 

but they are mainly absent.  

 

Figure 34. Pacific Northwest, the area between mountain and sea, is cartographically bounded, 

with Mount Rainier, Mount Saint Helens, and Mount Hood (three of the mountains named by 

Vancouver) visible. These mountains predate even the ñColumbia Riverò as landmarks of the 
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Cascadia on this map, and are vertical boundaries of the known limits of imperial knowledge and 

control.654 

In a ñconfidentialò message to Congress on January 18, 1803, President Thomas 

Jefferson petitioned Congress for $2,500 to fund an expedition, the first of its kind into the 

American West. Jefferson sought to find a single portage between the Missouri and the ñWestern 

Oceanò to compete with the ñfursò and ñpettyò trade ñof another nation [Britain].ò Jefferson 

continued that the British had participated in most of their trade further in ñhigh latitudesò 

[Canada] that for so many years was ñshut up by ice.ò Captain Vancouverôs was not the only 

British expedition to the Pacific Northwest coast, albeit the most extensive to date. In the late 

1800s, both British trader Alexander Mackenzie and Captain James Cook had visited the region, 

both publishing their findings and descriptions of the ñrain coast.ò655 Jefferson, however, was 

ever wary of British incursion into the American continent and felt that the British were circling 

like vultures around it. In reality, British ambitions were more interested in free trade across its 

vast empire than in encircling the Americans. Nonetheless, with the Spanish, Russians, and 

British claiming pieces of the Pacific, Jefferson felt that exploration and expansion in the Trans-

Mississippi area was a defensive maneuver.656  

Jefferson was optimistic about American influence in the Far West. He saw both the 

ñmoderate climateò of the region and the potential for a simple crossing of the Continental 

Divide with a ñsingle portageò to the ñWestern Oceanò through a ñchoice of channelsò as 

 

654 Aaron Arrowsmith and J Puke, A map exhibiting all the new discoveries in the interior parts of North America 

(London: A. Arrowsmith, [1802]), Map, Library of Congress, https://www.loc.gov/item/2001620920/. 

655 Alan Taylor, American Republics: A Continental History of the United States, 1783-1850 (New York, NY: W.W. 

Norton, 2021): 90-91.   
656 Taylor, American Republics, 91.  
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indicative of a hopeful American future in the West. Jeffersonôs appeal to Congress hinged on 

his continental imagination and idealized destiny of the republic as a continental power. He knew 

full well that the territory west of the Rocky Mountains was British and Spanish land, but this 

was not a deterrent to his continental argument to Congress. He argued that ñother civilized 

nations have encountered great expense to enlarge the boundaries of knowledge by undertaking 

voyages of discovery, and for other literary purposeséò657 This was a Jeffersonian response to 

the recently published account of Captain George Vancouverôs popular 1801 Voyage of 

Discovery and Alexander Mackenzieôs Voyages from Montreal in 1802. Jefferson saw the 

potential for a continental American-led commercial order and over the Cascades on the 

Columbia River.658 Britain was a competitor, and it made little sense to allow a foreign power to 

be on ñour own continent.ò Britain, after all, was geographically at a disadvantage, having either 

to cross the ice wastelands of the North or sail around South America to reach the same land 

directly connected to the American republic. The United States had a ñline of easy 

communication across the continent.ò Thus, Jefferson argued that the ñinterest of commerceò 

was part of the ñconstitutional power of Congressò and that funding such an expedition would 

ñadvance the geographical knowledge of our own continentò as an ñadditional gratification.ò659  

The result of this confidential expedition was the formation of the Corps of Discovery, 

led by Captains Meriwether Lewis and William Clark, into the American West. From May 14, 

 

657 Taylor, American Republics, 91-92. 
658 Vancouver, A Voyage of Discovery to the North Pacific Ocean, and around the world (London, UK: Picadilly, 
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659 Thomas Jefferson, Letter from Thomas Jefferson to United States Congress, January 18, 1803, 
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1804, to September 23, 1806, the corps traveled around eight thousand miles across the 

continent, the first harbingers of American settler colonialism into the Far West.660  As such, 

Jefferson instructed the Corps of Discovery with certain mandates. Among the instructions was, 

in following the tradition of Mackenzie and Vancouver, to regularly take coordinates of their 

location for maps, precise celestial calculations, and a description of the continentôs natural 

features.661 Jefferson also desired good relations with the various Native tribes on the continentôs 

interior, where he gave the expedition a number of silver medals bearing his image, American 

flags, and other symbolic goods to curry diplomatic relations for the republican empire.662 

 On October 15, 1805, canoeing on the Snake River just before its terminus into the 

Columbia, Captain William Clark of the Corps of Discovery, spotted the eastern glaciers of the 

regionôs most voluminous volcano. Clark wrote that the previous days of travel were rough on 

the crew as they passed through many rapids along the Snake River, and they had been low on 

large game. On a cold, frosty morning, Clark and his men left their canoes and climbed above the 

small cliffs of the Snake, which, although only about 75 feet above the river, gave enough 

vertical prominence for Clark to broaden his horizons. Looking south, he saw ña range of 

mountains,ò Oregonôs Blue Mountains, before looking westward and seeing ña high point to the 

west.ò663 From his vantage point, the only possible volcano he could have seen was what would 

become known as Mount Adams, the first of the Cascade volcanoes and perhaps an inkling to 

 

660 See: Steven Ambrose, Undaunted Courage: Meriwether Lewis, Thomas Jefferson, and the Opening of the 

American West, (New York, NY: Simon and Schuster, 1997); Bernard DVoto, The Journals of Lewis and Clark 
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663 William Clark, Journal, October 15, 1805, United States Geological Survey, 

https://volcanoes.usgs.gov/observatories/cvo/Historical/LewisClark/volcanoes_lewis_clark_october_14_1805.shtml.  

https://volcanoes.usgs.gov/observatories/cvo/Historical/LewisClark/volcanoes_lewis_clark_october_14_1805.shtml


279 

 

Clark that the Corps was, at last, nearing the Pacific. Indeed, on October 16, they arrived at the 

mouth of the ñgreat Columbia River,ò their passage to the ocean.664  

Throughout the remainder of their time in the Pacific Northwest, the Corps of Discovery 

frequently referenced the landmark presence of the Cascade volcanoes, seeing at various points, 

Mounts Rainier, Hood, Adams, Saint Helens, and Jefferson.665 Although they frequently 

confused or misnamed Hood, Rainier, Adams, and Helens (not uncommon at the time), they used 

these mountains as landmarks of the region. With a ñcommanding viewò that defined the area 

west of the mountains, the peaks aided the explorers in their work. As they paddled back up the 

Columbia after a miserable winter at Fort Clatsop near the mouth of the river, the men fought 

powerful current and strong winds. Clark noted near the confluence of the Columbia and 

Willamette that he looked south and spotted a perfectly conical mountain that had not been 

named by Captain Vancouver. They named it after the man whose continental gaze they helped 

extend, writing that they ñdiscovered a high mountain S.E., covered with snow, which we call 

Mount Jefferson.ò666  

From the idealistic perspective of Jefferson, the trip was a failure. There was, first and 

foremost, no practical, easy ñportageò over the Continental Divide, thus creating immense 

difficulty for the American state to exercise commercial and political power over its rival 

 

664 Patrick Gass, Journal, October 16, 1805, USGS, 
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empires and Native peoples. In fact, the portages over Great Falls of the Missouri (Montana) and 

through the Rockies (Idaho and Montana) proved to be the most excruciating, dangerous, and 

miserable parts of the voyage.667 To make matters worse, the Rockies were not a single range, 

but a continuous set of ranges, making for constant up-and-down over passes and through narrow 

canyons. The difficulty perhaps only added to the allure for future settlers crossing the Rockies at 

South Pass, when finally seeing Mount Hood, a beacon of the Pacific, its conical form towering 

over the arid grasslands of the Columbia Plateau. The struggle to settle the region added to the 

mythic qualities of the landscape, including its landmark mountains, in the course of the 

American empire in the West. The overland-portage route was abandoned, with the next wave of 

American settlers to the region, John Jacob Astorôs Pacific Fur Company, sailing to the region 

under the horn of South America, arriving in February 1812.668  

 

 

667 Harry W. Fritz, "Synopsis Part 3: The Marias River to the Lemhi Valley," Discover Lewis & Clark, https://lewis-

clark.org/synopsis/synopsis-part-3/. 

668 James P. Ronda, ñAstoria and the Birth of Empireò Montana: The Magazine of Western History, Vol. 36, No. 3 
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Figure 35. ñA Map of Lewis and Clark's Track (1814),ò published in 1814, displays many of the 

iconic natural features of the Oregon Country, from Mount Baker in the north to Mount Jefferson 

in the south, serving as the northern and southernmost landmark mountains of this fertile region. 

Mount Hood, Mount Rainier, and the Columbia River, now all clearly labeled and named, cut 

through the center of the image, giving future travelers a sense of place on the Pacific Slope. 

Notably, while the bounds of American territory are noted by the boundaries of the Louisiana 

Purchase, no other European nationôs claims are displayed on the map.669  

 

 

669 Samuel Lewis and William Clark, A Map of Lewis and Clark's Track, across the Western Portion of North 

America from the Mississippi to the Pacific Ocean: by Order of the Executive of the United States in 1804, 5 & 6, 
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An Astorian Republic? 

By 1811, the tranquil Eden of the Northwest described by Vancouver was a battleground 

for empire.670 What Jefferson had hoped would be quickly settled, as under American influence, 

had clearly not come to pass. British, Russians, and Americans were all competing for economic 

and political dominance in the Northwest. This often left the regionôs Native peoples forced to 

make difficult decisions to sustain their sovereignty. Whereas Britain and Russia used the area 

for resource extraction, the Americans had a difficult goal: settlement on the far end of a 

continent. Empire-building Jeffersonians occupied the White House from 1801 to 1825, a critical 

period in the formation of American power and economic independence from Great Britain. 

Jeffersonian presidents, James Madison and James Monroe, would send both the Pikes 

Expedition and the Longôs Expedition, respectively, into Colorado to exercise national 

sovereignty on the southern border of the United States with Spain. The competition for 

resources in the Northwest was not limited to empire, however, but also extended into corporate 

rivalries.   

The long-time North American economic powerhouse, Britainôs Hudson Bay Company, 

soon faced competition from an American company founded by wealthy investor John Jacob 

Astor, the American Fur Company, or Pacific Fur Company. A German immigrant to the United 

States, Astor consolidated considerable wealth in New York and felt ready to venture into a 

capitalist scheme where his desire for profit coalesced nicely with national interests under the 

auspices of American empire-building.671 In Astorôs vision, the trading posts would follow the 

 

670 Ronda, ñAstoria and the Birth of Empire,ò 22. 
671 Ronda, ñAstoria and the Birth of Empire,ò 22-23. 
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natural bounds of the Missouri, over the Cascade Mountains, through the Columbia, and to its 

mouth on the Pacific. While Jefferson had sought to solidify American power through federal 

funds, Astor saw this as a private enterprise linked with national political interests.672 In the 

summer of 1811, Astorôs men established their trading fort on the mouth of the Columbia River. 

Ironically, most of the men who worked with the Pacific Fur Company were Anglo-Canadians, 

and some of the fiercest competition came not from the Hudson Bay Company, but from the 

Saint Louis-Missouri Fur Company, backed by Meriwether Lewisôs family, William Clark, and 

the Chouteau family.673  

Former President Thomas Jefferson, writing in 1813 to John Jacob Astor, wrote that Fort 

Astoria was destined to fulfill what the Corps of Discovery had failed to do in expanding the 

empire of liberty to the Pacific. ñI learn with great pleasure,ò Jefferson wrote of, ñthe progress 

you have made towards an establishment on the Columbia River,ò noting that he viewed Astoria 

as ñthe germ of a great, free, and independent empire on that side of the continent, and that 

liberty and self-government spreading from that as well as this side will ensure their complete 

establishment over the whole.ò674 This letter contains some of the clearest and most succinct 

terms of what Jefferson imagined by his phrase the ñempire of libertyò in outlining that a form of 

republicanism, not necessarily only an American republicanism, would be continental in scope. 

 

672 Ronda, ñAstoria and the Birth of Empire,ò 23-35. 
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Jefferson wrote of Astoria being the locus of a ñfree and independent empireò of the Pacific 

ñspreading from that side as wellò until the two continental republics met, likely divided by the 

Rocky Mountains. This ñAstorian Republicò would stand against the rapacious and tyrannical 

impulses of the British in the areas who, Jefferson added, ñwould not lose the sale of a bale of 

furs for the freedom of the whole world.ò Native-alliances were also crucial in staving off British 

aggression. Cultivating good ñaffections of the Nativesò could help make American empire-

building ñin their interests to upholdò republican principles.675 He concluded his letter by asking 

President Madison for permission to read the journal of Astorian Robert Stuart, who had set out 

eastward to find an overland passage connecting Astoria with the Eastern United States. Instead 

of crossing where Lewis and Clark had, Stuart traveled eastward via the entirety of the Snake 

River, following it to its source near the Teton Mountains. With the service of ñthe Indian,ò as 

leader and guide, Stuart became the first settler to document what would become the gateway to 

continental expansion at South Pass, Wyoming, in 1812.676     

Mountains continuously served as a guide for travelers with the Pacific Fur Company 

during these pivotal years of wrestling between imperial powers. While Jefferson idealistically 

thought there could be a separate Astorian Republic, the reality of Astorôs funding and the 

unsettled future during the War of 1812 meant that Fort Astoria developed closer ties with the 

United States. Fort Astoria essentially became an imperial outpost, albeit of trade, not the 
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military, on the Pacific. The corridor between the Wind River-Teton Range and the Cascades, 

connected by the Missouri and Columbia River corridor, proved to be the overland transportation 

hub across the continent. Before the Oregon Trail, fur traders of both American and British 

recognized the connection of the Far West as being divided between the passes of the Wind 

Rivers and the mouth of the Columbia. In 1811, a party of the Pacific Fur Company led by 

Donald Mackenzie and William Price Hunt, who were tasked with meeting the overseas vessel 

of the Pacific Fur Company to establish Astoria, with men from both land and sea.677 This team 

crossed overland over Union Pass, Wyoming (Wind River Mountains), and arrived at the base of 

the Grand Teton.  

Crossing the Continental Divide, the party reached the ñheadwaters of the Columbiaò in 

the Wind River Mountains that flowed into Jackson Hole. The geographic imagination of this 

landscape was powerful: from here across the ñbackbone of the northern continent,ò the ñwaters 

of the Atlantic and the Pacificò divided. From the ñperpetual snowsò where one of the peaks 

soared ñprobably fifteen thousand feet above the level of the seaò was the birthplace, the nodal 

point, of continental geography. If the Wind Rivers and Tetons were emblems of the great rivers 

of the West, the Cascades were the markers of the destination. From the Winds rose ñnot merely 

the Wind or Bighorn Riverò but several branches of the ñYellowstone and Missouri on the eastò 

and the ñColumbia and Colorado on the West.ò678 After crossing the divide, they came upon a 
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viewpoint just past Union Pass from which the party could gaze across the ñvast landscapeò 

which culminated in ñthree mountain peaks, glistening with snowò which rose ñabove a fork of 

the Columbia River.ò  The western slope of the Wind Rivers was the genesis of this passage to 

the Pacific, the Columbia, with the sight of the Tetons hailed as a ñbeacon on a sea-shore is 

hailed by mariners after a long and dangerous voyage.ò The Tetons were ñbeaconsò and 

ñlandmarksò for Pacific travelers because, Irving wrote, of their ñevident height and extreme 

transparency of the atmosphere.ò679  

Although there would still be ñhundreds of miles of their journey to be accomplished,ò 

the sight of the Three Tetons created an indelible mark of joy and hope for the team. ñAll these 

matters were forgotten in the joy at seeing the first landmarks of the Columbia,ò wrote 

Washington Irving in 1836 of the partyôs exploration of seeing ñthat river which formed the 

bourne of the expedition.ò They arrived next in the liminal space between the Wind River-Teton 

Mountains and the Cascade Volcanoes. Yet for their part, the Tetons were landmarks of the 

continent, and as icons as part of a greater Cascade Mountains, they named these mountains of 

the Columbia as ñthe Pilot Knobs.ò680 Even on the overland travel eastward by Pacific Fur 

Companyôs Robert Stuart, as he and his crew descended a snowy Teton Pass, they came across 

the ñold acquaintances,ò the Pilot Knobs, ñthose towering mountains which hadéserved as 

landmarkséthe preceding year.ò681  

If the Grand Tetons were the first landmarks of the Columbia, then the Cascades were the 

last. The Columbia corridor was bounded by both. In the words of Pacific Fur Company trader 
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Alexander Ross, the Cascade Range, the ñirregular chain of mountains which lies parallel to the 

coast, dividing the water which flows into the Pacific from the west, from those running into the 

Columbia on the east,ò and the landmarks of the Tetons.682 American settlers created a sense of 

place until they could reach the lands of the Pacific Slope, where peaks such as Mount Hood, ña 

magnificent mountain rising into a lofty peak, and covered with snow,ò were the ñultimate 

landmark of the first explorers of the river.ò683  

Although Irvingôs book was a popular novel in the form of a triumphalist and whiggish 

narrative of the United States in the Northwest, the American control of the region was far from 

a universally settled question. Moreover, in 1813, the Pacific Fur Company decided to sell Fort 

Astoria to the British rather than risk an ill-equipped outpost of the Americans against the naval 

potency of the British Empire. Faced with financial difficulties due to the War of 1812, the 

Northwest Fur Company, Astorôs Anglo-Canadian competitor, took over the Fort Astoria, 

renaming it Fort George. The ubiquitous Hudson Bay Company ran the fort irregularly until it 

was definitively closed in 1848, before it most recently served as a canning facility for the 

Sandwich Islands (Hawaiôi).684   

Jefferson, in writing to Astor in 1813, believed the Astoria would begin a new republic, 

independent from the United States, yet allied in republican vision, and against a common enemy 

in Great Britain.685 At the end of the 1780s, geographer Jedidiah Morse declared the ñAmerican 
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Empire will comprehend millions of souls, west of the Mississippi.ò686 Some believed that 

continentalism was natural and a gift of Providence because of the importance of natural bounds 

in the continent. Representative John A. Harper of New Hampshire wrote, ñit appears that the 

Author of Nature has marked our limits in the south, by the Gulf of Mexico; and on the north, by 

those regions of eternal frost.ò687 Federalist John Quincy Adams wrote of the Pacific Slope in 

1811 that ñthe whole continent of North Americaéappears to be destined by Divine Providence 

to be peopled by one nationéI believe it is indispensable that they should be associated in one 

federal Union.ò On a national political level, the question of continental expansion proved to be a 

contentious and controversial case. Even Thomas Benton, the later aggressive expansionist, and 

James Monroe argued that the areas west of the Continental Divide would be independent 

republics.688  

For the public, books, reports by explorers, surveys, art, and stories helped to foster a 

greater acceptance of continental expansion, although not universally. For just as much as 

landmark mountains were icons of American imperial ambitions and republican identity, so too 

did others think of them as part of the natural bounds of containing the United States. The 

question of continental expansion, then, would remain a factional issue for decades, and not until 

after the Spanish-American War did Americans come to see ñManifest Destinyò as something it 
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never historically was: a universal consensus.689 Even during the height of expansion, it was 

brought about by a series of compromises, geopolitical weakness, and concerns between 

realpolitik and partisan politics, rather than the triumphalist march of republican continental 

destiny.690 

Tolmieôs Journey to Mount Rainier, 1833 

     After enduring the seven-month voyage from London, the Hudson Bay Companyôs 

Ganymede dropped anchor in the mouth of the Columbia in the summer of 1833. Aboard the 

crew was Scottish-born medical doctor and amateur botanist Dr. William Fraser Tolmie. Born in 

1812, the young man had recently graduated from Glasgow University, where he joined the 

Ganymede for its expedition to the Columbia District. During the period between the War of 

1812 and the Oregon Treaty of 1846 between the United States and Great Britain, which 

established the 49th Parallel as the international boundary, the ñColumbia Districtò was mostly a 

landscape of extraction for the British, and not intentional settlement.691 The Treaty of 1818 set 

the 49th Parallel as the boundary between the United States and British Canada to the Continental 

Divide, and allowed for the joint occupation of the Pacific Northwest, with no consideration of 
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the regionôs Native communities.692 On the Columbia River stood Fort Vancouver, established 

by John McLoughlin in 1821, a collection of cabins and other log structures that served as the 

headquarters for the Hudson Bay Company in the region.693  

It is not known what first motivated Tolmie to travel to the flanks of Mount Rainier. 

Whether it was a journey made of practical economic reconnaissance or speculative curiosity is 

not known, but only that he obtained permission for the trip on August 10, 1833, from his 

superiors at Fort Nisqually near Tacoma. According to his diary, Tolmie was granted ten days to 

leave the fort to explore Mount Rainier in a botanical excursion and find ñherbs of which to 

make medicine.ò694 Guided by five local Nisqually and Puyallup guides, the party traveled 

through the coastal lowlands up the Mowich River, with Tolmie completely reliant on the 

knowledge of his Native guides, noting the customs of his companions, flora, and geography of 

the region as he went.695 Although he claimed that his guide, ñLanchalet (Nisqually) has tonight 

been trying to persuade me from going to the snow on the mountain,ò Tolmie insisted they 

continue.696 On September 2, Tolmieôs party climbed just under a ñsummit of a snowy peak 

immediately under Rainier,ò where they ñpassed a very uncomfortable nightò in the rain and 

cold. Ascending upward, Tolmie notes of the ñvery few Alpine plantsò around, finding mainly 

ñseveral decayed trees,ò camping in a small mountain cirque below a summit that now bears his 

name, Tolmie Peak.697 Enduring a night of heavy rain, Tolmie and Qulliliash (Puyallup) 

 

692 "Convention of Commerce between His Majesty and the United States of America.ðSigned at London, 20th 
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ascended the peak at sunrise in freezing temperatures, where they beheld ñMount Rainier,ò 

which ñappeared surpassingly splendid and magnificent,ò separated from them by a series of 

ñinaccessible precipices.ò698  

Although he did not venture further into the mountain, nor attempt climbing it, Tolmieôs 

description of the mountains suggests the possibility of how one would climb the mountain. To 

this point, no settler was recorded to have climbed, nor ventured this close, to any of the Cascade 

volcanoes. Tolmie took a variety of bearings of the mountain, noting that the ñmost accessibleò 

side of the mountain was the ñsouthwestern aspectò and that by ñascending the first mountainò in 

this direction, ñyou reach the eternal snow of Rainieréò In describing a potential route to the 

summit from here, Tolmie saw that the ñascent is very gradual, but then becomes abrupt from the 

sugarloaf form assumed by the mountain.ò Other sides he saw were too steep on, and when 

nearing the summitôs rocky north face, now known as the Willis Wall, ñfew glaciers were seen 

on the conical portion.ò The mountain, he conjectured, was ñapparently volcanicò and composed 

of ñbare rock.ò 699 This is the first record of a settler describing the Cascades as ñvolcanicò as 

well as the first to recognize the presence of glaciers on the mountains, a relatively new alpine 

landscape feature, whose study was first seriously introduced by alpinist-scientist H.B. de 

Saussure in the late eighteenth century in the Alps.700 The issue of whether or not the United 

States had ñrealò glaciers or not would remain contested in scientific circles in Europe well into 

 

698 Tolmie, Diary, September 3, 1833, 33. 
699 Tolmie, Diary, September 3, 1833, 32-34.  
700 Albert Victor Carozzi, ñNew Historical Date on H.B. de Saussureôs Introduction of the Terms Moraine (1764), 

Roches Mountonees (1776), and Serac (1788) to Geology,ò Journal of Geoscience Education, Vol. 44, Is. 2 (1996): 

169-174.  
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the latter part of the century.701 Also on the trip, Tolmie discovered a new species of alpine plant 

today known as Tolmieôs saxifrage (Micranthes tolmiei).702 Tolmie returned to Fort Vancouver, 

where he practiced medicine, and lived the remainder of his life as a politician in British 

Cascadia in Vancouver, British Columbia.703  

The Native Americans Tolmie traveled with were the first encounters he had with the 

indigenous peoples of the Pacific Northwest. Although Tolmie clearly respected the indigenous 

knowledge of the landscape and even their companionship on the trip, Tolmie saw the land as 

open to white exploration. Despite being deeply wrapped in the colonial project, Tolmie spent 

much of the rest of his life showing immense interest in the ethnography and language of the 

regionôs Native peoples, and, as a Vancouver-based statesman and businessman in Canada, 

advocating for Indian rights in the Northwest and countering later American aggression against 

local tribes.704 We can only speculate that his first relationships with Native peoples on this trip 

to the snows of Mount Rainier with Qulliliash and Lanchalet might have influenced his later 

actions and thoughts. At the same time, Tolmie didnôt struggle with his presence in a colonial 

enterprise against Native land, even appropriating Native knowledge in the service of the empire. 

While he never climbed or returned to Mount Rainier, the significance of this lies in early settler 

use of cartographic delineation, geology, Linnean classification, and the adoption of Native 

 

701 Letter to Supt. O.A. Tomilson (Mt. Rainier) from Bailey Willis, January 10, 1941, Col. 2477, Box 43, Aubrey L. 

Haines Papers, Merrill G. Burlingame Special Collections, Montana State University Bozeman; Letter to Mr. Robert 

Hichman (Seattle) from Bailey Willis, February 9, 1948, Col. 2477, Box 43 Folder 13, Aubrey L. Haines Papers, 

Merrill G. Burlingame Special Collections, Montana State University Bozeman. 
702 "Historical Notes: Dr. William Fraser Tolmie," Mount Rainier Nature Notes, Vol. 8, no. 1 (January 1930), 

https://npshistory.com/nature_notes/mora/vol8/vol8-1d.htm.  
703 Mount Rainier National Park, National Park Service, "Mount Rainier National Park Notes, Vol. 8, Part 1d," 

http://www.nps.gov/archive/mora/notes/vol8-1d.htm.  
704 Walter Henry Stuart, "Some Ascents of the Life of William Fraser Tolmie" (Dissertation, University of British 

Columbia, 1949), https://search.worldcat.org/title/804165110.  
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knowledge to order space in Cascadia. Thus, Tolmie combined settler science and indigenous 

knowledge as a means of not only producing knowledge but also making a sense of place around 

Mount Rainier and the Pacific Slope. 

Bounding Space with Maps and Place-Names   

During the 1830s, Fort Vancouver had transformed into a small metropolis of trade, marked 

not as much by the imperial and state power of Britain as by its nature as a commercial colony 

for trapping and trading. Although American presence remained scant in Cascadia when Tolmie 

surveyed Mount Rainier, some Easterners were creating rumblings of American expansion into 

what they called ñOregon.ò705 In an eighty-page booklet proposing American assertion over the 

Pacific Northwest, A Geographical Sketch of That Part of North America Called Oregon (1830), 

Massachusetts schoolteacher Hall Jackson Kelley looked more towards a lowlands between the 

thickly forested coastal range near Fort Astoria and the mouth of the Columbia and the Pacific 

Crest as ñparamount in in climate and soil, and its local opportunities for trade and commerce 

have been known.ò706 This region, the axis of the Willamette Valley-Puget Sound corridor, was 

the region that Captain Vancouver, back in 1792, had described in fruitful and Edenic terms. 

This corridor, whose rich soil was created by millennia of lava flow and mineral-dense runoff 

from the Cascade volcanoes, held a ñclimate much like Englandò affixed between the 

unproductive and unirrigated lands east of the Cascades and miserable rainforests directly on the 

 

705 Meinig, Continental America, 103. 
706 Hall Jackson Kelley, A Geographical Sketch of That Part of North America Called Oregon, (Boston, MA, Howe, 

1830): 7, https://archive.org/details/cihm_17129/page/n6/mode/2up  

https://archive.org/details/cihm_17129/page/n6/mode/2up
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coast.707 The geographical center between the cultivatable lowlands, the Willamette-Puget 

lowlands, with Fort Vancouver, rather than the mouth of the Columbia, with its notoriously 

dangerous undercurrents and shallow harbor, became the locus of American Pacific 

imaginations. For the British, settlement in the Columbia District was a reluctant settler 

colonialism focused on keeping food costs down and mixed-race trapper families out of Fort 

Vancouver. For American boosters, Oregon was the Eden of the continent.708   

Appealing to the memory of the late Thomas Jefferson, who died just four years earlier, 

Kelley argued that ñIt is believed thatéThomas Jefferson in his career of useful labors to his 

country and ardent desire to advance its glory and the happiness of man, first suggested the plan 

of colonizing the territory, which, through his patriotic designs, had been purchased and partially 

explored.ò During Jeffersonôs time, Kelley explained the ñperiod had not arrived for the 

execution of the purposeò but that the ñpresent time,ò due to the ñimprovements and reforms in 

human affairsò had ñfully come, in the order of Providence.ò This great ñuncultivated tractò of 

Oregon was to be a beacon of the republic and white society, whereby it could be transformed 

into a ñfruitful fieldò and taken from being the ñhaunt of savages and wild beatsò and made into 

the ñhappy abode of refined and dignified man.ò709 This Edenic land, bounded by mountain and 

sea was to be the home of a republican nation, a people ñdisposed to support a free representative 

government, and establish civil, scientific, and religious institutions, energized by the mild and 

vital principles of the Republic.ò Oregon was a naturally perfect landscape for the cultivation of 

a virtuous republican citizenry, as easy enough for success but not without some ñsuffering and 

 

707 Meinig, Continental America, 104-105.  

708 Meinig, Continental America, 105, 107-108. 
709 Kelley, A Geographical Sketch, 7.  
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laborious industry,ò without which a ñplace [of] full sustenanceò and little labor would not be 

ñdesirable for settlement.ò710  

Kelley justified why American settlement was a moral good for the Indians of the Northwest 

by bringing wisdom and ñhigherò civilization to them, as well as describing the natural history of 

the region.711 The mountains of the region, he argued, held peaks ñthe loftiest of which are clad 

with snow the whole yearò with the ñprincipal summits being Mounts Baker, Rainier, Saint 

Helens, Hood, Jefferson, and Olympus.ò Kelley described each of these mountains in detail, 

focusing on their geology and visual appearance with particular attention to Mount Saint Helens, 

which he viewed as the ñmost remarkable of all the mountains in Western Americaéit stands as 

Natureôs erected beacon, and meets the view of the mariner, far remote upon the waters of the 

great deep.ò The mountains were the eastern bounds of this landscape, and landmarks inspiring 

one to be ñover-awed by the bold and majestic heights of these mountainséò712  

Ending his polemical tract with a mixture of economic and geopolitical motivations, ranging 

from Indian alliances, fisheries, and continental competition with the British Empire, Kelley 

argued definitively for the ñgovernment of the United Statesò to form a ñcolonization of that 

country.ò713 By the 1840s, American settlers slowly began arriving via sea to the fields of the 

Willamette and Fort Vancouver. For their part, Americans, thanks to the writings and influences 

of Hall, sent Methodist missionaries to ñcivilizeò area Natives as well as small groups of non-

government-sanctioned farmer-settlers. When Andrew Jackson received reports of British 

 

710 Kelley, A Geographical Sketch, 8. 
711 Kelley, A Geographical Sketch, 10-11; 12-19.  
712 Kelley, A Geographical Sketch, 20-21. 
713 Kelley, A Geographical Sketch, 75, 75-80.  
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hostility to American settlers in the region, he sent William Slacum as government agent via ship 

to investigate the potentiality of settlement on the Columbia River. In a letter back to 

Washington, Slacum wrote of the suitability and good climate, thus setting the stage for a second 

showdown of imperial power between Britain and the United States once again in the shadow of 

the Cascades.714 One of the modes this battle took was in the world of ideas, specifically, in the 

place-names of mountains. 

Place-naming creates a ñsite-specificò worldview of human identity over space and time, and 

thus the imperial nature of Cascadian place names and their symbolic power is a mode of 

thinking into the world of ideas.715 In 1839, Kelley argued in his memoir that renaming Cascade 

summits was crucial in the American spatial ordering of the Pacific Slope. Besides Mount 

Jefferson, all of the prominently visible Cascade volcanoes were named for British individuals, 

and Kelley saw that as a threat to American power. Kelley unsuccessfully lobbied for the 

renaming of the range as the ñPresidentôs Range,ò referring to the mountains on the ñeastern 

portion of the districté.bordered by a mountain range running nearly parallel to the spine of the 

Rocky Mountains and the Coastéò Kelleyôs ñPresidentôs Rangeò held what he called a ñnumber 

oféelevated peakséisolated and remarkable coneséò Regrettably, for Kelly, these landmark 

mountains were ñcalled among the hunters of the Hudsonôs Bay Company by other [i.e. British] 

nameséò For Kelley, all of the known mountains should be renamed in favor of American, not 

British, figures. As such, he argued: 

I have christened [the range] after our ex-Presidents: 1. Washington [Mount Saint Helens], 

latitude 46 deg, 15min, 2. Adams [Mount Hood], latitude 45 deg. 10min, 3. Jefferson [same], 

 

714 Menig, Continental America, 108-111. 
715 Felix de Montety, ñNaming Mount Everest: Mountain Cartography and Languages of Exonymyò in Paul Gilcrest 

et al. (eds.), Other Everests: One Mountain, Many Worlds, (Manchester, UK: Manchester University Press, 2024).   
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latitude 44 deg, 15min, 4. Madison [South Sister Volcano], 43 deg, 50min, 5. Monroe 

[Diamond or Thielsen], latitude 43 deg. 20min, 6. J.Q. Adams [McLoughlin], latitude 42 deg, 

10min, 7. Jackson [Shasta], latitude 41 deg, 40min.716 

 

By this point, Oregon was not only defined and bounded by its arability, but by its associated 

relationship with great landmark mountains, a claim of American power extending into Spanish 

Territory with ñMount Jacksonò (Mount Shasta). Although future settlers would continue to 

propose these names, American surveys in the coming years would mark all of the mountains 

using their British or other local names, producing maps with ñofficial,ò although still unsettled, 

place-names for these great volcanoes.717   

 

Figure 36. ñKelley's Map of Upper California and Oregon, 1839,ò shows the names of the 

Presidential Rangeôs [Cascadeôs] highest peaks, renamed for American presidents, from Mount 

Washington [Mount Saint Helens] to Mount Jackson [Mount Shasta], the latter of which is very 

obviously in Mexican ñHigh Californiaò as delineated by the dark line representing the 

international boundary at the 42nd Parallel.718  

 

716 Hall J. Kelley, ñPresidents Range,ò (1839), in Hall Jackson KelleyðProphet of Oregon, (ed. Fred Wilbur Powell) 

(Portland, OR: Oregon Historical Society, 1917), 7, 

https://volcanoes.usgs.gov/observatories/cvo/Historical/presidents_range_kelley_1839.shtml.  
717 "Changing the Name of Mount Rainier? The New Effort from Washington Tribes," KIRO 7 News Seattle, April 

23, 2021, https://www.kiro7.com/news/local/changing-name-mount-rainier-new-effort-washington-

tribes/RZ7STJVYDNFMLGPNCHZY62CRWI/;  
718 Kelleyôs Map of Upper California and Oregon, (1839), Oregon Historical Society 18.2 (March 1917), in 

Scheppke, Jim. "Hall Jackson Kelley (1790ï1874)." The Oregon Encyclopedia. 

https://www.oregonencyclopedia.org/articles/kelley-hall-jackson/. 
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 Authorized by President Jackson in 1836, the United States Exploring Expedition 

(USEE), commanded by Lt. Charles Wilkes, made both geographical and scientific explorations 

of the South Pacific and Antarctica, while also tasked with surveying the coastline of the Pacific 

Northwest. Composed of topographers, geologists, and natural scientists, the USSE was an overt 

assertion of American power both across the globe, but especially on the Pacific Slope. In its 

reports, the USEE noted the suitability of the Puget Sound as the prime natural harbor of the 

area, mentioning also the dangerous currents of the mouth of the Columbia, a description that 

worked to encourage interest in the Willamette-Puget Sound corridor.719 Based out of Puget 

Sound, Wilkes, Lt. Robert Johnson, and other men passed by Mount Rainier in 1841 on their 

way to survey a potential overland route across the Cascades that was closer to  Puget Sound 

than the Columbia River. The trip to Naches Pass, which proved to be far too high and snow-

covered for long swaths of the year than the more popular Snoqualmie Pass. On the trip, the men 

measured the greatest of the Cascade landmark mountains, with Johnsonôs report saying, ñThe 

height of Mount Rainier was obtained by measuring a baseline on the prairieséand the 

triangulation gave its height, twelve thousand three hundred and thirty feet.ò 720 The survey party 

mainly worked to improve the charts and maps of the Puget Sound country, using Mount Rainier 

as the eastern boundary of regional growth.721  

In 1844, the USEE published its Map of the Oregon Territory based on the data from its 

1841-1842 survey of both the coastlines and land of the Oregon country. The map, an 

extraordinarily detailed representation for the time of the Northwest, including ñFremontôs South 

 

719 Meinig, Continental America, 111-112. 
720 Robert E. Johnson, ñFirst Recorded Trip Through Naches Pass, 1841,ò in Meany, Mount Rainier, 37. 
721 Haines, Mountain Fever, 9.  
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Pass,ò the ñThree Tetons,ò the ñWind River Mountains,ò and even ñMount Shastaò in Spanish 

Territory. Expanding all the way to the 60th Parallel, the map demonstrated an extensive 

geographic imagination of a Greater Oregon. In extreme detail were the Cascade Mountains, 

Native land claims, and primary settlements such as Fort Nisqually (near todayôs Tacoma), 

Astoria, and Fort Vancouver. The prominently named mountains of ñGreater Oregonò on the 

map included Mount Baker, Mount Rainier, Mount Hood, Mount Jefferson, Mount McLoughlin, 

Mount Shasta, the Three Tetons, and Wind River Mountains. Of particular interest was a detailed 

version of the Columbia River region showing the settlements on the Willamette and Columbia 

corridor. In this map close-up, Mount Saint Helens and Mount Hood were clearly represented as 

the bounds of settlement, with the western part of the range showing white settlements, and the 

eastern part showing a variety of Indian villages along the Columbia in the arid lands west of the 

Cascades. Placed over the mountains, a caption read, ñThe Cascade Range of Mountains is the 

Eastern Boundary of Tillable Land,ò while another line read the Pacific Crest as the ñEastern 

Boundary of Forest Land.ò Near todayôs The Dalles, the map showed the ñvoidò and ñotherò 

land of wild dangers and Indians, with a variety of warnings of high winds, rapids, and villages, 

many of whom were pushed eastward by white settlement west of the Cascades. West of the 

boundary of the Cascades, forts, towns, dairies, missions, and farms proved the center of this Far 

Western republican civilization.722  

 

 

 

722 United States Exploring Expedition, Map of the Oregon Territory by the U. S. Ex. Ex., re-published by James 

Wyld, 1844, David Rumsey Historical Map Collection, via Wikimedia Commons, 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Map_of_the_Oregon_Territory_by_the_U._S._Ex._Ex.png. 



300 

 

 

Figure 37. An expansive map of the Columbia River drainage in 1841, showing a clear divide 

between the coastal and inland sides of the Oregon Territory, bounded by two great Cascade 

volcanoes.  
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Figure 38. A close-up of the U.S. Exploring Expeditionôs 1841 Map, showing Mount Saint 

Helens (Left) and Mount Hood (Right) bounding the American settlements in Oregon. The map 

read, ñThe Cascade Range of Mountains is the eastern boundary of tillable land.ò Beyond that 

line of mountains, the map depicts a number of named Native villages to the east of the 

mountains.723 

The first wagons crossed South Pass in the Wind River Mountains in 1843, a year after 

the events of John C. Fremontôs Report. As more American settlers, now with wagons, cattle, 

and families, came to the Willamette-Puget Sound corridor, so did renewed efforts to rename the 

Cascades. In 1843, travel writer Thomas J. Farnham took Kelleyôs call for the renaming of the 

range seriously, writing, ñthe Presidentôs Range is in every respect the most interesting in 

Oregonéò For Farnham, the entirety of the Pacific Coast Ranges was part of this imaginative 

ñPresidentôs Rangeò and thus distinctly American. The Tetons and Wind River Mountains were 

not the only ranges included in this Greater Cascade Range, but the whole line of mountains 

from ñMount Saint Eliasò until their termination in the arid hills about the head of the Gulf of 

California near Mexican pueblo San Diego. Farnham saw this dramatic line of mountains as a 

ñline of extinct volcanoesò that began with ñMount Saint Elias and Mount Fairweatherénear 

 

723 United States Exploring Expedition, Map of the Oregon Territory by the U. S. Ex. Ex., re-published by James 

Wyld, 1844, David Rumsey Historical Map Collection, via Wikimedia Commons, 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Map_of_the_Oregon_Territory_by_the_U._S._Ex._Ex.png.  
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latitude 55 degrees North, and ten of them lie south of latitude 49 degrees North.ò Demonstrating 

the contested nature of place-naming as a proxy war for empire, he noted that ñfive of these latter 

have received names from British,ò while the ñother five have received them from American 

travelers,ò with ñMr. Kelleyò naming them after the ñdeceased Presidents of the Republic.ò724  

The 49th Parallel eventually became the international border for the Oregon Territory 

after a series of diplomatic considerations from both the United States and Great Britain in 1846. 

Even in 1843, Farnham used his geographic imagination of an American future to rename the 

mountains south of the 49th Parallel, including ñMount Tylerò[Mount Baker], ñtwenty miles from 

the eastern shoreò covered with ñperpetual snowò on the edge of ñthe continent.ò The subsequent 

list moved southward with republican names including ñMount Harrisonò [Mount Rainier], 

ñMount Van Burenò [Mount Olympus], ñseen in clear weather eighty miles at sea,ò ñMount 

Adamsò [Mount Saint Helens], ñone of the finest peaks of the chain,ò ñMount Washingtonéa 

perfect coneò [Mount Hood], ñMount Jeffersonò that ñreceived its name from Lewis and Clark,ò 

ñMount Madisonò [likely South Sister Volcano, but mistakenly called Mount McLaughlin by 

Farnham], ñMount Monroeò [Unknown], ñMount John Quincy Adamsò [Mount McLoughlin], 

and ñMount Jacksonò [Mount Shasta], in Spanish territory and the ñlargest and highest pinnacle 

of the Presidentôs Range.ò725 Although in early 1843 there were no more than a few hundred 

American settlers across Oregon, the leaders of the Hudson Bay Company moved operations to 

Fort Victoria on Vancouver Island in 1842. This created a vacuum of British power along the 

 

724 Thomas J. Farnham, "Presidents Range," in Travels in the Great Western Prairies, The Anahuac and Rocky 

Mountains, and in the Oregon Territory, vol. 2 (London: Richard Bentley, 1843): 225-227, 

https://volcanoes.usgs.gov/observatories/cvo/Historical/presidents_range_kelley_1839.shtml.  
725 Farnham, "Presidents Range," 225-227 
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axis of the Columbia, and an opportunity for expanded American influence.726 Farnhamôs mental 

map saw the Pacific Crest as inherently American, with the landmark mountains of Cascadia 

serving as the imaginative center and Western bounds of a transcontinental republic, being 

gradually wrestled from Britain.   

In his 1845 Emigrantôs Guide to Oregon and California, Lansford W. Hastings, one of 

the first leaders of the Oregon Trail emigrant trains into Oregon Territory, wrote of the 

ñPresidentôs Rangeò which was ñsurpassed in altitude only by the Rocky Mountainséhad twelve 

loft peaks, several of which are eighteen thousand feet above the level of the sea, rising in perfect 

cones and covered perpetually with snow.ò As boundaries between ñthe coastò and settlement 

these were mountains that Hastings, like Farnham and Kelley, saw as being central to the spatial 

order of a Pacific republicanism. Hastings wrote that these mountains, ñare within our own 

territory.ò Hastings delineated where on the American map of Oregon these ñconical peaksò 

produced an image of the Cascades to future travelers on the trail as monuments of the American 

landscape, heralds of hope at the edge of a continent, and republican ambition.727 The mountains 

were all of the ñmost extraordinary conical formation,ò which created a sense of place for the 

settler state, being able to be ñseen from every part of the country.ò There was a temporal 

argument too for these mountains, with Hastings fixing them as permanent structures of place of 

American colonization: 

 

726 Center for the Study of the Pacific Northwest, "Lesson Eight: Settlement of the Oregon Boundary Question, 

1818ï1846," University of Washington, 
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Here, wherever you are, you behold these ancient pyramids of eternal ice and snow, 

fearlessly rearing their majestic heads, high in the ethereal regions, amid the howling 

tempest, the flashing lightnings, and the roaring thunders above; presenting their eternal 

battlements, in bold defiance of the foaming billows, the raging floods, and the quaking 

and volcanic earth below. Enduring monuments of time!728  

The mountains in their seeming permanence created a world for Hastings that reflected his 

mythical qualities of the Oregon Trail journey. This was an early kind of temporal imperialism 

that came to be defined in the West in the following decades. Using the antiquity of North 

America as a starting argument, some settlers argued for the inherent justification of empire on 

this deep temporal scale. The geological empires of the past had gone through waves of change 

in both their peoples (Ice Age migrations) and in land, and thus republican settlement was the 

next natural course of landscape change. This colonization of deep time, or ñtemporal 

imperialism,ò gave republican continentalists a sense of identity, meaning, and purpose for a 

fledgling continental empire, whose human history could not compete with the other great 

empires of Europe.729 

Of the ñinfant republic of Oregon,ò Hastings wrote, it was well on its way until the 

ñUnited States shall afford them a government, more enlarged and more effective, to which the 

people of Oregon look forward.ò730 The human cost of his new republic would be the 

extermination of the Native peoples of Oregon. In the guide, Hastings depicted the Natives as 

ñrude,ò the ñroughest,ò and ñaddictedò to stealing as an ñinborn vice.ò He argued that the Native 

peoples here could be of ñmuch serviceò to the settlers because of the ability of white society to 

 

728 Hastings, The Emigrantsô, 26 
729 Caroline Winterer, How the New World Became Old: The Deep Time Revolution in America, (Princeton, NJ: 

Princeton University Press, 2024): 1-13 
730 Hastings, The Emigrantsô, 61 
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extort Native labor for ñmere nominal compensation,ò for which they would provide ñvarious 

kinds of labor.ò Even if the Natives were to resist colonization, as, for example, the Cayuse 

People did against the Whitman Mission in 1847, Hastings argued that their ways of war would 

be ineffective and ñinoperationalò without the ñmeans, nor courage to prosecute efficient 

warfare.ò731 If the Oregon settlement was to be the ideal republican colony, it was to be founded, 

with no moral qualms, on unceded Native land. A future Confederate soldier, Hastings was more 

of an idealistic schemer than a realistic leader, irresponsibly writing in his guidebook of an 

overland route to California through the salt flats of Utah. The delay of travel through this hard 

country, which Hastings himself hadnôt traveled before writing his book, culminated in the 

events of the Donner Party in 1846.732 During the series of Indian resistance against American 

imperialism in the Northwest in the following decade, Americans would learn just how wrong 

Hastings was in his description of the Native peoples of the Cascades.733  

 

 

731 Hastings, The Emigrantsô, 60-61 
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306 

 

 

Figure 39. "American Village" by Captain Henry J. Warre depicts an American settlement in the 

Willamette Valley, and rivers, settlement, and the Cascade mountains (Mount Hood) as central to 

creating a settler sense of place in the Far West.734  

 

 From the summit of the Wind River Mountains above South Pass, Wyoming, on what is 

today called Fremont Peak, John Fremont envisioned a corridor for travel from the branches of  

ñthe Missouri,ò over the Continental Divide, and to the ñsnowy heads of the Trois Tetons, where 

were the sources of the Missouri and Columbia Riversò735 Fremontôs summit description in 1842 

of the Tetons, the Columbia Riverôs headwaters, and the Wind Rivers, were all connected in one 

 

734 "American Village" by Captain Henry J. Warre. (Reproduced in Henry James Warre, Sketches in North America 

and the Oregon Territory. London, 1848. Plate 9.) Courtesy University of Washington Special Collections, 
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larger imperial schema with lands of the Pacific Slope between the Cascade Range and Pacific as 

the terminus of expansion. Finding funding for Fremontôs expedition was not a foreordained task, 

but it took the worth of Oregon-promoter Senator Thomas Benton of Missouri to convince 

Congress to appropriate the requisite funds. Both were determined to redirect the pensive national 

attitude of natural expansion into Oregon, using the power of landscape to build their imaginative 

and ideological case on the suitability of an expansive and continental republic.736  

After Fremontôs Report, settlers started arriving in Oregon in droves, taking little note of 

the morality of traversing and eventually settling unceded and sovereign Native lands. Split 

between the ñAll Oregonò Movement of the area between Mexican California and the 49th Parallel 

set by the Treaty of 1818, and the ñFifty-Four Forty or Fight Movementò of claiming British 

Columbia, the Democratic Partyôs James Polk ran on a platform of solving the ñOregon Question.ò 

American settlement, coupled with the movement of the Hudson Bay Companyôs retreat to Fort 

Victoria in 1842, forced Britainôs hand in this corner of its vast empire. Moreover, changing 

fashion trends and the depletion of beaver pelts made trapping businesses less profitable than they 

were in the decades prior.737 In Polkôs negotiated treaty for American control of Oregon, the Treaty 

of 1846, Britain was allowed to keep its commercial engagements in the area, with the 49th Parallel 

extending from the Continental Divide in the Rockies, over the Cascades, to the Pacific Coast. The 

United States, in a sense, did not wrest this land so much from the holdings of an empire, but one 

 

736 Andrew Mendard, Sight Unseen: How Fremontôs First Expedition Changed the American Landscape, (Lincoln, 

NE: University of Nebraska Press, 2012): 103-107.  
737 Meinig, Continental America, 116-117; Center for the Study of the Pacific Northwest. "Lesson Eight: Settlement 

of the Oregon Boundary Question, 1818ï1846," University of Washington,  

https://www.washington.edu/uwired/outreach/cspn/Website/Classroom%20Materials/Pacific%20Northwest%20Hist

ory/Lessons/Lesson%208/8.html.  

https://www.washington.edu/uwired/outreach/cspn/Website/Classroom%20Materials/Pacific%20Northwest%20History/Lessons/Lesson%208/8.html
https://www.washington.edu/uwired/outreach/cspn/Website/Classroom%20Materials/Pacific%20Northwest%20History/Lessons/Lesson%208/8.html
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of its commercial mercantilist companies, which stood little chance at the time of militarily 

opposing the increasing number of settlers in Oregon. Britainôs ñColumbia Districtò was now the 

American republican empireôs ñOregon Territory,ò which stretched between the 42nd (Mexican 

border) and 49th Parallels (British border) as its northern and southern boundaries, and from the 

Continental Divide to the Pacific. For the continental republican empire, the Wind Rivers, Tetons, 

and Cascade volcanoes became iconic settler landmark mountains bounding the empire in the 

Oregon Territory, becoming places for the formation of national identity, meaning, and the 

emblems of a continent.  

The following decade was one marked by extensive violence between the United States 

and its push for territorial acquisition against Mexico, defining the boundaries through the islets 

and islands of the Puget Sound, and the perpetuation of widening settler violence against Native 

peoples across the continent.738 While it is commonly referred to as ñManifest Destiny,ò there was 

little ñmanifestò or ñdestinedò about any of this process that encountered resistance, both from the 

halls of Congress and, more significantly, from Native peoples. In Oregon, while the Treaty of 

1846 might have bound the West on paper, the region remained deeply unsettled in control and 

meaning. In the Oregon Territory, and its administrative successors in the State of Oregon (1859) 

and Washington Territory (1853), violence and a decade of war against the areaôs Native 

communities showed how unsettled American power actually was in the Northwest. In their 

continued search to test and define the limits of a republican empire, settler-colonists again turned 

 

738 Center for the Study of the Pacific Northwest, "Lesson Eleven: Overview of American Indian Policies, Treaties, 

and Reservations in the Northwest," Center for the Study of the Pacific Northwest, University of Washington, 

https://www.washington.edu/uwired/outreach/cspn/Website/Classroom%20Materials/Pacific%20Northwest%20Hist

ory/Lessons/Lesson%2011/11.html.  

https://www.washington.edu/uwired/outreach/cspn/Website/Classroom%20Materials/Pacific%20Northwest%20History/Lessons/Lesson%2011/11.html
https://www.washington.edu/uwired/outreach/cspn/Website/Classroom%20Materials/Pacific%20Northwest%20History/Lessons/Lesson%2011/11.html
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upward to the Cascades, especially one mountain, Mount Rainier, to assert ideas of the building 

American nation over Cascadia.   
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

CONTESTED CASCADIA: EARLY MOUNTAINEERING, NATIVE RESISTANCE, AND 

NATION-MAKING ON MOUNT RAINIER, c. 1846-1870  

 

 

 

 

 

Perhaps the most obvious distinction of the Cascade volcanoes from other landmark 

mountains in the American West is the presence of the massive glacial sheets that cling to most 

of the major summits. Combined with their immense topographic prominence above, either a sea 

of green on the west slope or the yellowish arid drylands of the eastern slope, the ice-dome giants 

of the Cascades command a certain degree of attention and visual assertion lacking among some 

of the Westôs other iconic and less glaciated peaks. As settlers continued to arrive in the Oregon 

Territory in the 1840s and 1850s, they looked towards these towering icons of the Northwest for 

a sense of place and an essential part of the republican landscape they were building under the 

shadow of these ice giants. Settlers in Oregon, in contrast to California at this time, were, on the 

whole, more stable, agricultural, and interested in building around family and kin as opposed to 

Californiaôs large swaths of enterprising and lustful hordes of young men.739 Of course, the 

 

739 D.W. Meinig, The Shaping of America: A Geographical Perspective on 500 Years of History, Vol 3, 

Transcontinental America, 1850-1915, (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1998): 70-71. 
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Oregon style of colonization would prove no less devastating for the tribes of the Pacific 

Northwest, who faced increasing threats of ethnic cleansing for the region from disease, land 

annexation, and violence.  

The economic and political reach of republican settlement in the Willamette Valley 

extended into both Puget Sound and the Columbia Plateau. The Native peoples of the Willamette 

Valley, such as the Kalapuya and Molalla, continued to practice traditional land management 

practices despite settler incursion. One early settler, Jesse Applegate, wrote of this practice, 

ñéthe Indians were wont to baptize the whole country with fire at the close of every summeréò 

As they had been doing for generations, Native peoples here used fire for enriching the 

landscape, but from the view of settler-colonizers, fire was an inherent affront to responsible land 

management. Applegate continued seeing this fire that it came ñsweeping upò with the ñsalt 

breeze being quite strong that evening, leaped over the creek and came down upon us like an 

army with banners. All our skill and perseverance were required to save our camp.ò For 

Applegate and other settlers, among their first arguments against colonizing was to extinguish 

the practice of seasonal burns. ñThe Indians continued to burn the grass every season,ò 

Applegate concluded, ñuntil the country was somewhat settled up and the whites prevented 

them.ò740 Thus, fire and landscape management became a flashpoint for questions of racial 

supremacy and land use.  

 

740 Center for the Study of the Pacific Northwest, "Lesson Ten: Lines on the Land," Pacific Northwest History 

University of Washington, 

https://www.washington.edu/uwired/outreach/cspn/Website/Classroom%20Materials/Pacific%20Northwest%20Hist

ory/Lessons/Lesson%2010/10.html.  

https://www.washington.edu/uwired/outreach/cspn/Website/Classroom%20Materials/Pacific%20Northwest%20History/Lessons/Lesson%2010/10.html
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With the increasing demand for lumber following the California Gold Rush and the 

subsequent development of San Francisco and Californiaôs Central Valley, the ports of the Puget 

Sound helped boost the areaôs settler appeal.741 Among the most significant political 

developments in the Oregon Territory was the passage of the Donation Land Law in 1850, 

setting in the short term, a method for the allocation of ñpublic landò for homesteading, and in 

the longer term, a model for the 1862 Homestead Actôs annexation of Native land. By imposing 

a grid-pattern of land ownership, the Donation Land Law provided white males with 320 acres, 

with their wives eligible for another 320, thus making 640 acres for homesteading per household. 

The law provided a proviso for agents to negotiate treaties to eliminate Native land claims and 

ñleave the whole of the most desirable portion open to white settlers.ò742 When Washington 

became its own territory in 1853, the same procedures for the cession of Native land remained. 

Oregon Territory settlers knew of Native land claims and sovereignty, but willingly chose to 

ignore their rights.   

 

741 Meinig, Transcontinental America, 70-81.  
742 William G. Robbins, "Oregon Donation Land Law," The Oregon Encyclopedia, August 17, 2022, 

https://www.oregonencyclopedia.org/articles/oregon_donation_land_act/.  

https://www.oregonencyclopedia.org/articles/oregon_donation_land_act/
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Figure 40. Mount McLoughlin (Southern Oregon) rises above a forest and river banks, with 

Native peoples practicing prescribed burning as observed by Henry Abott of the U.S. Railroad 

Survey in 1857.743 

Thanks to the presence of the lush environment created by the Cascades, almost all of the 

early land claims were west of the range, helping incentivize further settlement, and the 

population of the territory saw an increase in whites from around 11,000 in 1850 to 60,000 ten 

years later. The republican ethnostate that both the Oregon and Washington Territories desired 

demanded constant concessions from the regionôs Native peoples. This often led to violent 

conflicts, such as the Rogue River Wars (1851-56), Yakima War (1855-1856), Cayuse War 

(1855-1858), and the Puget Sound War (1855-1856), with violent resistance from indigenous 

peoples remaining unresolved in the region until 1877 with the conclusion of the Nez Perce 

 

743 Reports of Explorations and Surveys, Washington, D.C., 1857. Plate IV, Vol. 6, facing p.69 in William G. 

Robbins, "Landscape and Environment: Ecological Change in the Intermontane Northwest," Pacific Northwest 

Quarterly, Vol. 84:4, p.145, cited in Center for the Study of the Pacific Northwest, "Lesson Ten: Lines on the 

Land,"   
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War.744 Between 1850 and 1855, Governor Isaac Stevens of Washington, the father of one of the 

first settlers to officially  climb Mount Rainier, Hazard Stevens (1870), negotiated several treaties 

with Native peoples in the area. Many of these went unratified by Congress, but Stevens and 

other settler politicians enforced them as if they were.745 The Puget Sound War, for example, was 

an alliance of the Nisqually, Muckleshoot, Puyallup, and Klickitat peoples against the settlers of 

the Washington Territory who denied access to the coastal farmlands of the Nisqually under the 

Treaty of Medicine Creek (1854).746  

With their immense size and visual command, settler society imagined the Cascade 

volcanoes, especially Mount Rainier, as landmark mountains in their search for a national 

meaning on contested Native lands. The mountains became natural landmarks from which 

American settlers could look forth, define, and imaginatively build an empire in the Northwest, 

and attempt to assert and reassert American meanings of the landscape.747 Contemporary settler 

descriptions and early mountaineering trips used the language of ice, snow, glaciers, and their 

impressive viewshed as a distinctive feature of symbolic nation-making, seeing them as symbols 

of a gradually forming American national identity.748  

 

744 Robbins, "Oregon Donation Land Law"  
745 Center for the Study of the Pacific Northwest, "Lesson Eleven: Overview of American Indian Policies, Treaties, 

and Reservations in the Northwest," Pacific Northwest History (University of Washington, June 7, 2010), 

https://www.washington.edu/uwired/outreach/cspn/Website/Classroom%20Materials/Pacific%20Northwest%20Hist

ory/Lessons/Lesson%2011/11.html.  
746 Janice E. Schuetz, "Introduction: Laying the Groundwork," in Episodes in Rhetoric of Government-Indian 

Relations (Westport, CT: Praeger, 2002), 5; J. A. Eckrom, Remembered Drums: A History of the Puget Sound 

Indian War (Walla Walla, WA: Pioneer Press, 1989), 21.  
747 Mary Louise Pratt, Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation (London, UK: Routledge, 1992): 24-36.  
748 Larry W. Price, ñImages of Mountains: A Search for the Ideal,ò Association of Pacific Coast Geographers Vol 

48, No. 1 (1986): 7-40; Kevin Blake, ñMaking Mythic Landscapes,ò in North American Odyssey: Historical 

Geographies for the 21st Century, ed. Craig Colten and Geoffrey Buckley, (New York City, NY: Roman and 

Littlefield Press, 2014): 251-271. 
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The landscape of well-watered and fertile coastal plains, fed from the constant glacial 

waters of Mount Rainier, made the lower plains of the southern Puget Sound desirable to 

Stevensô agenda of a white colony.749 This lush landscape below Tahoma included the lands of 

included a vast collection of diverse cultures and peoples, including, but not limited to, the 

Nisqually, Puyallup, Cowlitz, Muckleshoot, and Yakama peoples. From oral traditions, 

indigenous tribes found Mount Rainierôs, Takhomaôs (Nisqually), glacial landscape as a source 

of water, life, and identity.750 According to the Puyallup Nationôs oral history, Takkobad was a 

divine gift from Doquebuth, ñThe Changer,ò to the Puget Sound tribes, tasked with a mandate: 

ñYou will supply water. You will be useful in that way.ò751 Marked by threats, haste, and deceit, 

Stevenôs plan to appropriate Native lands for white settlers, the Nisqually resisted.752 The war 

ended with Native concessions and the 1858 trial and execution of Chief Leschi (Nisqually) for 

the supposed murder of American settlers and his role in resistance against Washington 

Territory.753 The execution was a famous miscarriage of justice, with both William Fraser 

Tolmie (of an 1833 expedition to Mount Rainier) and Lt. Augustus Kautz (of a 1857 attempt on 

Rainier) advocating, unsuccessfully, for the innocence of Leschi.754 

 

 

749 Kluger, The Bitter Waters, 18.  
750 National Park Service, "Associated Tribes of Mount Rainier," Mount Rainier National Park (U.S. National Park 

Service), July 24, 2024, https://www.nps.gov/mora/learn/historyculture/associated-tribes-of-mount-rainier.htm.  
751 Jerry Meeker (Puyallup, 1952), from Ella E. Clark, Indian Legends of the Pacific Northwest (Berkeley, CA: 

University of California Press, 1966): 42.  
752 See: Richard Kluger, The Bitter Waters of Medicine Creek: A Tragic Clash Between White and Native America, 

(New York, NY: Alfred A. Knopf, 2011).   
753 Martin Schmitt, "The Execution of Chief Leschi and the 'Truth Teller,'" Oregon Historical Quarterly 50, no. 1 

(1949): 35, JSTOR 20611895.  
754 Kluger, The Bitter Waters, 50-51, 95-96, 168.  

https://www.nps.gov/mora/learn/historyculture/associated-tribes-of-mount-rainier.htm
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Contrived Cascadia 

The first settler climb of a major Cascade volcano occurred in the late summer of 1853, 

during a particularly unsettled and bloody time in the Northwest of settler violence against 

Native peoples. With the Donation Law allowing for the continued growth of the Oregon 

Territory, four settlers approached the rounded top of Mount Saint Helens, looming just north of 

Fort Vancouver, across the Columbia River. Before the eruption of 1980, the mountain appeared 

as a rounded conical mountain, and it must have appeared to be a far more reasonable mountain 

to ascend than the precarious pinnacle of Mount Hood to the east. The party was led by Thomas 

Jefferson Dryer, a Portland journalist and founder of The Oregonian newspaper, John Wilson, an 

employee of the newspaper, and two other men simply referred to as ñSmithò and ñDrew.ò  

Ascending the Swift Creek on the southern aspect of the mountain, the group took three days of 

rations and the necessary equipment to ñaid us in the ascent.ò Dryer wrote of them finding a 

route of ñcontinual steep ascentò from which they traveled at a gradient of ñat least one thousand 

feet to the mile.ò As they ascended past timberline, they encountered what Dryer described as 

ñsublimely grand, and impossible to describe.ò What struck the party the most was the 

uniqueness of the volcanic rock on the mountains, which they called the ñblackened piles of lava, 

with an occasional high cliff of primitive formation.ò Using religious imagery, Dryer wrote that 

the mountain bespoke ñimpress[ed] the mindò with the ñpower of Omnipotence, and the 

insignificance of human power when compared with that of natureôs God.ò Here, Dryer, true 

perhaps to his first and middle names, evoked a Jeffersonian rhetoric of the divine, 

ñOmnipotenceò and ñnatureôs God,ò to describe the exceptional nature of this mountain. As was 

common among some of the republicans at the founding, "Omnipotenceò was a Lockean 
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substitute for describing a non-personal God, much like the ubiquitous ñProvidenceò of the 

founding generation.755 Moreover, the phrase ñnatureôs Godò was equally Lockean and 

Jeffersonian, appearing most famously in the opening lines of the Declaration of 

Independence.756 Thus, by using the language of Jefferson and republicanism, Dryer imagined 

Mount Saint Helens as a national and republican landmark.757  

Human power in this wild place could not compete with the transcendent power of the 

mountain, with Dryer writing still above them, the summit lay as a ñtower of eternal rock and 

snowéstretching its high head far above the clouds and looking down with disdain upon all 

beneath.ò This kind of temporal thinking of the mountainôs materiality helped inform the 

exceptional nature of the continentôs geology. Soon, they reached the ñline of perpetual snow,ò 

where they spent a cold night by building a small campfire with sticks and melted snow for 

water. As the sun rose over the eastern sky, the party awoke, not finding much ñreposeò on that 

chilly night. ñThe higher we ascended,ò Dryer wrote, ñthe more difficult our progress,ò but 

eventually, through ñconstant and persevering effort,ò they made the ñhighest pinnacle of the 

mountainò shortly after noon. The ascent took a significant toll on their bodies, with Dryer 

commenting that the ñatmosphere produced a singular effect upon all the party, each face looked 

pale and sallow, and all complained of a strange ringing in the earséas if there were hundreds of 

 

755 Letter from Thomas Jefferson to Mr. Woodword, March 24, 1824, in The Writings of Thomas Jeffersoné, (New 

York, NY: H.W. Derby Press, 1861): 339, https://www.gutenberg.org/files/56035/56035-h/56035-h.htm; Letter 

from William Scales to Thomas Jefferson, November 11, 1804, Founders Online, 

https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Jefferson/01-45-02-0002#  
756 National Archives, "Declaration of Independence: A Transcription (1776)," https://www.archives.gov/founding-

docs/declaration-transcript.  
757 Thomas Jefferson Dryer, "First Ascent of Mount Saint Helens, August 26, 1853," originally in The Oregonian, 

September 3, 1853, excerpt in The Columbian, September 24, 1853, 2, US Geological Survey, 

https://volcanoes.usgs.gov/observatories/cvo/Historical/first_ascent_st_helens_1853.shtml  
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fine-toned bells jingling all around uséblood started from our nose, and all of us found 

respiration difficultéò Before the eruption of 1980, the summit of Mount Saint Helens stood at 

9,677 feet, and so at such a meager elevation, it is difficult to explain the seeming altitude 

sickness that the party endured. However, considering the immense power of the sun on the 

glaciers, dehydration, and a heavy exertion of endurance none of them would have been 

accustomed to, perhaps the combination of altitude, fatigue, and exposure explains their 

symptoms.758   

Dryer used the vantage point of the summit to both scientifically observe the volcanology 

of the mountains and to conceptually bound the extent of the republican empire over Native 

lands. From the top of Mount Saint Helens, Dryer wrote of the ñappearance of a vast extent of 

country visible from the top of the mountains.ò No matter his description, the reality of the view 

would surpass any geographic imagination his words expressed: ñit would be futile to attempt to 

give our readers a correct idea of the appearance.ò Shrouding the view in these terms, Dryer 

allowed for the settlers who lived under the shadow of the mountains to imagine possibilities far 

beyond the rhetoric of description. Nonetheless, the view was truly continental in scope, a kind 

of idealistic continental completion despite the rather unsettled nature of control below the 

summit. Dryer wrote that from the top, ñthe ocean, distant over one hundred miles, was plainly 

seen. The whole coast and Cascade ranges could be plainly traced with the naked eye.ò The 

Pacific Slope of American colonization lay between mountain and sea. The other peaks from the 

summit, ñthe snow-covered peaks of Mounts Hood and Rainier and two others (Mount Jefferson 

and Mount Adams) seemed close by. They form a sort of amphitheater on a large scale 

 

758 Dryer, ñFirst Ascent,ò 1853 
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diversified with hills and valleys.ò What made the Pacific Slope of Cascadia so exceptional in its 

landscape was this pastoral and idealistic ñvalleys and hillsò bounded between the sublime and 

monumental features of the conical summits and the Pacific. It was as if ñnatureôs God,ò for 

Dryer, had blessed this undertaking; it was his own ethnocentric picture of the Divine that 

apparently cared little for the futures of Native peoples. From the summit, Dryer wrote of the 

large summit crater where they found ñsmokeécontinually issuing from its mouth, giving the 

unmistakable evidence that the fire was not extinguished.ò This was apparently of little concern 

to Dryer, as he only commented next on the glaciers on the north versus south side of the 

mountain, but seemed unfazed by the geologically unsettled nature of the mountain. Before 

descending, the party created a ñpyramid of loose stonesò on the ñhighest spot of level earth and 

ashesò before retreating down the mountain, and returning to Oregon City within four days.759 

Mount Saint Helens would be the first of the major Cascade volcanoes to be recorded and 

climbed by settlers.  

 The climb of Mount Saint Helens became a rallying point for the early mountaineering 

attempts on many of the other Cascade volcanoes. Others in this era pushed the imperial bounds 

of the empire into the Pacific. Commodore Matthew Perry, for example, insisted on the 

American right to ñgo anywhereò in the nation of Japan, even to the sacred ñMount Fuji and all 

over the country.ò The significance wasnôt so much that Americans did climb mountains within 

their imperial arms, but they had the right to do so.760 On the continent, the summer of 1854 was 

a period of particular settler violence in both the Pacific Northwest and Northern California, yet 

 

759 Dryer, ñFirst Ascent,ò 1853.  
760 Andrew W. Bernstein, ñNative Mountain, Foreign Threat,ò in Fuji: A Mountain in the Making (Princeton, NJ: 

Princeton University Press, 2025): quotation from 147. 
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it was the same summer in which settlers climbed both Mount Hood and Mount Shasta as a 

mode of projecting the power of the republican empire in vertical spaces.  

Having successfully climbed Mount Saint Helens the previous summer, Thomas 

Jefferson Dryer looked next to the other great mountain above the northern Willamette Valley, 

Mount Hood. Published in the eminently popular Littellôs Living Age in 1854, the magazine 

described the mountains as ñestimated to be 18,361 feet high, even more lofty than Mount 

Shasta, and heretofore unexplored.ò761 The group was composed of John Barlow, who in 1845 

had ascended high up the mountain, and an unnamed ñIndian guide,ò Dryer, and a handful of 

other men. Part of the appeal for the Living Age was the documentation of altitude upon the 

bodies of those climbing the mountain, based on the mountainôs presumed extreme height. In 

reality, Mount Hood, although prominent, is a relatively moderate mountain at 11,249 feet. 

 Nonetheless, the article helped to bring Mount Hood, and all of the Cascades for that 

matter, into the national consciousness as sublime and dangerous peaks on the far western 

reaches of the republican empire. This trip included early mountaineering equipment of the 

ñsame kind that we used in ascending Mount Saint Helens last yearò and was ñindispensable for 

climbing snow-covered mountains.ò These pieces of mountaineering gear included ñwell-made 

creepers [boots], iron socket mountain staffs with hooks, ropes, etc.ò Mount Hood, even by its 

easiest route, is an extremely steep snow and glacier climb, where the success of summitting 

would have been exceptionally more harrowing without this equipment. The natural features that 

the climbers experienced included a full array of snow textures and conditions, including late-

 

761 Littell's Living Age, "First Ascent of Mount Hood, Effects of a High Elevation Up the Human System.," Littell's 

Living Age 7 (1854): 321, US Geological Survey, 
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season permanent snow like ñchopped sea,ò wet snow, ñsix incheséand sometimes four feetéò 

and isothermal snow for efficient travel by the ñslight indentation by the boot.ò762  

The remainder of the climb was notable for its detailed description of mountaineering on 

the steep chutes of Mount Hoodôs south side. Reaching the summit ride ñsimilar to that of Mount 

Saint Helens, extremely narrow, lying in crescent shape,ò Dryer and the climbing group made 

observations of the sulfuric vents of the volcanoes, or as they called them, ñbreathing holes 

through crevices in the rock.ò Although they did not have a thermometer, the team felt the latent 

heat on the mountain with their Native companion, who supposedly ñretreated as far as he dared 

go down the mountain aloneò upon holding his hand above one of the vents. Little is known of 

the Native climber to the summit of Mount Hood, with the report only calling him ñthe Indian.ò 

He was a strong climber according to Dryer, having a ñgood pair of creepers, and a good 

mountain staff,ò and he was determined to ñgo up as far as óBostonsô [Americans] could, 

although he could not be induced to lead the way or even go between us.ò At least from the 

report, the Americans seem to consider him less of a ñguideò than a co-equal mountaineering 

companion. Like the surname-less Black climber on Fremontôs Peak in 1842, ñJohnny,ò the 

presence of ñthe Indianò on Mount Hood proves the complexities at work in early American 

mountaineering as more than strictly an exercise of white power.763 This doesnôt mean that early 

American mountaineering wasnôt an overtly settler-colonial enterprise for bounding unceded 

Native lands. It was. But it does demonstrate an early and complex climbing pluralism, as well as 

showing the non-monolithic character of the racial aspects of early American mountaineering.  

 

762 762 Littell's Living Age, "First Ascent of Mount Hood,ò 321.  
763 Charles Pruess, Exploring with Fremont: The Private Diaries of Charles Pruess (Tulsa, OK: University of 

Oklahoma Press, 1958): 44.  
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From the summit, they took a coordinate reading, collected specimens of rock, and 

looked out to conceptualize the viewshed around them. Impaired by a ñgeneral difficultyò in 

breathing, they found themselves unable to descend more than a ñfew rods at a time without 

lying down on the snow or ground to rest.ò Using the other Cascade volcanoes as landmarks of 

settler space, Dryer wrote they saw ñMount Jefferson, Three Sisters, Mount McLoughlin 

[doubtful]ò to the south and ñSaint Helens, Rainier, and Adamséand Shasta Butte mountains in 

Californiaéfive hundred miles from Mount Hood [also impossible to see from Mount 

Hood].ò764 Including Mount McLoughlin and Mount Shasta, the former of which is rarely seen 

and the latter of which is impossible to see, shows the exaggeration that Dryer was willing to use 

certain landmark mountains as bounds of American empire-building. 

  Five hundred miles south, and unknown to the team climbing Mount Hood, a party of 

eight settlers in California made the first settler ascent of ñShasta Butte, or Mount Shasta,ò 

thought to be the, ñhighest peak in California.ò Similar to the violent context of the climbs of 

Mount Saint Helens and Mount Hood, California settlers were perpetrating what came to be 

known as the California genocide against the Native peoples of northern California.765 It was not 

a coincidence that the assertion of settler space on the highest visible landmarks occurred in the 

context of violent conflicts over land on the Pacific Slope. Appropriating the meaningful 

landmarks and place-connections of indigenous peoples, and the reimagination of those spaces 

 

764 Littell's Living Age, "First Ascent of Mount Hood,ò 321.  

 
765  Benjamin Madley, An American Genocide: The United States and the California Indian Catastrophe, 1846-

1873, (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2016): 8-15.  
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for settler culture, was often an essential part of American empire-building.766 Participating in 

this structure includes defining that power in the highest places, often at the height of conflict 

with Native resistance and violence. Writing in the San Francisco Daily Herald, E.D. Pierce, one 

of the climbers, summarized the ascent of Shasta, where they endured ñdeathly paleò faces as 

they climbed from ñcrag to crag,ò cutting in the snow ñnotches or steps with our knives.ò In the 

late morning, the team made it to the summit of the mountain, where Pierce wrote that he was 

bereft of ñlanguage to describe the beauties of the surrounding scenery.ò767  

More than any of the other Cascade volcanoes, Mount Shasta emerges alone from the 

surrounding landscape, providing an expansive view of the landscape over one hundred miles in 

each direction. This was the land of the California genocide under the looming presence of 

Mount Shasta.768 What remained a mountain of spiritual and religious connection to local tribes 

such as the Shasta, Modoc, Ajumawi, and Wintu peoples, the mountain was now also a site of 

settler conquest of contested space. Even appropriating the indigenous name, the Klamath name 

of the mountain, ñSastiseò, settlers saw themselves as the new indigenous, erasing the original 

Native meanings of morality and spirituality.769 The ñgrandeur and sublimity of the face of 

natureò stretched here as far as the eye could reach, and Pierce descried an image of ñmountains 

rising back of mountainséluxuriant valleys all well-watered with fine mountain streamséò This 

 

766  Patrick Wolfe, ñSettler-Colonialism and the Elimination of the Native,ò Journal of Genocide Research, Vol. 8, 

No. 4 (2006): 387-392.  
767 The San Francisco Daily Herald, August 28, 1854, transcription in Mount Shasta Collection, College of the 

Siskiyous website, 2010, https://www.siskiyous.edu/Library/Shasta/, 

https://volcanoes.usgs.gov/observatories/cvo/Historical/first_ascent_shasta_1854.shtml  
768 Benjamin Madley, An American Genocide: The United States and the California Indian Catastrophe, 1846-1873, 

(New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2016): 8-15.  
769 Mount Shasta Fact Sheet, College of the Siskiyous Library, (2005), 

www.siskiyous.edu/library/shasta/documents/MS_Fact_Sheet_references_34pp.pdf.  

https://www.siskiyous.edu/Library/Shasta/
https://volcanoes.usgs.gov/observatories/cvo/Historical/first_ascent_shasta_1854.shtml
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was a verdant and arable landscape that, from the top of the stateôs ñhighest mountain,ò seemed 

ripe for republican settlement. With thousands of square miles in view, the well-watered flatland 

below was a ñmammoth corralò encircled by the Coast Range bounding the settler-colonial 

project. With the genocide of the Native connection to space, Pierce wrote that the ñtowering 

heights of Mount Shastaò looked down upon this landscape filled with the ñnoble and wonderful 

works of nature and natureôs Godò and a sense of ñreverence and awe!ò The settler impetus to 

dominate, symbolically imagine, and conceptually control was part of the larger imperial project 

of the expulsion of Native peoples. Thus, the climbing of Mount Shasta, Mount Hood, and other 

large mountains during the spread of the American empire reinforced the projection of Anglo-

American superiority over the land upon the bounding heights of vertical spaces.770  

At around noon, Pierce and the team ñunfurled the Stars and Stripes, and raised the 

standard to its long resting-place, amid the deafening cheerséò This flag mounting ritual, first 

enacted by John C. Fremont in the Wind River Range in 1842, by William Reynolds on Pico de 

Orizaba in Mexico in 1848, and now on Mount Shasta, was a testament to the conceptual 

significance of mountains for the expansivity of the republican empire.771 The raising of the flag 

represented a domination of space in the name of the Empire of Liberty; a contrived extension of 

the stateôs perceived horizontal control going to vertical spaces. The visual prominence of 

mountains made them ideal places to symbolically project ideological and colonial notions of 

power, even if the spaces in the shadow of the mountain were anything but conquered. In fact, in 

 

770  The San Francisco Daily Herald, August 28, 1854.  
771 The Autryôs Collections Online, ñThe Fremont Flag,ò 1841, 

https://collections.theautry.org/mwebcgi/mweb.exe?request=record;id=M231780;type=101;  

Jerry Thompson, ñWinfield Scottôs Army of Occupation as Pioneer Alpinists: Epic Ascents of Popocatepetl and 

Citlaltepetl,ò The Southwestern Historical Quarterly, Vol. 15, No. 4 (April 2002): 549-581. 
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all three cases in 1842, 1848, and 1854, the lands below the peaks remained deeply contested, 

unsettled spaces in a struggle for power between competing nations, empires, and peoples. This 

fleeting attempt to claim authenticity upon contested horizontal spaces, the flag planting of the 

vertical claimed a right to use the land. This small ritual, where the ñFlag of Liberty floated 

proudly upon the breeze,ò stands as the culmination of many early mountaineering trips, giving a 

sense of contrived power and authenticity to the settler imagination.772  

Saluskin, Native Resistance, and the First Ascent of Tahoma, 1856 

Around 15,000 years ago, during the last Glacial Maximum, the Puget Lobe of the 

Cordilleran Ice Sheet covered all of what is today the Puget Sound, 3,500 feet thick. Locked in 

its own battle with ice, Mount Rainierôs glaciers reached far past their termini today, miles upon 

miles into the Mowich and Nisqually River canyons, where those respective rivers connected the 

two glacial forms of Rainier and the Puget Sound. As the climate warmed, the mountain shrank 

due to volcanic eruptions, and the form of the mountains seen today began to take shape around 

6,000 years ago.773 The highest point in the Cascade Mountains is also the twenty-first most 

prominent mountain on Earth. The most glaciated mountain in the contiguous United States, the 

mountain rapidly rises over 13,000 feet from its base in the floodplains of the Nisqually River 

Delta to its alpine summit. In the Cascades, the mountainôs massive diameter is second only to 

nearby Mount Adamsôs and Californiaôs Mount Shastaôs, making Rainier one of the most 

voluminous mountains on the continent.  

 

772 The San Francisco Daily Herald, August 28, 1854.  
773 Jeff Antonelis-Lapp, Tahoma and Its People: A History of Mount Rainier National Park, (Pullman, WA: WSU 

Press, 2020): 17-19.  
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Before 1870, local Native American guides led all attempts to climb Mount Rainier.774 

Native American guides were not monolithic victims of colonization, but active participants in 

place-making around Tahoma. Qulliliash (Puyallup) and Lanchalet (Nisqually) had led William 

Fraser Tolmie in a botanical excursion to Tahomaôs western flanks in 1833.775 Through the 

indigenous knowledge of the topography and the mountain itself, Native mountaineers like 

Yakima Chief and elder Saluskin guided the first successful settler parties to the mountain.776 In 

a complicated and engaged process of indigenous-settler relations, settlers appropriated this 

Native knowledge of the mountain for their own landmarking purposes.777 In this contradictory 

relationship, settlers often co-opted indigenous knowledge of the mountain to suit their own 

ends, while at the same time, Native mountaineers remained autonomous agents in finding 

meaning through scaling the slopes of Tahoma.778 Moreover, the Native history of early 

mountaineering on Tahoma complicates the colonial narrative of Anglo-American 

mountaineering in North America.779 As such, the active and essential leadership of Saluskin and 

other Native mountaineers clarifies the singular importance of ingenious knowledge for settler 

 

774 Michael F. Turek and Robert H. Keller, Jr., ñSluskin: Yakima Guide to Mount Rainierò Washington State 

Historical Societyôs Columbia Magazine, Vol 5, No. 1 (1991): 2-7.  
775 Haines, Mountain Fever, 1-7 
776 NOTE: There is an immense amount of confusion between two Yakama tribal members with very similar names 

during this time associated with Mount Rainier. The press often conflated, confused the two, and even today, there is 

popular confusion. I intend to help set the record straight. There are two distinct Yakama Indians Saluskin and 

Sluiskin (note spelling differences). Chief Saluskin was the original Yakima tribal member of a 1855 summit of 

Mount Rainier and the same gentleman of the 1915 event with the park rangers. Sluiskin is the more well-known of 

the two, as he was the guide on the 1870 expedition of the Stevens and Van Trump to Mount Rainier. For more, see 

Haines, ñMountain Fever,ò 15-18. It is especially confusing because even the account spelled the names wrong, but 

it is clear that Saluskin was not involved with the 1870 climb, Lucullus V. McWhorter, "Chief Sluskin's True 

Narrative," The Washington Historical Quarterly 8 (1917): 96ï101, https://archive.org/details/jstor-

40474355/mode/1up.  
777 Wolfe, ñSettler-Colonialism and the Elimination of the Native,ò 387-392.  
778 Turek and Keller, Jr., ñSluskin,ò 2-5; Haines, ñMountain Fever,ò 9-31.  
779 Lucullus V. McWhorter, "Chief Sluskin's True Narrative," The Washington Historical Quarterly 8 (1917): 98, 

https://archive.org/details/jstor-40474355/page/n5/mode/1up.  
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projections of a republican nation and empire, as well as the diverse histories of mountain 

climbing, as a joint settler and indigenous enterprise.780 

In 1915, two park rangers approached around thirty members of the Yakama tribe 

participating in the ancestral use of the land, including hunting. When the rangers informed the 

Natives of the illegality of hunting in what settlers called Mount Rainier National Park, an 

elderly Yakama chief, Saluskin, pulled out a copy of the 1855 Treaty of Walla Walla, signed 

some fifty years before the establishment of the park between the Cayuse, Umatilla, Walla 

Walla, Nez Perce, Palouse, and Yakama Indians.781 Saluskin instructed the rangers that although 

the Yakama people signed much of their land to white settlers, the Treaty of Walla Walla 

affirmed the right of the tribes to access their ancestral home grounds in the mountains for 

fishing, hunting, and other cultural activities.782 Yakama tradition holds Tahoma as a source of 

life, water, and abundance. The subalpine meadows of the mountain remain an important 

traditional gathering place that is a space for hunting, gathering, ceremony, and games. One such 

meadow on the eastern side of Tahoma, near todayôs Sunrise Visitor Center, is Me-yah-ah Pah, 

ñPlace of the Chief,ò an open meadow surrounded by alpine conifers bounded by the heavily 

crevassed glaciers of Tahoma to the west. Saluskin, the popular press soon realized, was the 

 

780 Katie Ives, ñThe Sharp End: The End of One Beginning,ò Alpinist Is. 73, (2021): 16-17; ñGhosts of History,ò 

Gripped, Vol 27, Is 6 (January 2026): 50-53. Dawn Hollis, Mountains Before Mountaineering: The Call of the 

Peaks Before the Modern Age, (London, UK: The History Press, 2024);  

781 Cliff Trafzer (Wyandot), "Walla Walla Treaty Council 1855," The Oregon Encyclopedia, 

https://www.oregonencyclopedia.org/articles/walla_walla_treaty_council_1855/; Turek and Keller, Jr., ñSluskin,ò 2-

5; Treaty with the Yakama, June 9, 1855, 12 Stat. 951, art. [Article Number, if citing a specific point], in Tribal 

Treaties Database, Oklahoma State University Library, https://treaties.okstate.edu/treaties/treaty-with-the-yakima-

1855-0698.  
782 Turek and Keller, Jr., ñSluskin,ò 2-5;   

https://www.oregonencyclopedia.org/articles/walla_walla_treaty_council_1855/
https://treaties.okstate.edu/treaties/treaty-with-the-yakima-1855-0698
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Native man who had guided many settlers on their attempts, and eventual first climb, of 

Tahoma.783 What the settler press didnôt realize was that for Saluskin, climbing Tahoma and the 

traditional use of Me-ya-ah Pah meadows was a sovereign act of resistance and assertion of 

treaty rights against the colonial structure.  

For Saluskin, climbing Tahoma was a subversive act of defiance against the American 

colonial system and an assertion of personal sovereignty and resistance. While some settlers used 

mountaineering as a statement of American authority, Saluskin subverted the coloniality of this 

action by using mountaineering as a means of embodied resistance to imperialism. Many popular 

histories of Mount Rainier cite the 1870 climb of Hazard Stevens and Philemon Van Trump 

(guided by another Yakama Sluiskin) as the first ascent of the mountain. However, others believe 

that this is an incorrect first ascent.784 According to an oral history by Saluskin, as recorded in 

1917 by Lucullus V. McWhorter, Saluskin guided two young ñGovernor Stevenôs Boys 

[Americans]ò to the summit of Tahoma.785 Saluskin began his narrative before the final 

enforcement of the Treaty of Walla Walla in the late 1850s, which confined, ñémy people-the 

old people who are no more-and of this country which once belonged to us.ò Saluskin asserted 

Native claims and treaty rights and the immorality of the settler project in this oral history, tied 

up with the mountaineering history of Tahoma: 

I was raised here since the sun was createdéyou white people, you big men, I know what 

you are thinking, but you ought to listen to meéyou were lucky to come here, but I am 

sorry for the way you have treated us. You now have all but a little of our land.786  

 

783 Turek and Keller, Jr., ñSluskin,ò 2-7;   

 
784 Turek and Keller, Jr., ñSluskin,ò 4; Haines, ñMountain Fever,ò 16-45.  
785 McWhorter, "Chief Sluskin's True Narrative," 96 
786 McWhorter, "Chief Sluskin's True Narrative," 96-97 
786 Wolfe, ñSettler-Colonialism and the Elimination of the Native,ò 387-392.  
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In this, Saluskin reasserted the inherent immoral claim of authenticity upon Yakima land. 

However, in an effort to sustain peace for his people during the violent conflicts with Governor 

Stevens and the Washington Territory, Saluskin said that the tribal chiefs met the Americans at 

the Council of Walla Walla in 1855 to ñsettle all the troubleò between the two peoples. Saluskin 

recounted that at the council, which confined Natives to reservations within four years, he was 

present as a young man to care for the horses of Chief Owhi. There is some uncertainty about 

when this climb occurred. Aubrey Haines, a former historian at Mount Rainier National Park, 

lists the climb in 1854; however, he ultimately admits that this is unknown. This doesnôt line up 

with Saluskin's remembrance in 1917, saying that the climb was ñI think, one or two years afterò 

the Council of Walla Walla (1855).787 It was certainly before Lt. Augustus V. Kautz attempted 

the mountain in 1857, so the climb likely took place in June 1856, a year after the treaty was 

signed. Perhaps the reason for the erasure of Saluskinôs 1856 trip to Tahoma is the paucity of 

historical sources besides his oral histories recorded in 1917.788 Either way, Saluskinôs leadership 

and guidance to Tahoma proved to be both an anti-colonial act of resistance as well as an 

assertion of the Native claim to the mountain with the freedom of movement.  

Placing Saluskin as the agent of this mountaineering trip challenges the narrative of white 

mountaineering in the Northwest, and while some historians have recognized his claim, popular 

memory places the 1870 trip (which ironically still had a Yakama guide) as the ñfirst ascentò of 

 

787 Haines, Mountain Fever, 207; McWhorter, "Chief Sluskin's True Narrative," 97; Treaty with the Yakama, June 9, 

1855, 12 Stat. 951, art. [Article Number, if citing a specific point], in Tribal Treaties Database, Oklahoma State 

University Library, https://treaties.okstate.edu/treaties/treaty-with-the-yakima-1855-0698.  
788 Haines, ñMountain Fever,ò 207; McWhorter, "Chief Sluskin's True Narrative," 97 
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the mountain. Saluskinôs own words subvert that history.789 Saluskin remembered that when his 

people were camping along the two miles east of North Yakama, where the dome of Tahoma 

barely peaks above the eastern side of the Cascades, two of ñGovernor Stevenôs boysò were on a 

survey of the reservations based on the Treaty of 1855. Saluskin described the two men as ñboth 

shortémiddle age.ò One was somebody who was a ñfine looking man, clean faceésome old 

Indians said óhe is Mexican.ôò The other was a ñtall, slender, not good-lookingò man, and both 

men were armed with firearms. Riding two small ñIndian horses,ò the two settler surveyors were 

looking for a Yakima guide to ñgo to Tahoma, the óWhite Mountain.ôò Of this, the local tribe 

was deeply skeptical, believing that the settlers would come to Tahoma only to ñfind money 

[mineral].ò When pressed by the Yakama people gathered for their reason to climb Tahoma, they 

responded, ñWe are Governor Stevenôs boys [employees]. We came up the river from Walla 

Walla, and are looking for [the reservation line made at [the] treaty [of 1855].ò Saluskin 

explained they had ñlong glass to look through,ò likely referring to telescopes. In the interim 

between the Treaty of 1855 and its ratification in the United States Senate in 1859, the 

Washington Territory needed to physically delineate the reservation before enforcing the 

displacement and confinement of the Yakama peoples. Because of language barriers, the United 

States signed a treaty with the Yakima Tribe that was deeply contested and controversial, 

resulting, in part, in the Yakima War, which itself was part of the larger Northwest Indian Wars 

during the 1850s. When the men sent by Stevens told the tribe of their intention to find the 

reservation lines rather than exploit minerals from the sacred mountain of Tahoma, they agreed. 

 

789 Michel Rolph Trouillot, Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of History, (Boston, MA: Beacon Press, 

1995): 1-20.  
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Saluskinôs elders instructed him to lead the settler surveyors ñthe trailò to the mountain, which he 

knew deeply. 790  

According to Saluskin, it was the middle of June, and ñpatches of snowò still lay about 

the mountains. Sent to assert the treaty rights of the Yakama tribe, Saluskinôs participation in this 

expedition to the mountain was an act of Native sovereignty. On the trail, Saluskin wrote of 

catching ñplenty of fishò with the two unnamed settlers, heading to Naches Pass, where the ñmen 

looked with the glass in every way.ò Saluskin explained his intimate knowledge of all sides of 

Tahoma, including ñthe sunny side [east] water comes out called mook-mook,ò where glacial 

tilled water emerges off the mountain, ñdirty water from the middle of the mountain and ice,ò 

and the ñsouth side,ò which ñis bad.ò Saluskin guided them to the north side, likely approaching 

todayôs Emmons Glacier, where the surveys asked if Saluskin ñcould take them to the top of the 

mountain.ò  The surveyors were impressed by the profound local knowledge that Saluskin had of 

the many trails of Tahoma. However, in his response to climb further, Saluskin replied, ñI did not 

know the trail. Too many splits in ice,ò referencing the Native respect for the seracs, icefalls, and 

massive crevasses that the mountain holds. To clarify, and contrary to other settler reports of the 

Native relations to the mountain, Saluskin was not ñafraidò of the mountain, saying, ñNo! I was 

not afraid of bad spiritséthat is all lie.ò Saluskin worked as the camp guide, preparing meals for 

the surveyors and seeing them off to the glaciers of the mountains, where they left with ñlunch in 

pocketsò and ñshoes to walk on ice,ò which he clarified were ñnot show-shoes by shoes with 

 

790 McWhorter, ñChief Sluskinôs True Narrative,ò 98.  
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nails in two places like this [referencing the heel and toe].ò Armed with their early crampons, 

indigenous food and knowledge, Saluskin awaited the settlerôs return from the summit.791  

Some have doubted whether these two settlers summited Tahoma, but Saluskinôs 

recollection makes it clear that these men were the first settlers to set foot atop the mountain.792 

Saluskin recalled that the ñwhite menò went to the ñtop of the mountain and looked with glass 

along the Cascades towards Okanogan [Oregon] and British Columbiaéand everywhere.ò Their 

mission to the summit, to survey the boundary lines for the ratification of the Treaty of 1855, and 

for the eventual confinement of the Yakama to the reservation, had seemingly been a success. 

Saluskin recalled they men told him, ñWe find linesò and they ñset stick, or rock on top of 

mountain,ò referring to survey posts. The description of the summit makes the climb almost 

beyond doubt, with Saluskin reporting the men beheld a view with such detail that is only 

possible from the summit: ñice all over top, lake in center [the ice-filled summit crater], and 

smoke [or steam] coming out all around like sweat-house.ò Unless one doubts the veracity of any 

of Saluskinôs report, there is no reason to believe these men reached the summit, making 

Saluskinôs mountaineering party the first recorded summit of Tahoma in 1856.793  

Saluskin continued to be a fierce defender of Native sovereignty throughout his life. 

When James Longmire, ñold-man Longmire,ò came through many years later, for example, 

Saluskin and his people asked him for his business on their lands. When Longmire responded, he 

was looking ñonly to see the countryélooking for a mine,ò the Yakima did not bother to assist 

him, knowing their exploitative intentions. There was an immense amount of confusion between 

 

791 McWhorter, ñChief Sluskinôs True Narrative,ò 98-99.  
792 Turek and Keller Jr., ñSluskin,ò 4.  
793 McWhorter, ñChief Sluskinôs True Narrative,ò 98-99; Haines, Mountain Fever, 202.  
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two Yakama tribal members with very similar names during this time associated with Tahoma. 

The press often conflated and confused the two. There are two distinct Yakima Indians, Saluskin 

and Sluiskin (note spelling differences). Chief Saluskin was the original Yakima tribal member 

of a 1856 summit of Mount Rainier and the same person of the 1915 event with the park rangers. 

Sluiskin is the more well-known of the two, as he was the guide on the 1870 expedition of the 

Stevens and Van Trump to Mount Rainier. Saluskin spoke directly to clarify this confusion that 

he was of ñno relation to Sluiskin with the crippled hand [guide to the Stevens-Van Trump 

expedition]. He was half-brother to my wife on my fatherôs side,ò and drowned in the Yakama 

River. Of the Stevens expedition in 1870, Saluskin replied, ñI know nothing about this,ò and that 

his journey was ñbefore we went on the reservation that I took white men over the trail to 

Tahoma.ò794  

For Saluskin, mountaineering, hunting, and freedom of movement around Tahoma were 

expressions of the assertions of his and his peopleôs sovereignty.795 Catching fish on the 

ñYakima Riverò that ñstarts the waterò from the ñgreat mountain Tahoma,ò helped sustain his 

people. The rapacious exploitation of Tahomaôs fish by settlers was something that Saluskin did 

not understand, as the ñfish were here before the white man cameéwhat right has he [settlers] to 

kill all my fish?ò Rather than waiting for the government to send fish to them ñwhen they are 

sent up river for us,ò Saluskin advocated: ñWe want rights; the white man wants rights.ò 

 

794 McWhorter, ñChief Sluskinôs True Narrative,ò 98-100;  
795 U.S. Government Office of Indian Affairs, Treaty Map of the Yakama Reservation, 1855, digital image hosted by 

City of Yakima, https://www.yakimawa.gov/visit/assets/N07-1855-Treaty-Map.jpg; Phil Dougherty, "President 

Richard M. Nixon signs Executive Order 11670, returning the eastern slopes of Mount Adams to the Yakama 

Nation, on May 20, 1972," HistoryLink.org, https://www.historylink.org/File/23326.  
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Resisting the colonial project, Saluskin said, ñDo not tell me to become a citizen by the white 

law!ò Instead, he believed all was ñbrought here by a great power,ò a deeper, natural law that 

was ñmade before white man came.ò There was an inherent knowledge of these natural laws: 

ñwhen a child is born, it knows these lawsò of respect, balance, and gratitude for the gifts of the 

ñgreat mountain, Tahoma, where it starts the water,ò and the ñwater starts cold and clearésent 

from Tahoma for the fish and for the life of everything here.ò In Saluskinôs indigenous 

cosmology, the entirety of the ñwhole earth was created with the law of light and darknessò of 

good and evil, and natural laws, ñgoverning the food. Laws were given for the Indianéto hunt; 

how to get fish from water, how to get yah-mas from the mountains. The law was made with the 

earth, and we keep it on our minds always.ò796  

Rather than appealing to the constructed laws of white society, Saluskin looked to the 

spiritual power of Tahoma as a beacon of a deeper, more human natural law. Tahomaôs law was 

one based on balance and integral relationality between land and humanity. Moreover, by 

seeking this higher natural law, Saluskin could, in good conscience, subvert the unjust human 

laws of white society and the erasure of his peopleôs sovereignty and treaty rights.797  Tahoma, 

ñstanding up to the skies,ò was a source of Yakama place and power.798 

 

 

 

796 Chief Sluskin, ñThe Indianôs Right to Fishò (no date), in Turek and Keller, Jr., ñSluskin,ò4 
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Wah-pow-e-ty and Kautzôs 1857 Attempt 

Resistance to the Treaties of 1855 remained strong among some Natives in the settler-

occupied Washington Territory, with tribes from the eastern and western sides of the Cascades 

coalescing against Olympiaôs colonial policies.799 Below the icy slopes of Tahoma, settlers and 

Native Americans vied for resources and connection to the land; the settlers as colonists of a 

continental empire, and the Native Americans as protectors of an ancestral homeland. Lieutenant 

Augustus V. Kautz arrived in western Washington to assert settler military power in the Puget 

Sound region, traveling north from his previous post in southern Oregon. Kautz helped to 

solidify American control west of the Cascades, eventually becoming the personal guard of the 

captive Nisqually Chief Leschi. A previous explorer of Tahoma, William Frasier Tolmie, helped 

convince Leschi to seek peace with the settlers. Soon after, however, the Washington 

government accused Leschi of the murder of two American soldiers.800 In a series of ñvictorôs 

justiceò events, settlers in Olympia unjustly and without trial executed Nisqually Chief Queimuth 

in November 1856, followed by the hanging of Chief Leschi in November 1858, with the State 

of Washington eventually exonerating Leschi for his crimes in 2004.801 As the guard of Leschi 

during his imprisonment at Fort Steliacoom, Lt. Kautz came to be totally convinced of Leschiôs 

innocence in these murders, and along with William Frasier Tolmie, published a tract ñto the 

gentleman in the Washington Territoryò to ñdefeat the execution of law in the case of Leschi,ò 

 

799 Haines, ñMountain Fever,ò 18-19.  
800 Haines, ñMountain Fever,ò 20-21.  
801 Drew Crooks, "Chief Leschi," DuPont History Museum, https://www.dupontmuseum.com/chief-leschi.  
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which was ñas imaginary as they were unjust.ò802 Despite the miscarriage of justice and the 

execution of Leschi, Kautz, and the chief had an unexpected friendship. Kautz, an agent of 

empire and arm of American imperial power, and Chief Leschi, leader of Nisqually resistance to 

American occupation, found a common bond in their mutual connection to Tahoma.803  

Kautz looked with great admiration towards Tahoma when he arrived at Fort Seliacoom, 

which stood around sixty miles due east, and ñlooms up against the eastern sky white as the snow 

with which it is covered, with a perfectly pyramidal outlineéa grand and inspiring view.ò For 

Kautz, the Cascades contained ñmountain scenery in quantity and quality sufficient to make half 

a dozen Switzerlands, while there is on the continent none more grand and imposing than is 

presented in the Cascade Rangeéò Its most iconic landmark mountain, Tahoma, towered ñwith 

its immense covering of snowéhigh again above the range.ò  Thus, in asserting settler space and 

national pride, Kautz wrote that he ñexpressed so often my determination to make the ascentò 

while his fellow officers remained skeptical of the ñimprobable and doubtfulò proposition of 

ascending the giant. In July 1857, Kautz began reading accounts of the ñascent of Mont Blanc 

and other snow mountainsò and equipping those officers he could convince to join him on a 

potential ascent of the mountain. With an ñalpenstock of dry ash with an iron pointò and shoes, 

stiffened with ñan extra soleò in which they drove ñfour-penny nails,ò a fifty -foot rope, a hatchet, 

a thermometer, and ñplenty of hard biscuit, and dried beef such as the Indians prepare,ò Kautz 

 

802 Haines, ñMountain Fever,ò 21; Truth Teller, ñDevoted to the Dissemination of Truth, and Suppression of 

Humbug,ò (ed. ANN ONYMOUS), Steilacoom, W.T. (February 3, 1858), in G. Perkins, "Listening for Leschi: 

Voices from the Past.ò Leschi: Justice in our Time Lesson Plan, (Washington State Historical Society, 2020), 

https://www.washingtonhistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/ListeningForLeschi.pdf.  
803 Haines, ñMountain Fever,ò 21.  

https://www.washingtonhistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/ListeningForLeschi.pdf


337 

 

readied a small group of settlers for a climbing expedition to the summit.804 Kautz gained actual 

knowledge of the local topography from his imprisoned friend, Chief Leschi. Lechiôs indigenous 

knowledge gave Kautz the requisite knowledge he needed to consider a climb by explaining the 

ñbest approachò through the Nisqually River valley, and the expectation of the terrain nearer to 

the mountain. As with Saluskin of the Yakima, Leschi of the Nisqually saw climbing as an act of 

resistance to the bodily confinement of the colonists, with Kautz recounting that Leschi ñhad 

some hope that I would take him as guideéò However, the military and political superiors at 

Steilacoom and Olympia must have felt this too much independence for the captive, and instead 

Leschi recommended fellow Nisqually Wah-pow-e-ty, who, according to Leschi, knew more of 

the Nisqually topography ñthan any other of his people.ò805  

The early approach to Mount Rainier proved an opportunity for Kautz to recount some of 

the moral costs of settler occupation and his own involvement in that project. Even as an active 

agent of American imperial power, Kautz seemed conflicted, or at least skeptical at times, of 

excesses of American colonialism. On his way to find the guide Wah-pow-e-ty, Kautzôs team 

crossed into the mountains, that ñimmense belt of timber with which the western slope of the 

Cascade Range is covered.ò Kautz used his knowledge of the Indian trails during his campaign 

against the Natives to gain access through the thick forests of the western slope of the range, 

writing, ñI had become familiar with the Indian trail that we followed, the year previous, in our 

pursuit of Indians.ò This mountaineering expeditionôs approach was formed totally on a morally 

complex topographical knowledge of indigenous places, such as the ñPawhtummi, a little camas 

 

804 Augustus Kautz, ñThe First Attempted Ascent of Mount Rainier,ò in Mount Rainier: A Record of Exploration, 

edited by Edmund Meany (New York, NY: Macmillan, 1916): 73ï93.  
805 Kautz, ñThe First Attempted Ascent,ò 74-75.  
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prairieéa resort for the Indians in proper season to gather the camas rootò and other prairies 

throughout the Northwestern forests. Kautz wrote of using these prairies, which served as 

gathering and village sites, as ñlittle patches of prairieò that ñconstituteélandmarksò on their 

approach to the mountain. Katuz described, with quite intimate language, the village sites of 

Koaptil, Tanwut, Mishawl, with the knowledge of one who had already been there. And indeed, 

he had been to each of these places, writing that ñfifteen months beforeò he had visited many of 

these places, camping among them with a ñsmall detachment of troops searching for Indians who 

had hidden away in these forests, completely demoralized and nearly starving.ò806  

For their part, the Nisqually had taken refuge under the protective forests and flanks of 

their beloved Tahoma, as Kautzôs regiment imposed imperial control through violence across the 

landscape. At the Mishawl Prairie, which stands on a small bluff overlooking the Nisqually River 

in the Cascade foothills, Kautz recounted finding Nisqually families who had survived a 

massacre early in the campaign. Fifteen months early, Kautz had, in this very spot, come across a 

ñfamily of two or three men, and several women and children had camped in the fork,ò Kautz 

recounted, and where ñmaking fish traps to catch salmon.ò With this group of survivors, Kautz 

wrote that he became aware, among them, of the militia ñvolunteers of the Washington 

Territoryò who had ñbeen there before us, and with their immensely superior force had killed the 

most of them without regard to age or sex.ò This violent engagement is known as the Mishwal 

Massacre in March 1856, located on the confluence of the Nisqually and Mashel (Mishawl) 

rivers, and subject to much historical debate and scrutiny as to the historicity of the account. In 

the Nisqually oral tradition, and confirmed by Kautzôs account, Governor Stevenôs Washington 

 

806 Kautz, ñFirst Attempted Ascent,ò 76 
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militia indiscriminately killed up to fifty men, women, and children who were fleeing the 

ensuing violence of the lowlands.807 While numbers and details vary according to sources, some 

kind of Native massacre occurred here at the hands of settler militia, and the Nisqually people 

remember the event as an act of American genocide.808 Kautz, treading carefully on the blurred 

morality of this war, was quick to clarify that he and his company had nothing to do with such an 

atrocity. He wrote that his company found this group of survivors of ñpoor, half-starved, ignorant 

creaturesò that his ñexpedition captured.ò While he claimed that ñno act of barbarity was 

perpetrated by us to mar the memory of that success,ò Kautz still saw the ñcaptureò and removal 

of the Nisqually survivors from their ancestral homelands as a military and strategic ñsuccess.ò809  

After leaving their camp at Mishawl bluff, Kautz linked with Wah-pow-e-ty, who, in the 

narrative, is often casually referred to as ñthe Indian.ò In Kautzôs description, Wah-pow-e-ty was 

an older man, ñnot much over five feetò and of slender build yet immensely strong, carrying 

ñdouble the loadò of the more sedentary companions. Kautz attributed this to the ñadvantage of 

trainingò and an active lifestyle in the mountains. Wah-pow-e-ty had grown up in these 

woodlands below Tahoma, but Kautz claimed he had ñlimitedò knowledge of the terrain of the 

upper Nisqually River, and they nonetheless relied on Wah-pow-e-ty as a guide to the 

mountain.810 Crossing rivers, bushwhacking through thickets of brush, and scrambling on loose 

terrain, Wah-pow-e-ty led the team by following a ñmuddy tributary coming in from the northò 

 

807 Charles Wilkinson, Messages from Frankôs Landing: A Story of Salmon, Treaties, and the Indian Way (Seattle: 

University of Washington Press: 2000); Abbi Wonacott, Where the Mashel Meets the Nisqually: The Mashel 

Massacre of 1856 (Spanaway, Washington: Bellus Uccello Publishing, Bethel School District, 2008), cited in 

Stephen B. Emerson, "Mashel (sometimes Maxon) Massacre, (March 1856)," HistoryLink.org, March 28, 2009, 

https://www.historylink.org/File/8941.  
808 Emerson, ñMashel Massacre,ò  
809 Kautz, ñFirst Attempted Ascent,ò 76-77.  
810 Kautz, ñThe First Attempted Ascent,ò 78.  

https://www.historylink.org/File/8941
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that ñevidently,ò had ñits source in the melting snows of Rainier.ò811 As they progressed up this 

tributary, the rapids became quicker, stronger, and the terrain more narrow and confined, passing 

ñremains of avalanches-for the earth, trees, and rocks were intermingled with the snow.ò This 

was Wah-pow-e-tyôs route to the alpine slopes of Tahoma. Reaching the end of the Nisquallyôs 

main fork, they found themselves at the foot of an ñicy cavernò emanating from an ñimmense 

glacierò where the water was of a ñdark-blue tinge,ò and the ñwater was whiteò mixed with 

ñgravel and sand.ò 

The morning of the sixth day of their expedition, Wah-pow-e-ty and Kautz climbed onto 

the Nisqually Glacier on the southern flank of Tahoma on the ñslippery surface of the glacier,ò 

which made it ñvery fatiguing with our packs.ò Around noon, a storm came in, blinding the 

group in a volley of hail, sleet, and snow on steeper terrain ñintersected by immense crevasses 

crossing our path, often compelling us to travel several hundred yards to gain a few feet.ò The 

gaping crevasses of the Nisqually Glacier stretched hundreds of feet deep into the bowels of the 

mountain, and still today require mountaineers to traverse long distances to their edges, where 

they are covered with snow, allowing for a possible crossing. Finally, the group realized they 

needed to find dry land to set a camp, and Wah-pow-e-ty and Kautz ascended to one of the side 

ñlateral morainesò above the glacier, ñwith the aid of the rope,ò and with the two men working to 

assist their companions to do the same.ò Wah-pow-e-ty climbed with this team not only as a 

knowledge guide on the approach, but a climbing leader. Kautzôs language situates Wah-pow-e-

ty as a co-equal mountaineer with ñour companionsò and a Native climber adept with technical 

rope skills and mountaineering knowledge. In this sense, at least temporarily, the racial conquest 

 

811 Kautz, ñThe First Attempted Ascent,ò 80-82.  
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of the Native land and the expansion of the American empire were seemingly on hold. In another 

context, even a year earlier, Wah-pow-e-ty would have been Kautzôs military target. But here, 

they were tied together on the same rope, leading an interracial team of intrepid climbers on the 

slopes of Tahoma in a ñbrotherhood of the rope.ò812 This is not to discount the real, very imperial 

auspices of Kautzôs climb of Tahoma. However, Wah-pow-e-tyôs presence with Kautzôs in this 

climb reveals complexities in the assumed racial binaries of mountaineering in the American 

West. The mountain stood, at least momentarily, as a site of common humanity between settler 

and Native, united on the same rope.813  

On the seventh day from leaving the Mishawl Massacre site, Wah-pow-e-ty and Kautz 

left their camps on the snowy moraines above the Nisqually Glacier and towards the peak. 

Around noon, they found themselves above the cloud line that so often hangs around the 

mountains, revealing ñthe snowy peaks of St. Helens, Mount Adams, and Mount Hood, looking 

like pyramidal icebergs above the oceanò with the ñsummit of Rainierò seeming ñvery close at 

hand.ò Ascending higher, Kautz wrote of the entirety of the ñCascade Rangeébefore us in all its 

greatnessò with the ñviewétoo grand and extensive to be taken in at once, or in the short time 

we had to observe.ò From this prominent vantage point, Wah-pow-e-ty and Kautz saw the 

bounds of the Northwestern Pacific Slope, from the great volcanoes to the south and from the 

origin of the Nisqually River from its glacial source ñwinding like a thread of silver through the 

dark forestsò on its journey to the sea.ò Climbing on the south slope of the mountain, the snow 

conditions were exposed to the full power of the summer sun with Kautz wiring that ñsurface of 

 

812 Bernadette McDonald, Brotherhood of the Rope: The Biography of Charles Houston, (Seattle, WA: The 

Mountaineers Books, 2007).  
813 Kautz, ñThe First Attempted Ascent,ò 82-84. 
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the snow was porouséand at each step we sunk to our knees.ò Moreover, the slush was 

interspersed with icefall and technical ice blocks of the glacier that Kautz described as 

ñinaccessible pinnacles of ice and deep crevassesò that made progress ñexceedingly dangerousò. 

To this, Wah-pow-e-ty and two other companions on the climb began their descent in the rapidly 

softening snow and technical ice, which barred steady progress.  

Kautz continued alone for about twenty minutes before he, like the others, realized that 

future progress in these conditions was out of the question. It was now after six in the evening, 

and the ñair was very cold,ò and the wind high on the mountain was blowing so ñfiercely, so that 

in a second my hat, which it carried away, was far beyond recovery,ò and ñice was forming in 

my canteenéò Realizing the precarity of their situation, Kautz started down the mountain and, 

as at least one upside to the cold conditions, found the previously slushy snow re-frozen for 

adequate crampon purchase and a rapid descent off the glacier.814   

On their return, many of the team suffered illnesses as a result of the climb, including 

Wah-pow-e-ty, who had a bout of snow-blindness (a common mountaineerôs ailment without eye 

protection), and both Kautz and Wah-pow-e-ty with ñgastritis.ò815 Traveling down the moraines 

of the glacier, Kautz was startled at the loud crashing sounds of the calving glaciers of Tahoma, a 

ñfearful crashing and grindingò during the great ñpowderedò and ñwhitening the river belowò 

broke the silence of the lower mountain.816 While they did not reach the summit, Kautz 

 

814 Kautz, ñThe First Attempted Ascent,ò 84-87. 
815 Kautz, ñThe First Attempted Ascent,ò 88-93.  
816 Kautz, ñThe First Attempted Ascent,ò 89.  
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recounted that he, Wah-pow-e-ty, and the others were saddened by their failure to summit 

Tahoma, but they had at least realized the feasibility of such an endeavor.817 Kautz concluded:  

When the locomotive is heard in that regionéwhen American enterprise has established 

an ice-cream saloon at the foot of the glacier, and sherry-cobblers may be had at twenty-

five cents halfway up to the top of the mountain, attempts to ascend that magnificent 

snow-peak will be frequent. But many a long year will pass away before roads are 

sufficiently good to induce anyone to do what we did in the summer of 1857.  

 

Kautzôs prediction of industrial capitalism and the commodification at the Tahoma was not too 

far off from the tourist playground, visitor centers, and shops that today surround the 

mountain.818  

Cascade Volcanoes and Nation-Making in the Civil War Era  

 

Figure 41. ñMount Hoodò (1863) by Albert Bierstadt represents Mount Hood as a last great 

sentinel, or landmark, for American travelers on the Oregon Trail. The geographic position of 

this painting is from the arid eastern Columbia Plateau, where it was the first of the Cascade 

volcanoes seen by overland travelers who imagined the last west of it as an American Eden. 

Painted during the Civil War, Bierstadtôs image was a reminder of the bright hope of the lands of 

the West, with Mount Hood and Cascadia representing a future of national greatness.819   

 

817 Kautz ñThe First Attempted Ascent,ò 87.  
818 Kautz, ñFirst Attempted Ascent,ò 93 
819 Albert Bierstadt, Mount Hood, 1863, oil on paper, 27.9 x 50.8 cm, Private Collection, 

https://www.wikiart.org/en/albert-bierstadt/mount-hood-1863.  
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 As the Civil War and the contingent nature of national union became the predominant 

political issues of the 1860s, Washingtonôs volcanoes came to embody that sentiment. The 1860s 

ushered in an era of increased Unionist sentiments that gave a new nation-making tone to the 

imagination of landmark mountains in the West. The Cascade volcanoes were symbols of 

national identity and nationalism, asserted as bounding sites over Native land. Theodore 

Withropôs posthumous The Canoe and the Saddle, published in 1862 after he died in the Civil 

War, represented these nation-making trends.820 A native New Englander and later Civil War 

soldier, Winthrop was raised in a Transcendentalist ideology linking the American nation to the 

sublime and romantic vision of nature. Winthrop drew on the wider intellectual tradition of 

Romantic-era Northern Whigs such as John Quincy Adams, Henry David Thoreau, and George 

Perkins Marsh, in envisioning the meaning of Tahoma.821 

 The Canoe and the Saddle was a mixture of Northwest boosterism and nature writing 

with all the romantic grandiloquence of a well-educated New Englander. Mount Rainier, or as 

Winthrop called the mountain in the book, Tacoma, was featured with the Columbia River as 

two of the iconic landmarks of this exploration to the Northwest. Ascending Naches Pass from 

the east, Winthrop first encountered Tacoma as a landmark appearing over the dark forests of the 

Cascades, ñso near that every jewel of its snow-fields seemed to send me a separate ray.ò822 

Winthrop dedicated an entire chapter to the mountain, spending many pages in emotional prose 

 

820 Theadore Winthrop, The Canoe and the Saddle: Or, Klalam and Klickatat, (Tacoma, WA: J.H. Williams Press, 

1913, republished from  1862), https://archive.org/details/canoesaddleorkla00wintrich/page/n10/mode/1up  
821 For the origins of the New England Whiggish-Romantic environmental ethic see: Mark Stoll, Inherit the Holy 

Mountain: Religion and the Rise of American Environmentalism, (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2015): 19-

21; Joseph Esparza, ñAdams in the Garden: The Environmental Thought of John Adams,ò M.A. Thesis., (California 

State University San Marcos, 2022), https://scholarworks.calstate.edu/concern/theses/5999n8856?locale=en 
822 Winthrop, Canoe and the Saddle, 101.  
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describing the Tacoma as a ñvirginal mountain,ò as ñdistant from the possibility of human 

approach as a marble goddess is from human loves,ò where ñno foot of man had ever trampled 

those pure snowséò823 Tacoma represented the very best of his hopes for the settler-colonial 

project in the West, a tabula rasa that was pure and undefiled. Tacoma was simultaneously a 

symbolic icon of settler myth, writing, ñour lives forever demand and need visual images that 

can be symbols to us of the grandeur or the sweetness of reposeéTacoma sees, somewhat vague 

and dim in distanceéthe sweet Arcadian valley of the Willamette, charming with meadow, park, 

and grove.ò824 Winthrop was fascinated with the natural, aesthetic, wild, and emotional aspects 

of nature, but also had a distinct vision of American settler expansionism and exceptionalism, 

and his family lineage included early American cultural icons John Winthrop and preacher 

Jonathan Edwards.825 Just as his forefathers had established a colonial destiny on the other side 

of the American continent, a ñcity on a hill,ò so too was the landscape of Tacoma a place to 

rebuild a pure American nation torn apart by the Civil War.826  

 

823 Winthrop, Canoe and the Saddle, 102.  
824 Winthrop, Canoe and the Saddle, 103-104.  
825 Thomas Clapp Cornell, Adam and Anne Mott: Their Ancestors and Their Descendants, (Poughkeepsie, NY: A.V. 

Haight, 1890): 360, digitized from the University of Wisconsin-Madison, 2008, 

https://archive.org/details/adamandannemott00corngoog/page/n13/mode/2up?q=theodore+winthrop 
826 Weltzein, Exceptional Mountains, 20-21.  

https://archive.org/details/adamandannemott00corngoog/page/n13/mode/2up?q=theodore+winthrop
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Figure 42. ñThe Arcadian, or Pastoral Stageò (1834) by Thomas Cole shows an early stage of a 

civilizational epic, with Mount Olympus rising in the back, verdant pastures, and small groups of 

rural peoples gathered in the field below, building community.827 

 

  

Figure 43. ñMount Adamsò (1875) by Albert Bierstadt shares many of the Hudson River School 

similarities with Thomas Coleôs above painting. A large prominent mountain, which is shaped 

 

827 Thomas Cole, The Course of Empire: The Arcadian or Pastoral State, 1834, oil on canvas, 39.5 x 63.5 in., New-

York Historical Society, New York, 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Cole_Thomas_The_Course_of_Empire_The_Arcadian_or_Pastoral_State_1836.jp

g.  
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conspicuously similar to Mount Olympus, rises above a verdant meadow with trees and a 

community of Native peoples around it. It is, from the perspective of Bierstadt, an early stage in 

an American civilizational epic. Bierstadt here depicts a sublime pastoralism representing an 

idealistic ñtabula rasaò for white settlers to the region.828  

 

In few other places was Winthropôs New England intellectual elitism and mythology 

more apparent than in this reference to seeing the Willamette as a romantic tabula rasa of what 

he called the romance of the ñArcadianò period. This is a direct reference to Hudson River artist 

Thomas Coleôs conceptualization of the stages of civilization in his paintings The Course of 

Empire series, painted between 1833 and 1836. Coleôs well-educated New England sensibilities 

imagined five main epochs of human civilization, or the ñcourse of empire,ò which were the 

Savage, Arcadian, Communion, Destruction, and Desolation. The Arcadian or Pastoral Stage 

was the title of the second of his paintings in the Course of Empire set, depicting a scene of 

pastoral verdancy, agricultural potential, humans living in harmony with nature, as the genesis of 

a new civilization. Prominent in the painting was an alpine peak in the center background that 

overlooks the entirety of the scene. Much like this mythic mountain of antiquity, Winthrop 

applied the same imagination of a new civilization to the Northwest under Tacoma. The real 

ñArcadian valley of the Willametteò was Winthropôs real site of Coleôs imagined Arcadian 

landscape. Both were places where ñmen have in all their happiest moods, recreated themselves 

for generations in taming earth to orderly beautyò and have ñachieved a fairer garden than 

Natureôs simple labor of love has made thereéò Despite the many bloodied bodies on both sides 

 

828 Albert Bierstadt, Mount Adams, Washington, 1875, oil on canvas, 138 x 213 cm, Princeton University Art 

Museum, Princeton, New Jersey, 
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of national war and Native violence, Winthropôs monolithic white myth held the land beneath the 

Cascades as an ideal ñrefined and finished landscapeò for ñrough pioneersò in the presence of a 

natural landscape that was as ñstrong, savage, and majesticò as its settlers.829  

 

Figure 44. Mount Rainier rises dramatically above the Nisqually River delta in this Bierstadt 

painting. The snowy prominence of the mountain above the plains and the soft light of a setting 

sun show a kind of idealistic and sublime place for the expansion of the nation.830 

 

For Theodore Winthrop, Tacoma was a landmark mountain of a renewal of American 

nationhood. American republican society in the Northwest was a ñcity below a hillò rather than 

his ancestor John Winthropôs vision in 1630 for a colony as a ñcity upon a hill.ò831 ñAll this 

Tacoma beholds,ò Winthrop wrote, referencing the pastoral stage of American civilization in the 

Willamette Valley. Under the watchful gaze of Tacoma, the Northwestern settlement was ña 

 

829 Winthrop, The Canoe and the Saddle, 104.  
830 Albert Bierstadt, Mount Rainier, 1890, oil on canvas, 54 x 83 in., Coeur dôAlene Art Auction, Reno, NV, July 23, 

2011, lot 159, https://cdaartauction.com/auction/2011/lot/17148.  
831 John Winthrop, ñA Model of Christian Charity,ò (1630) in A Library of American Literature: Early Colonial 

Literature, 1607-1675, Edmund Clarence Stedman and Ellen Mackay Hutchinson, eds. (New York: 1892), 304-307 

in The American Yawp Reader, ed. Joseph Locke and Ben Wright (Stanford University Press), 

https://www.americanyawp.com/reader/colliding-cultures/john-winthrop-dreams-of-a-city-on-a-hill -1630/.  
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tower of light and illumination to the world,ò in a phrase that mirrors John Winthropôs vision for 

Boston as a colonial-era beacon of exceptional virtue and culture. Tacoma, in his mind, would 

become the landmark mountain of landmark mountains to the other Cascade volcanoes. It was a 

mountain so tied to the civilizational progress of these settlers that ñevery brother seerò (other 

Cascade volcano) ñamong the lofty snow-peaksò would look at Tacoma and it ñstands to 

educate, by his inevitable presence, every dweller thereabouts.ò By humanizing the other 

ñbrother seer among the lofty peaks, the other landmark mountains of Cascadia, Winthrop made 

Tacoma a proxy for the Willamette settlement and a model for other republican settlements and 

their own landmark mountains throughout the Pacific Northwest. If the mountains symbolically 

represented the people, then the mountains represented all of their values, hopes, and 

civilizational aspirations. Winthropôs vision stood as a Western American version of his distant 

grandfatherôs speech in 1630, when John Winthrop spoke to his Massachusetts Bay Colony 

congregation of being the model ñcity upon a hillò of which the ñeyes of all people are upon us.ò 

John Winthropôs aim was for other settlers to look at the Massachusetts Bay colony and pray, 

ñmay the Lord make it like that of New England.ò832 In the same way, Theodore Winthrop called 

the land of Tacoma the ñNew England of the West,ò where the ñfuller growth of the American 

Ideaò would thrive among ñthese Oregon peopleò and be a model of exceptionalism for the 

American nation.833  

For Winthrop, the Cascades were the ñcompanions of daily life,ò and noble mountains of 

which ñour race has never come into contact.ò The mountains were indicative of a hopeful 

 

832 Winthrop, ñModel of Christian Charity,ò 1630 
833 Winthrop, Canoe and the Saddle, 104.  
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ñinfluence of the futureò where ñthe Oregon peopleò could be surrounded in a climate of bliss, 

and create a ñnew and grander New England of the West.ò For Winthrop, Tacoma was 

representative of a new pastoral age in Western civilization, where republican settlers could 

create ñnew systems of thought and life,ò and that these Oregon settlers, ña strong race,ò would 

achieve in this ideal and Edenic place under Tacoma, a ñdestinyò of the ñbest, largest, and 

calmest conditions of nature.ò Tacoma, a place of ñsolitude of nature,ò was where the 

ñimaginative men must go, as Moses went up to Sinaiò to achieve a ñdivine afflatusò for this 

noble American ñdestiny.ò834 Winthrop saw the lands under Tacoma as the natural continuation 

of settler space that began in New England, and a place to assert a hopeful, albeit exclusively 

white, vision of the West and Union during the growing clouds of war. Winthrop never got to see 

the reaction of The Canoe and the Saddle, as it was a post-mortem publication. Winthrop served 

as an officer in the Union Army and was struck by a bullet in the chest, dying on the battlefield 

in 1861, yet his vision of Tacoma and the Cascades as a symbol of national union and Unionist 

values continued in his absence.  

National Union and Native Nations in Cascade Mountaineering, 1868-1870  

The dichotomy between Native American climbers and American colonial assertions of 

power on the volcanoes continued to be a theme of Cascade mountaineering for the following 

years. Settlers used these climbs, often bringing American flags, as assertions of the newly 

forming nation-state over Native lands. During the Reconstruction Era, the use of flags on these 

peaks took on a greater symbolic importance in the preservation and survival of the national 

 

834 Winthrop, The Canoe and the Saddle, 104-105.  
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union across the span of the continent. The presence of Native Americans, and non-Americans 

for that matter, on such climbs reveals the complexities of Northwestern relationships and place-

connection between differing, often unlikely, groups of people. For their part, Americans often 

took these mountaineering opportunities to assert national dominance in the region through 

symbolic naming and flag planting.  

The 1868 climb of Mount Baker, for example, was led by a trinational group of English, 

Americans, and Natives. Led by Englishman Edward T. Coleman, a mountaineer who had cut his 

teeth on the Alps, organized a group to Mount Baker, the ñmost northerly of those great cones 

which dot the Cascade Range, and is only fourteen miles south of the boundary cut through the 

forests which divide the American and English possessions.ò Edward Coleman was a founding 

member of the British Alpine Club, and between 1855 and 1858, ascertained the knowledge of 

the proper equipment, skills, and techniques known in the burgeoning sport of 

mountaineering.835 The mountain had long attracted sailors coming into the Puget Sound from 

the Straits of Juan de Fuca, as it appears as the landscapeôs ñmost striking feature in scenery 

around the Fuca Straits and the Puget Sound,ò a ñSnowy Olympuséthe silent sentinel of a 

solitary land.ò836  

Along with British subjects from Victoria, British Columbia, climbers from Washington, 

and ñfour trustworthy Indiansò who departed from the climbing group after the approach to the 

base of the mountain.837 Coleman and the Americans used symbolic gestures consistent with a 

 

835 Haines, Mountain Fever, 32.  
836 Edward T. Coleman, "Mountaineering on the Pacific," Harperôs New Monthly Magazine 39, no. 234 (November 

1869), in USGS Cascades Volcano Observatory, 

https://volcanoes.usgs.gov/observatories/cvo/Historical/first_ascent_baker_1868.shtml.  
837 Coleman, ñMountaineering on the Pacific.ò  
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352 

 

Union and nationalist ideology to mark their progress on the mountain, including ñLincoln Peakò 

for the assassinated Abraham Lincoln, ñSherman Peak,ò for Civil War and Indian War general 

William T. Sherman, and ñGrantôs Peak,ò the actual summit of Mount Baker, named for the 

great military hero of the war. As significant in its absence as the names of the other peaks was 

the presence of President Andrew Johnson, the unpopular Tennessee-born vice president of 

Lincolnôs second term, who was popularly seen as a Southern sympathizer. Only the most loyal 

to the Union cause could be memorialized on the noble slopes of Mount Baker. Upon reaching 

the high point of the mountain on the far northeastern side of the summit plateau, Coleman 

recounted that the team planted the flag ñfirmly in the snow, and named the peak after General 

Grant immediately after we sang an appropriate patriotic song.ò838 As with many places in the 

West in the years immediately after the Civil War, the Cascade volcanoes represented the moral 

supremacy of the Union cause and a site of national identity.839  

 

838 Coleman, ñMountaineering on the Pacific.ò  
839  J.N. Bowman, ñDriving the Last Spike. At Promontory, 1869 (Concluded), California Historical Society 

Quarterly 36, no. 3 (September 1957) quoted in Adam Arenson, ñJohn Gastôs American Progress: Using Manifest 

Destiny to Forget the Civil War and Reconstruction,ò in Virginia Scharff (ed.), Empire and Liberty: The Civil War 

and the West, (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2015): 122.  
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Figure 45. A group of the first white climbers on Mount Baker in 1868 claimed the mountainôs 

highest point for the newly forming American nation-state. ñGrantôs Peak,ò named after the 

general of the Union Army who would be elected president later in 1868, is surmounted by the 

rising of the American Union flag on it. The national and imperial aims of the Union were 

symbolically established atop this northernmost American volcano, which stands just a few miles 

from the Canadian border.840 

 

Among the settlers in Puget Sound, no one to their knowledge had successfully ascended 

Mount Rainier, the greatest of all the Cascade peaks that were seemingly annually falling under 

the stars and stripes of the American national empire. While Saluskin led the likely first 

successful expedition in 1856, that wasnôt broadly known until 1915, and even today remains 

contested. The climb of Hazard Stevens, Sluskin, and Philemon Van Trump in August 1870 

 

840 Edward T. Coleman, "Mountaineering on the Pacific," Harperôs New Monthly Magazine 39, no. 234 (November 

1869), in USGS Cascades Volcano Observatory, 
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represented the first officially recognized summit of the greatest peak of the Cascade Range. 

Once again, this climb was reliant on Native knowledge and would not have been possible 

without Yakama guide Sluiskin, who remained a resistor of American colonialism. The other 

members of the group included Stevens, the son of Washington governor Issac Stevens, Van 

Trump, a prospector, and Coleman of the Baker expedition in 1868, whom Stevens and Van 

Trump arranged to help guide the party with Sluiskin.841 For the Americans, Mount Rainier was 

a grand ñdomeò that bounded all of the American possessions of space in the Northwest. It was a 

landmark mountain visible ñfrom Portland on the Willametteò to the ñland of Walla Walla,ò a 

ñregion two-hundred and fifty miles across, including nearly all of Washington Territory, part of 

Oregon, part of Idaho,ò which were all, ñcommanded in one field of vision by this colossus 

among mountains.ò842 This expedition, like many of the pre-1870 Cascade mountaineering 

expeditions, was civilian-led and not a military climb.  

Coleman made sure to bring all of the requisite equipment that had proved useful in 

climbing the Cascades: the ñcreepers,ò (crampons) ñclumsy heavy arrangement of iron spikes to 

fasten on the foot with chains,ò  alpenstocks, ñthe most important,ò an ñice-axe for cutting 

steps,ò ñgreen goggles and snow-blindness and deerôs fat for the face,ò and a rope ñto be tied 

when climbingéso that is one fell into a chase the other could hold him up.ò843 In this regard, 

the team was well-stocked compared to most attempts before, while Stevens and Van Trump 

made sure to bring two American flags to plant upon the summit. One was sewn hastily with 

 

841 Haines, Mountain Fever, 30-32. 
842 Hazard Stevens, ñThe Ascent of Mount Takhoma,ò The Atlantic Monthly, Vol. 38, Is. 229, (Boston, MA: Atlantic 

Monthly Co., 1876): 513-530 cited in Meany, Mount Rainier: A Record of Exploration, 96. [Hereafter: Stevens, 

ñThe Ascent,ò pg.] 
843 Stevens, ñThe Ascent of Mount Takhoma,ò 98-99.  
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thirteen stars of the original colonies, and another borrowed from a friend, which was carried 

across California during the gold rush with thirty-two stars, instead of the proper thirty-seven for 

the nation in 1870.844 The flags played a prominent role in the symbolic assertion of settler space 

and motivation for the Americans on this climb, with Stevens writing in his Atlantic article of the 

flags, ñthe flags attached to out Alpine staffs waved gayly overhead, and the sign of their bright 

folds fluttering in the breeze deepened the fixed resolve to plant them on Takhomaôs hoary head, 

and made failure seem impossible.ò845 As they ascended the Nisqually Canyon they found 

themselves often lost in the ñbewildering tracks of Indians who had lately wandered aboutéin 

search of berries of rushes.ò846 Stevens mentioned the overwhelming presence of Native 

survivance where they encountered ñdeserted wigwams,ò prescribed ñburnò meadows, and even 

one night, taking shelter in the ñlog-hut of a formeréonce famed Indian medicine man.ò847 

These trails, villages, and homes demonstrated the unsettled nature of the colonial control in the 

area and the exercise of autonomy of Tahomaôs original inhabitants.  

Although Indian wars in the area were over, with mandatory reservation confinement for 

the Nisqually, Yakama, and Cowlitz, there were Native resistors to the reservation system who 

were asserting their treaty rights to collect food at least, and in some cases, continued liv ing on 

their ancestral lands. Stevens, even as the state governorôs son, made no mention of Sluiskinôs 

status of living off the assigned reservation. To accomplish his goal, Stevens found himself 

reliant on that very freedom that his father had so single-mindedly worked to eliminate. What 

 

844 Haines, Mountain Fever, 34.  
845 Stevens, ñThe Ascent of Mount Takhoma,ò 102 
846 Stevens, ñThe Ascent of Mount Takhoma,ò 101. 
847 Stevens, ñThe Ascent of Mount Takhoma, 103-104.  
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was becoming clear at this point for the Stevens party was that while the Americans sought to 

climb Tahoma to assert national power, they were totally within the world of its Native 

inhabitants. Paradoxically, their mountaineering mission was becoming increasingly reliant on 

those human beings that American settler colonialism sought to confine and control. 

Sluiskin lived with his wife and child in the cavernous valleys below Tahoma, in defiance 

of the colonial policy. James Longmire, a settler and resident of these dizzying canyons, aided 

the group in finding a ñband of Indiansò that he knew ñusually made their headquartersò in the 

canyons, hoping to find a ñhunter familiar with the mountain who might guide us to the base of 

Takhoma.ò848 That man was Sluiskin, a veteran of the Puget Sound Indian Wars who had been 

wounded in the Battle of Grande Ronde. Living with his family in the mountains, Sluiskin 

refused to submit to reservation living, instead asserting his personal sovereignty as the Yakama 

people had long done in these forest valleys.849 Stevens described Sluiskinôs home in settler 

terms as a ñrude shelter formed of a few skins thrown over a framework of poles, beneath which 

sat a squaw at work upon a half-dressed deerskin. An infant and a naked child of perhaps four 

years lay on the ground near the fire in front.ò Stevens described Sluiskin himself dressing in a 

rather cross-cultural fashion between settler and Native, with a ñbuckskin shift and leggingsò and 

an ñold military capéstudded with brassheaded nailsò with ñseveral eagle feathersò and holding 

a ñlong Hudson Bay gun.ò Sluiskinôs appearance was ñimposing rather than ridiculous.ò 

Receiving Stevens and Van Trump with ñgreat friendlessnessò and a stoic ñsense of dignity,ò the 

 

848 Stevens, ñThe Ascent of Mount Takhoma,ò 107  
849 Haines, Mountain Fever, 39. 
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men shook hands to share a meal and discuss their intention to climb Tahoma. To his, Sluiskin 

ñreadily agreedò to guide the group to the mountain.850  

The next morning, Sluiskin mounted what Stevens called a ñstunted Indian ponyò and led 

the group to the base of the mountain by his choosing. Gesturing to a nearby ridge, Stevens 

recalled Sluiskin saying, ñwe go to the top of that mountain today, and tomorrow we follow 

along the high backbone ridgeéinto a deep valley [to] reach the base of Takhoma.ò Because of 

his intimate knowledge of the mountains hunting sheep in the area, Sluiskin had previously 

climbed high upon the ñsnowfields of Takhoma, but had never ascended to the summit.ò To this, 

Stevens wrote that Sluiskin believed it ñimpossibleò to do so.851 Stevens wrote clearly of 

Sluiskinôs superior positionality over the settler-climbers as he ñled the wayò in the mountain. 

Somewhere along this way, Coleman had gotten separated from the group, and Sluiskin traveled 

ñdown the mountainò to locate him, finding that Coleman had returned to a lower level due to 

illness. Despite Coleman holding much of the groupôs food and their barometer for weather and 

altitude calculations, Stevens, Van Trump, and Sluiskin decided to continue towards the 

mountain, where the men were totally reliant on Sluiskinôs knowledge for food and travel.852 

From their base camp, now high on the mountain, Stevens wrote that Sluiskin, taken with the 

seriousness of the climbing endeavor, communicated to them of the ñsacrilegious attemptò to 

ascend above the ñsnowfields over which he had so often hunted mountain goat.ò He argued that 

doing this would prove a ñfurious tempestò of doom. Once, Sluiskinôs grandfather had 

ñascending partway up the mountainò where he encountered some of the mountainôs dangers of 

 

850 Stevens, ñThe Ascent of Mount Takhoma,ò 108.  
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falling seracs, rockfall, and deep crevasses, but had ñturned back in time to escape.ò853 What 

appears plausible, based on contemporaneous accounts and archeology, is that Stevensôs 

interpretation of Sluiskinôs beliefs was very likely polemical in nature, serving his own belief 

that climbing Tahoma with the American flag was a symbolic assertion of settler power where 

ñno Indian had ever goneéò854   

There is a serious reason to doubt whether Sluiskin agreed with Stevenôs interpretation of 

his belief system about Tahoma. Van Trump wrote elsewhere of Sluiskinôs aversion to the 

ñspiritò of the mountain, the ñauthor of violent avalancheséwho would visit dire vengeance on 

any mortal who would dare invade his dread abode.ò855 As with settler narratives about other 

spectacular landscape features in the American West, settlers often implied overly negative and 

sometimes outright lies about Native connections to these spaces.856 This was a frequent tactic of 

settler place-making in erasing Native claims and connections to spaces settlers wanted for their 

own geographic imagination and identity. At the very least, what Stevens said should be read 

with questionable veracity and his written record, and not Sluiskinôs, a record of privilege rather 

than of historical fact.857 There is, for example, a substantial body of archeological evidence that 

unsettles Stevenôs assessment of Sluiskinôs ñfearò of the mountain. Archeologists have found 

indigenous activity, such as seasonal hunting and gathering, high past the timberline, as with 

 

853 Stevens, ñThe Ascent of Mount Takhoma, 114-115.  
854 Stevens, ñAscent of Mount Takhoma,ò 115 
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sites found as high as 8,500 on the Tahoma and Puyallup Glaciers.858 Moreover, neither 

Qulliliash and Lanchalet in 1833, Saluskin in 1856, nor Leschi and Wah-pow-e-ty in 1857 were 

known to harbor a fearful attitude towards Tahoma. On his 1883 attempt, Van Trump wrote that 

another Nisqually guide known as ñIndian Henryò ascended to the 8,000ô level, but did not 

ascend further for a sense of danger and awe of the mountain. The first recorded Native 

American ascent of the mountain came from a group of young Yakama Indians in 1886.859 It is 

true that in all of these accounts of Native climbers before 1886, no Native climbers summitted 

the mountain.860 Thus, what are we to make of Stevenôs ñscared Indian mythò of Mount 

Tahoma? Perhaps it was more of a sense of reverential respect, prudence, and responsibility, and 

a shared experience of the journey, not necessarily fear, conquest, and physical incapacity, that 

helps explain the lack of pre-1886 indigenous summits.   

August 17, 1870, proved an exceptionally windy day when Hazard Stevens and Philemon 

Van Trump ascended to the summit of Mount Rainier, making what they believed to be the first 

recorded ascent of the mountain. Atop the small knoll overlooking the summit crater on the 

expansive summit plateau, they bore the two American flags ñstanding erect in the furious blastò 

where they ñwaved them in triumph with three cheersò before the ñprospectò of the ñwhole 

 

858 Greg C. Burtchard, Environment, Prehistory & Archaeology of Mount Rainier National Park, Washington 
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country.ò861 They were on the highest point of what settlers here called Washington State, on the 

crown of Cascadia, and at the vertical edge of the continental republican nation.862  

Mount Rainier was the towering landmark of the Far West, of which Abraham Lincoln 

had called in 1862, ñthe magnificent region sloping west from the Rocky Mountains to the 

Pacific,ò which was the ñdeepestò and ñrichest in underdeveloped resourcesò and a place where 

the ñproduction of grains, grasses and all.ò In Lincolnôs view, the Rocky Mountain West and 

Pacific Slope region was ñone of the most important in the world.ò863 Lincolnôs expansive vision 

for the West during the war, still unfinished in his absence, was a West that showed the 

resilience and future of his national republican union, where the Union flag would wave over 

Free Soil lands.864 Lincolnôs West was built with federal power, corporations, and the rhetoric of 

yeoman Jeffersonian ideals.865 The Homestead Act, the Pacific Railroad Act, and the military 

forces against the ñIndian tribes upon our frontiersò that had ñmanifested a spirit of 

insubordinationò in their resistance to white occupation, all formed important cornerstones to a 

grand vision for the Union West.866 Indeed, even after Lincolnôs untimely death, the redefinition 

of the Westôs landscapes was as much a part of solidifying a unified American identity and 

federal control as any specific policy.867 From on high, such as the extreme places like Mount 
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Rainier, settlers could assert the continuity of an American nation-state, symbolic control, and 

stability of wild places in the Far West.868 For his part, Sluiskin never conformed to the 

reservation systems, living the rest of his life in the mountain canyons below his sacred Tahoma 

until drowning in the Yakima River near the turn of the century.869 In asserting their own agency 

over their ancestral lands, Native climbers such as Saluskin, Wah-pow-e-ty, and Sluiskin were 

part of the contested spatial ordering and place-making in the West between settler projections 

and Native imaginations in a still unsettled nation-state.  
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CHAPTER NINE 

ATOP EMPIRE AND NATION: MOUNT WHINTEY, SCIENTIFIC COLONIALISM, AND 

THE DIVIDED SPATIAL IMAGINATION OF CLARENCE KING, c. 1863-1873 

 

 

 

 

 

Sunrise illuminating the eastern face of Mount Whitney is surely one of the grandest 

natural spectacles in the American West. Slowly, darkness lifts as the last vestiges of stars 

disappear into a predawn haze. The early morning orange-tiled light from the east rises over the 

Great Basin, illuminating the Inyo Mountains across the Owens Valley from the mountain, and 

the first rays of the eastern sun gently rise onto Mount Whitneyôs immense white granitic 

pinnacles towering 10,000ô above the continentôs deepest valley. A reddish alpenglow produces 

a fantastical light show on the highest reaches of the Pacific Crest. Sunlight has yet to penetrate 

the valley, as the great mass of the high and dry Inyo Mountains blocks direct sunshine into the 

valley floor, and the mid-elevation regions on the mountain stand below the enlightened heights 

in a purplish haze. For a few minutes, Mount Whitney, what settlers in the late nineteenth 

century referred to as the ñunquestioned Monarch of the Sierra,ò stands as the crown of John 

Muirôs beloved ñRange of Light,ò basking freshly in the glories of a new dayôs light.870  

 

870 Inyo Independent, ñMount Whitney,ò Vol. IV, No. 173, October 11, 1873.  
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While the pure light of morning makes the mountain itself appear as a timeless and 

transcendent icon, Mount Whitneyôs landscape is a product of cultural as well as natural forces. 

For all its exceptional beauty, Mount Whitney is also a contingent settler landscape. It is a 

landmark mountain of the American West that was created through a series of historical forces 

and events in the late nineteenth century. These forces worked to transform this isolated peak on 

the periphery of the nation and made it an imaginative center of it.871  

For its part, Mount Whitney rises over this historically dynamic landscape, reaching a 

height of 14,505 feet, which, until the admission of Alaska into the Union with its 20,320-foot 

Denali in 1959, stood as the highest mountain in the United States and is still the highest point in 

the contiguous states. At the climax of the Sierra Crest, Mount Whitney sits squarely on the 

Pacific Crest, where it splits the watershed between the desert waters of the Great Basin and 

rivers of the Pacific. When the Pacific or subtropical jet stream runs off the ocean in the winter, 

orographic lifting over the Sierra results in Mount Whitney receiving enormous amounts of 

snowfall in short periods. Winter temperatures are moderate for a mountain of its height, and 

intense solar radiation in the spring, coupled with desert heat rising from the Owens Valley, 

contributes to rapid snowmelt. Summers are often bright, warm, and sunny, interspersed with 

violent monsoonal thunderstorms flowing from the southeast over the heights. Autumn is clear 

and dry, with lakes freezing below snow-free granite peaks for many weeks, awaiting imminent 

Pacific snows. Deeply eroded by millennia of glaciation, rock glaciers, and ice buried beneath 

layers of granite are relics of the older, colder world, and cling in the shade of its northern 
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slope.872 From the west, the mountain rises relatively gently above the Kern River Canyon to its 

flat-topped and broad summit. The mountainôs eastern slope is renowned for its epic appearance 

as it drops 10,000 feet rapidly into the Owens Valley. Intense fault-blocking has created an 

eastern escarpment of the mountain unrivaled in ruggedness and steepness in the American West. 

From a surveyorôs perspective, the mountain offers a vantage point most desirable to the imperial 

gaze, boasting the longest continuous line of sight in the contiguous states, where its jagged 

pinnacles are seen from San Gorgonio Mountain in southern California on a clear day nearly two 

hundred miles away.873  

This chapter examines the creation of the highest mountain on the entire Pacific Crest, 

Mount Whitney, in the mind of renowned geologist Clarence King between 1863 and 1873. The 

chapter focuses on the ideological and imaginative world of Kingôs larger struggle to spatially 

conceptualize the challenges inherent in settler space. Kingôs writings often evoke a sense of 

scientific rationalism as well as a sense of the emotional and aesthetic sublime, or, as historian 

Michael Smith puts it, ñTyndall on the slopesò and ñRuskin on the summit.ò874 Clarence King 

worked in the space of ñscientific colonialism,ò which is related to, although distinct from, settler 

colonialism in some ways. It is a function of a colonial power imposing its values and vision 

upon land, yet it is done through the imposition of state knowledge producers on a landscape that 

may be a space for a short amount of time, rather than a permanent space for a settler in that 
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space. In a wider sense, scientific colonialism is more interested in the acquisition of scientific 

knowledge for future settlement and resource extraction than in its agentsô direct settlement.875 

Kingôs spatial imagination of Mount Whitney, then, straddled a transitional period between 

empire and nation, during which his use of scientific colonialism connected to wider intellectual 

and conceptual themes between empire-building and nation-making in the West.  

Kingôs spatial imagination of these mountains lived somewhere in a marginal and blurred 

space between empire and nation, myth and science, and at times, reflected the moral costs of 

American colonization. King equated ñmythò with an immaterial meaning of mountains as 

antiquated, unscientific, and racially ñNative,ò where Natives themselves seemed to be the 

unfortunate reliquary of the march of progress from deep time to the American nation. King 

believed in the ideology of white progress as encapsulating rational science, using settler notions 

to craft some of the ideas of belonging and identity in the nation. The peaks around Mount 

Whitney and other California mountains forced King to confront the difficulties of a dualistic 

settler spatial imagination. This included the surviving and resilient presence of Native culture, 

which became opportunities for him to confront the human costs of empire. In retrospect, it 

seems Kingôs struggles were indicative of a larger struggle in seeing the West as transitioning 

from empire-building to nation-making phases. Many modes of thinking, even other races, could 

exist in early forms of empire, where territorial expansion is the most important. However, as 

colonization and the eventual shift to nationhood grew, so too did uniformity of meaning, 

imagination, and state control.876 This was part of the conundrum of national meaning between 
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myth and science, Native and settler, and ultimately between empire and nation that King 

confronted in his mountaineering. This chapter clarifies some of those contradictions and 

complexities in relation to his climbing activity around and on Mount Whitney, which served as 

both theater and actor in the drama of western American history.877 

Margins and Centers, Empires and Nations 

During the late nineteenth century, Mount Whitney, at the far end of the contiguous 

United States, was a marginal space to empire. Continentally, the republicôs capital, Washington 

D.C., could not be further; the Rockies and the vast mountainous and arid Great Basin separated 

the region from eastern markets and centers of political authority. Even from the California cities 

of Sacramento and San Francisco, the great wall of the Sierra blocked efficient transportation. 

Los Angeles and its Pacific markets lie hundreds of miles to the south across the Mojave Desert. 

Even today, no road system crosses the southern High Sierra. Physically and spatially, this 

region was as remote and disconnected as any in the West; a true margin of empire. While 

seemingly on the geographic margins, Mount Whitney was also an imaginative center of the 

continental and imperial American nationhood. Mountain exploration and place-making 

represented the upward movement of the frontier and state-funded mountaineering projects. 

Moreover, Kingôs vision of Mount Whitney reflected a larger transformation across the 

American-controlled continent of empire-building followed by nation-making.878 This may seem 

like the same process, and in many places they do overlap. There are other important 
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distinctions, of course, but for this chapter, the elaboration of the American state in places such 

as Mount Whitney and the Eastern Sierra relied on these stages. Empire-building is primarily 

defined by the expansion of territorial claims, which are often ambiguous in their borders, and 

are more about cartographic control of a conceptual map. Nation-making, on the other hand, is 

understood to have a known border, settlement, and sense of identity and co-equal unity with 

other parts of the nation-state.879 Clarence Kingôs imaginative version of scientific-colonialism 

was in the transitional space between empire-building and nation-making.  

Part of the schema of American settler and scientific colonialism is that, at least on the 

continent, colonial dependencies, known as ñterritories,ò eventually became absorbed into the 

nation as co-equal states after applications to Congress. The state-making process was not 

uniform. Sometimes, in places, state creation was slower and more methodical, based upon 

surveys, grids, state constitution proposals, and, most importantly, the settler population.880 

California was settled quickly in the aftermath of the gold rush, and as a key token to quell 

sectional fears in the Compromise of 1850, it was made a state in almost record time from 

acquisition in 1848 to statehood in 1850.881 This, coupled with the stateôs immensely indented 

geography on its eastern axis, meant that the knowledge of the stateôs mountains and interior 

lagged behind the normal geographic knowledge of a would-be state, with the Eastern Sierra and 
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its highest and easternmost regions not fully being explored until the early 1860s with the 

California Geological Survey.  

In a Western American context, empire-building and colonization represent the 

annexation and acquisition of territory to expand the bounds of the United States, to, in the words 

of Federalist 10, ñextend the sphereò of the state.882 The expansionistic, that is, imperialistic, 

motivations for territorial acquisition date back to the very foundations of debates of the 

constitutional ratification debates.  James Madison believed that the wider the ñsphereò of the 

republic, the more shared interests, the greater the chance to preserve civil liberties from  

ñfactionsò that oppressed natural and civil rights. Thus, spatial republicanism and empire-

building were, in this sense, foundational to the constitutional order Madison envisioned. 

Combined with Jeffersonôs idealistic ñempire of liberty,ò Madisonôs extended republic provided 

a moral and rhetorical foundation for the empire-building that dominated American politics for 

much of the nineteenth century.883  

During the Civil War years, Union forces, representing the power of the federal 

government, decisively took control over its Western dependencies. The question and struggle 

for Western control and continental dominance had been largely between sectional factions from 

New England Whig-Republicans and the Mississippi Valley Democrats. This was fundamentally 

an ideological conflict over the territorial expansion of the slaveholding and Free-Soil interests 

of antebellum American political economy.884 While the question of slavery in the Western 

 

882 James Madison, "Federalist No. 10," November 23, 1787, in The Avalon Project, Yale Law School, 
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territories had long been an issue of compromise, the outbreak of the Civil War threw uneasy 

pre-war conciliations into chaos. Despite its early military struggles on the eastern side of the 

continent, the Union Army had a staunch advantage over the Confederate rebels in the West. 

California represented perhaps the Unionôs greatest Western resource against a Confederate 

continent. Its immense stock of gold in the Sierra, a military and economic presence, and its 

natural harbors for asserting federal control to counter potential Confederate incursion in the 

Southwest, made it an invaluable strategic asset.885  

By the outbreak of the war, the federal government had already established a variety of 

forts, trails, and at least some semblance of a professional military presence in Western spaces. 

Still, if the devastating early Union defeats at Fort Sumter (April 1861) and Bull Run (July 1861 

and August 1862), and the Confederate invasion of Kentucky (August 1862), had taught the 

federal government anything, it was that the Union, despite its obvious advantages in population, 

industry, and financial resources, was far from a foreordained and swift victory. While Jefferson 

Davisôs Confederacy pined for at least expanding power into the West, this was shown to be 

difficult with a Unionist Colorado Territory blocking a northern expansion, and California and 

Oregon blocking the west coast. This left the majority non-white, Hispanic, and Native 

dominated New Mexico Territory as the central potential corridor for a Confederate advance out 

of Texas. While small holdouts and pockets of Confederate sympathizers lived across the West, 

they remained, for the most part, an unorganized force. New Mexicoôs Battle of Glorieta Pass in 

March 1862, the ñGettysburg of the West,ò was the subsequent Confederate defeat in the 

mountains above Santa Fe. This was the decisive Union victory that was to be the final say in the 
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struggle between Union and Confederate control of the West. Defeated in New Mexico, the rebel 

army abandoned its plan for Western expansion, redoubling its focus on defending the parts of 

the South that remained in control.  

After the Union control of the West was established after Glorieta Pass, President Lincoln 

signed the Homestead Act and Pacific Railway Act in the summer of 1862, politically securing 

the future of a Unionist empire in the West. These two major pieces of legislation put into 

motion a series of policies that Lincoln took to bind and control the West for the federal Union, 

including surveys, explorations, and the construction of forts to suppress Native resistance. As 

the arm of federal power and forces grew in the West, more settlers arrived in violation of 

treaties. In resistance, many Native peoples rose to assert both ancestral and treaty claims to 

Western spaces. In a cycle of violence and retribution between Native Americans and settlers, 

massacres, such as at Bear River, Utah Territory, in 1863 and Sand Creek, Colorado Territory, in 

1864, became increasingly common in an ill-regulated Western army, while the commanding 

powers of Washington were distant and often engaged in more immediate military engagements.  

In California, as well as in the Great Basin, for example, the encroachment of settlers encouraged 

by Union legislation led to a series of battles between 1862 and 1864, where settler forces killed 

thousands of Paiutes, Shoshones, and other tribal members.886 These massacres and battles both 

devastated and united Native communities, with larger conflicts such as the Plains Indian Wars 

erupting in the coming years, partially in response to the Civil War-era violent conflict. 

The American state sought to control both the horizontal and vertical dimensions of space 

and the particular geographic vectors, such as rivers, mountains, and passes. In these spaces, 
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state agents of scientific colonialism produced geographical knowledge through surveys, 

mapping, and other sciences, and used it to create a sense of a national landscape. This was a 

stage in which empire-building merges with colonization, which was differentiated more by 

degree, rather than by a difference in kind. Colonization, the systematic organization and 

administration of the acquired imperial territory into state control, included the arrival of settler-

colonists from previously settled regions and the reciprocal relationship between settler arrival 

and the appropriation of resources, knowledge, and land from a marginal area to an imperial 

core.887 The American empire in the marginal spaces of the West could only control what it 

knew, and what it could know depended largely upon the work of surveyors and explorers. 

Oftentimes these men found themselves conflicted between myth, knowledge, and the moral 

dimension of Western colonization of Native lands.888  In the American context, it included 

explorations from the eastern imperial metropole into marginal and peripheral space.889  

The Sierra Nevada and the California Geological Survey 

Mount Whitney (Paiute: Tumanguya) is the apex of the Sierra Nevada, easily one of the 

most historically important mountain ranges in the development of the American West. The 

Sierra is a four-hundred-mile granite wall forming the backbone of California, creating an 

extreme rain shadow effect resulting in the Great Basin Desert.  Combined, the two historically 
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helped keep California relatively isolated from the rest of the nation during the gold rush until 

the advent of the transcontinental railroad. Later in the century, glacially carved valleys such as 

Yosemite, Hetch Hetchy, and Kings Canyon were the frequent haunts of early conservationists 

and the sites of some of the early conservation battles. As a landscape of extremes, the Sierra is 

the home of the Giant Sequoia, the largest living organism on the planet, and Mount Whitney, 

the highest point in the contiguous United States, itself only a few dozen miles from the 

continentôs lowest point at Death Valleyôs Badwater Basin. In the northern part of the range is 

Donner Pass, the last great obstacle for goldfield settlers on the California Trail, and along the 

corridor of the Transcontinental Railroad.  

The Sierra Nevada was a mythic and literal prize for the settlers, a lode of gold, a great 

water reservoir for the Central Valley, and a lumber haven. As such, the expansion of American 

power took a particularly brutal form in these mountains. Once the free home of dozens of 

Native tribes, from the Miwok of the western slope to the Paiute of the eastern Sierra, the settlers 

confined and ethnically cleansed nearly the entire range of its original inhabitants, including in 

Yosemite Valley.890 The Sierra and its resources were often at the center of the California 

genocide, as clear an example of mass genocide as anywhere on the Western frontier.891 In the 

settler imagination excised of the Native, there were landmark mountains of men such as Josiah 

Whitney and Clarence King who worked to imagine the range as mountains of American 

civilization and scientific progress, and others, such as John Muir and Frank Law Olmstead, who 

 

890 Patrick Wolfe, ñSettler Colonialism and the Elimination of the Native,ò Journal of Genocide Research, Vol. 8, 
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used the range as a sacred space for the renewal of American civilization. For their part in this, 

the Sierra became representative of what many American settlers believed was good, 

progressive, and transcendent in the republic.892 As the rangeôs highest point, Mount Whitneyôs 

story is tied up with all of these contrasting ideologies at both the periphery and, in some ways, 

an imaginative center of the national continental republic.    

Scientific surveys funded by the federal government had been a tool of imperial control 

as far back as Lewis and Clarkôs Corps of Discovery in 1803. Over the decades, the federal 

government funded a variety of surveys across the West in an intertwined motivation for 

settlement, economic growth, and national security. While most well-known of the post-war 

surveys are the ñgreatò Western surveys of Clarence King (1867-1872), John Wesley Powell 

(1867-1894), George Wheeler (1872-1879), and the Ferdinand Hayden Survey (1871-1872), all 

stemmed largely, either through personnel or methodologies, from Josiah D. Whitneyôs 

California Geological Survey of the 1860s.893 Whitney, the namesake of the mountain, 

developed a basic technique of geodetic mapping that would become a standard method for field-

based surveys, which used vertical spaces, typically mountain summits, to establish reference 

points for spatial triangulation (points of trigonometric surveying used for creating maps and 

establishing baselines, datum points, etc.). More than simply a means of imperial calculation, 
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Whitneyôs geological survey was also immensely interested in some of the most pressing 

questions in geology of the era, on issues ranging from glaciology to stratigraphy. The size and 

natural diversity created the ideal place for Whitney and his state funders to explore and 

conceptualize new settler spaces.894  

Two key attributes of Californiaôs geography help to contextualize the singular 

importance of what Mount Whitney would come to represent in the public imagination. The first 

was its vast isolation from the rest of the nation. In effect, California functioned for many of its 

early years as a terrestrial island, with its western shore the actual Pacific, and its eastern ñshoreò 

was the Pacific Crest, reaching its loftiest heights in the Sierra, but continuing southward into the 

Transverse and Peninsular ranges of southern California. This miniature continental divide was 

not only the hydrological divide between the waters of the Pacific and the Great Basin, but also 

of the temperate and arable lands and the vast arid reaches of the Sonoran and Mojave deserts. 

For its first two decades of existence, overland travel to California was a months-long expedition 

through some of the harshest corridors on the continent (as the Donner Party infamously found 

out in 1847), or a perilous voyage by sea under the Horn of South America to San Francisco. To 

put this in perspective, Australia was more easily accessible to California than New York was 

until the completion of the Transcontinental Railroad in 1869.895  

The second geographical attribute was the climatological exceptionalism that was created 

by the interplay of the cool waters of the Pacific running against the Pacific Crest. As in Oregon 

Territory, the Pacific Crest created an image of an Edenic Pacific Slope, with abundant waters 
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running off the western side of the mountains, through fertile fields, and emptying in natural 

harbors in the ocean.896 While settlers facing the Sierra Nevada from the east faced a steep 

mountain escarpment as a final barrier to the golden shores of California, those already on the 

westside benefitted from the orographic lifting of moisture coming off the Pacific. This 

mountain-influence created arable lands moderated by the influence of the ocean in places like 

San Francisco, with its exceptional harbor, the Central Valley with its well-watered Sierra-fed 

rivers, and the fluvial Los Angeles Basin, the largest area of flatland with direct access to the 

ocean on the west coast.897  

The part of California on the Pacific Slope between mountain and ocean that, when 

combined with its geographic isolation and elevational changes, remains among the most 

biodiverse places on the planet, is known today as the California Floristic Province. This region 

acts as a biogeographical island, influenced by the regionôs Mediterranean weather patterns and 

dramatic elevational differences. For instance, on the slopes of Mount San Jacinto and San 

Gorgonio Mountain in southern California, which stand within clear viewshed from the ocean, 

there are distinctive bands of vegetation corresponding to elevation from the lowlands of the 

Colorado Desert to alpine tundra in an extraordinarily small space. In the narrow passage 

between these two mountain behemoths, both of which tower over 10,000 feet above the San 

Bernardino Valley, sits San Gorgonio Pass at around 2,600 feet. Although they are geologically 

not part of the Sierra, they were for King and his knowledge of the range in the 1870s. For King 

and the other scientists of the California Geological Survey, part of what made the state so 
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exceptional was its isolation and climatological exceptionalism, both of which were part of their 

scientific schema as natural scientists in the tradition of Alexander Humboldtôs ecological 

awareness of elevation and the model of the explorer-scientist.898 King paused here to recognize 

the power that elevation on mountains had in determining biogeographical ñlinesò of life on the 

Westôs vertical axis.899 Clarence King remarked of this pass that, ñthere are few points in 

America where such extremes of physical condition meet.ò To the west of the pass was 

ñtranquility, abundance, the slow beautiful unfolding of plant life,ò while to the east were arid 

lands and a ñdesert, stark, and glaringò with its ñridged hill-chains lying in disordered grouping, 

in attributes of the dead.ò900  

Mount Whitneyôs importance would take on a new meaning in light of its place as the 

crown of the continent, as the apex of this Humboldtian wonderland of climatological and 

isolated geographical exceptionalism. However, science and the desire for spatial knowledge 

were, of course, only part of the mountainôs story. Equally as important was the real political and 

ideological place that the California Geological Survey had for the white settlers of the state. In a 

familiar alliance of scientific and imperial motivations, Josiah Whitneyôs California Geological 

Survey was an agent of scientific colonialism.901 What also happened in this history was the 

place-making and the settler geographic imaginationôs attempt to make authentic meaning on 

Native lands, using landscapes, in this case mountains, in the assertion of white settler 
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dominance. It is wrapped up with racial, ideological, and continental notions of American 

identity, empire, nation, and myth. John Muirôs profound ecological observation, ñwhen we try 

to pick out anything by itself, we find it hitched to everything else,ò applies as much to his 

observation of ecological interconnection as the place-making process of Kingôs mind.902 

 Among the California Geological Surveyôs members, a young Clarence King was already 

well-connected, although inexperienced, among American natural scientists. Born in Hong Kong 

in 1842 to an American merchant, he and his family moved back to Connecticut after his fatherôs 

death, where he received an elite American education. A student of Louis Agassiz at Harvard, 

King heard about the vertical wonders of the Pacific Slope from a former professor, William 

Dwight Whitney, brother of his future employer, Josiah Whitney. In a tight circle of eastern 

scientific elites, the promising young King found himself a student of George Brush. Brush had 

recently received a letter from William Brewer, who had climbed Mount Shasta in 1862, a feat 

that sparked Kingôs imagination. Brewerôs report of the climb was replete with grandiose 

descriptions of the mountain sublime, where the isolated base of Mount Shasta shot up into the 

atmosphere, standing as a towering, snow-clad beacon of Northern California.903 King was 

struck by the literary power of the Pacific mountains and was dedicated to finding a way to 

study, climb, and explore their heights. And so, when Union recruiters came door-to-door 

collecting names for men to join the Civil War for the North, King was gone. He was heading 
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west following the lure of the Pacific mountains.904 He would, it would seem, work to assert 

Union power on the continent in another, more scientific, way.  

 

Figure 46. The California Geological Survey "Field Party" of 1864. Left to Right: William H. 

Brewer, James T. Gardiner, Richard Cotter, and Clarence King. Here, the men blend the mystique 

of well-educated and elite scientists (displaying their survey and geological tools) with the 

ñfrontiersmanò aesthetic of broad hats, boots, and handkerchiefs.905 

 

 After a long journey across the continent, King met with Brewer near Sacramento, where, 

on Brewerôs good word, King joined the California Geological Survey in 1863. Holding a 
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geologistôs hammer, the young King posed in a quintessential evocative photograph of the 

surveyôs masculine, rugged, and scientific expertise. Here was a different kind of imperial 

agents, not soldiers, but scientists. In the photograph, a new kind of colonial male archetype was 

being constructed for a different mode of federal control in the West. In the photograph of the 

four members of the California Geological Surveyôs 1864 field party were William Brewer, 

James Gardiner, Richard Cotter, and Clarence King. Instead of soldiers, here were civilian 

scientists, working, to be sure, under the explicit protection and coordination with military 

forces, but were themselves representative of a more refined form of colonization. Here posed 

four fit, bearded men, scientists armed with the tools of knowledge production in the great West, 

represented by Kingôs geologistôs hammer and Brewer's sextant. They were each a ñmountain 

manò of the city and ñrefined gentlemen in the wilderness.ò By marrying mountaineering and the 

exploration of the rugged California landscape with the refined scientific sensibilities of coastal 

elitism, the photograph synthesizes two seemingly opposed archetypes into one colonial 

imaginary: one of the scientist-explorer as heroic and masculine disciples of both science and 

empire.906 Thus, Josiah D. Whitneyôs California Geological Survey was to push the notions of 

the empire-nation into the heights of the High Sierra, where, in the words of King, these ñbrave 

campaigns into the unknown realm of Natureò were part of the larger movement of ñWestward 

Ho! Which has been the pillar of fire and cloud leading on the weary march of progress over 

stretches of desert.ò907  
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The Spatial Imagination of Clarence King 

The Sierra was part of the vertical axis of the American ñEmpire in the Sky,ò but also 

was something more than a temporal power.908 King saw his work as a participation in the wider 

order of ñNatureò and its Creator, encapsulating many of the intertwined ideas of race, nation, 

science, and religion in the cultural milieu of mid-nineteenth-century America. By capitalizing 

ñNatureò and using reference to the ñpillar of fire and cloud,ò King also displayed a religious 

attitude towards his vision of the California mountain landscape. ñNatureò is, after all, a 

reference to the laws of nature upon which both the nationôs Declaration of Independence is 

based. Moreover, it was a mode of thinking that Enlightenment and Romantic thinkers alike used 

to describe the overall order of material and natural reality, and often, although not always, 

alluded to a Divine presence guiding creation. Kingôs reference to the ñpillarsò of fire and cloud 

is in reference to the books of Exodus, where Godôs providence leads the Israelites through arid 

lands to the promised land by a pillar of both fire and cloud. The view of Mount Whitney from 

another local peak, King described, was ñlike Moses from Pisgah,ò where one could overlook 

ñthe Promised Land.ò909 King was not only a competitive scientific adventurer but also used 

religious imagery, like many other Americans, on multiple occasions to defend the project of 

American expansion.910 All of these notions, of science, religion, and empire-nation, coalesced 

naturally for King in the High Sierra, where his vertical consciousness and spatial imagination 
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were broad enough to encompass many of the ideological conceptions embedded within the 

settler vision of the American landscape.  

For his part, King embraced both modes of scientific colonialism in the California 

Geology Survey with full gusto. He did not shy away from either his rugged wilderness and 

Western ethos, nor his natural scientific approach. When in a grove of Giant Sequoias, for 

example, King expressed no reservations about the means by which to examine a high branch far 

above his head. Unlike Humboldt, who had written of his frustration in the South American 

tropics to examine flowers on a branch over fifty feet above him, in California, King ñshot down 

the branchò of the Sequoia to examine it on the forest floor. King wrote of his model, ñthe great 

Humboldt would have been better off with a six-shooter.ò911 Kingôs writing here was what 

Michael Smith calls his ñschematic patternò of ñTyndall on the slopesò (in reference to John 

Tyndallôs adventurism and empirical science in the Alps), representing Kingôs scientific 

approach, and ñRuskin on the summitò (in reference to Englishman John Ruskinôs use of the 

sublime to define the Alps), representing his aesthetic and imaginative conception of the 

meaning of mountains.912 Somewhere in the middle space of meaning here, King found his voice 

in interpreting the meaning of the Sierraôs great peaks.  

Climbing the highest point in the Sierra was of preeminent importance for King, although 

in 1864, none of the members of the survey had an idea of which mountain was the highest in the 

range. King had an inkling that the ñhighest landò in the Sierra was somewhere east of the Kingôs 

Divide and across the Kern River Canyon, near the collection of great granite peaks that rise to 

 

911 Clarence King, quoted in Thurman Wilkins, Clarence King: A Biography, (Albuquerque, NM: University of New 

Mexico Press, 1988): 62; Smith, Pacific Visions, 81-82.  
912 Smith, Pacific Visions, 83.  
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over fourteen thousand feet, before plummeting over ten thousand feet into the Owens Valley.913 

King lay awake in the night dreaming of summitting the high peak at the edge of this continent, 

and the next morning approached his friend, Richard Cotter, if he would like to ñpenetrate the 

great Terra Incognitaò should Professor Brewer, the expedition leader, consent. To this, Cotter 

responded, ñWhy not?ò Cotter was a man described by King in almost heroic archetypal terms. 

Cotter was, one had, the quintessential rugged mountain adventurer of the West, ñstout of limb, 

stronger yet in heart, or iron endurance,ò but also a refined scientific gentleman of ñquiet, 

unexcited temperamentò and ñdeeply devoted.ò Thus, Cotter and King were the perfect 

combination of national heroes to ñface deathò among the highest peaks where there would be 

ñno roomò in their ñmanhoodò for ñfear or shirk.ò914 With Brewerôs permission, King and Cotter 

departed from Brewer and Gardiner, who themselves climbed the near-fourteener Mount Brewer 

for ñobservations.ò When Brewer asked King of his climbing plan, King's terse response is 

telling: ñI had but one [plan], which was to reach the highest peak in the range.ò915 

On July 4, 1864, a year to the date after the blood fields of Gettysburg on the opposite 

side of the continent, Clarence King and Richard Cotter ascended through the ñgrandeur of 

granite and iceò to the summit of a mountain now known as Mount Tyndall.916 Equipped with 

only a single rope, the pair spent many nights leading up to the summit freezing, scrambling over 

boulders, and crossing treacherous snowfields. The Great Flood of 1862 remains a pivotal 

meteorological anomaly that plagued California with nearly five weeks of continuous rainfall 

 

913 King, Mountaineering in the Sierra, 61. 
914 King, Mountaineering in the Sierra Nevada, 62. 
915 King, Mountaineering in the Sierra Nevada, 68.  
916 King, Mountaineering in the Sierra Nevada, 86-91; Smith, Pacific Visions, 88. 
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from the southern Pacific, a familiar pattern still today in the form of the Atmospheric River 

events. If current weather patterns of the rain/snow line are to be held consistent, there must have 

been dozens of feet of snow accumulation in the High Sierra that winter. A single atmospheric 

river event over three days can deposit 100 inches of snow in the Sierra. A weeks-long event 

would shatter modern records, and it would be completely within the realm of possibility that 

much of the snow and ice King and Cotter encountered in the summer of 1864 was atop a 

remnant base of the 1862 storms. This may be confirmed by the description that King writes as 

being in a ñcreviceò wedged between ice and rock with a ñwall of rock rising a hundred feet 

above us on one side, and a thirty-foot face of ice on the other, through which light of an intense 

cobalt-blue penetrated.ò917 No such features remain anywhere near the mountain by early July, 

and the ñcobalt blueò suggests deeply packed ice, many seasons old. Along the ridge, King 

writes of a ñspire of iceò where he had to ñcut our stairwayò and that the ice was ñalmost 

vertical.ò918 Perhaps this was the relic of a former glacier, but either way, King was climbing in a 

Sierra cryosphere very different from today.  

King and Cotter ascended the north ridge of the mountain, where King used adventurous 

language to describe this mountaineering feat through ñsmooth faces of graniteò and over 

ñfearfully steep slopes of ice,ò where they were ñcutting ice steps.ò Stopping to make 

temperature measurements, King and Cotter continued their climb, and as they reached the Sierra 

Crest, looked for the first time into the eastern escarpment of the Sierra, dropping ten thousand 

feet below them, writing that the ñmountain sank to the leftéopening for the first time an 

 

917 King, Mountaineering in the Sierra Nevada, 90. 
918 King Mountaineering in the Sierra Nevada, 90, 92.  
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outlook to the eastward. Deep it seemed almost vertically beneath us we could see the blue water 

of the Owenôs Lake, ten thousand feet down.ò King described the mountain to the north in 

sublime terms, towards the Palisades and Kingôs Canyonôs high country, as ñpiled in Titanic 

confusion, their ridges overhanging the eastern slope with terrible abruptness.ò919  

King and Cotter continued higher, with Cotter jovially reminding King if it had ñoccurred 

to me,ò he said with a smile, that ñwe hadéto go down again.ò The crux of the climb behind 

them, the two companions traversed some easy boulders until reading the summit at noon, where 

King ñrang my hammer upon the topmost rock; we grasped hands, and I reverently named the 

grand peak Mount Tyndall.ò920 King and Cotterôs joy of reaching the ñhighest peakò was short-

lived, as King looked to the south and saw two peaks ñrising even higher.ò About six miles to the 

south, by Kingôs estimates, lay the ñcrest of the peakò that King believed to be the ñhighest land 

within the United States.ò Mount Whitney, as he named it, or Tumanguya as the Paiute call it, 

was an exceptional peak ñfronting the desert with a bold, square bluff,ò while a ñwhite fold of 

snow,ò trimmed it gracefully. The summit looked glorious, yet by his reckoning, on the summit 

of Mount Tyndall, it seemed ñinaccessible.ò921  

From the summit of Mount Tyndall, King again used language of the sublime to describe 

many of these ridges and valleys emanating from his position atop the summit. Here, his 

geologistôs eye intermingled with his Romantic writing to produce an exceptionally interesting 

account of his gaze of the ñunclouded clearness towards the ñstark wind-swept floors of whiteò 

below and the ancient ñOwenôs Lakeò where he traced ñancient beach-linesérelics of an ancient 

 

919 King, Mountaineering in the Sierra Nevada, 90-92. 
920 King, Mountaineering in the Sierra Nevada, 93 
921 King, Mountaineering in the Sierra Nevada, 94. 



385 

 

lake-shoreò that ñoutline the memory of a cooler past-a period of life and verdure when the stony 

chains were green islands among basins of wide, watery expanse.ò922 King paused on the summit 

to contemplate the finitude of human existence in deep time. What were empire, nation, and race 

when the relics of a ñbygone geological periodò like ñno part of the presentò?923 King looked 

around him to the cirques grafted by the hands of the ice age, described as ñruinsò of the past. 

These places, once the ñbirthplace of rivers,ò were now ñwholly melted,ò and the ñdry, clear 

heavens overheadò seemed to close any possibility of ñNatureò ever ñrebuilding them.ò ñI have 

never seen Nature,ò King wrote, ñwhen she seemed so little óMother Natureô as in this place of 

rocks and snow, echoes and emptiness.ò The ñfinishing hand of Time,ò the power of ñNatureò 

had impressed upon King the exact opposite of conquest, celebration, and imperial fervor; in 

fact, his colonial climb seemed to produce the exact opposite feeling: the fleetingness of all 

human affairs when faced with the transcendent power of deep time.924  

Rather than mount the ñstars and stripesò over Mount Tyndall, as John C. Fremont had 

done in the Wind River Mountains, or William Reynold had done on Pico de Orizaba, or even, 

more recently, as settlers were doing in the great Cascade volcanoes, King sat in quiet vicissitude 

of much of what he knew. The view from Mount Tyndall was less of an imperial site for spatial 

ordering, as one for internal, perhaps a spiritual reorientation, with King writing, ñas I sat on 

Mount Tyndall, the whole mountains shaped themselves like the ruins of cathedrals-sharp roof 

 

922 King, Mountaineering in the Sierra Nevada, 96. 
923 King, Mountaineering the Sierra Nevada, 98 
924 King, Mountaineering in the Sierra Nevada, 98. 
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ridges, pinnacle, and statuedéò The mountains he saw here were less beacons of continental 

expansion of a nationôs manifest destiny. Instead, they were ñdoors never to be opened.ò925  

Not to forget to state the entire purpose for this excursion, King recounted that while 

having this transcendent encounter with time and space, he still needed to quantify it with the 

ñinstrumental observationsò despite the ñfascination of the view,ò and he completed a series of 

scientific observations ranging from boiling water, temperature, and barometrical observations. 

Here then are the great conflict and drama personified with King, and part of what makes him 

such a compelling American figure to many Western observers. On one hand, his imagination 

was that of a scientist, colonizer, and climber, but on the other, he was a transcendentalist thinker 

ready to abandon empire and nation in favor of landscape and deep time. He was caught, in 

short, between two worlds, that of the ñold worldò and that of the ñnewò; he was here, torn 

between the world myth and that of science. King seemed happy to dwell in that middle place.926   

The director of the 40th Parallel Survey in 1870, King set his next mountaineering 

objective on the great northern monarch of California, on Mount Shasta, that mountain that had 

first enthralled him with the Pacific ranges. Unlike Mount Tyndall, Mount Shasta is a 

stratovolcano and one of the most voluminous mountains on the continent, in contrast to 

Tyndallôs rather insignificant place along a great chain of the uplifted granite bloc that makes up 

the southern High Sierra. Mount Shasta is part of the Cascade Range and thus has much more in 

common geologically and topographically with the other volcanic landmark mountains of the 

Pacific Northwest. Shasta looms over the valleys of extreme northern California and southern 

 

925 King, Mountaineering in the Sierra Nevada, 99. 
926 King, Mountaineering in the Sierra Nevada, 99-100; Smith, Pacific Visions, 89.  
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Oregon, and although it sits just south of the 42nd Parallel, King found it close enough to the 40th 

to justify a climb and exploration of it. In the years between his ascent of Mount Tyndall and 

Mount Shasta, King had continued to garner a reputation as a dedicated scientist-explorer and 

was happy to be reunited with William Brewer on the flanks of Mount Shasta. By 1870, it was 

well-established scientific knowledge that glaciers had once covered large quadrants of the 

interiorôs mountain ranges, but many believed, including J.D. Whitney, that no active glaciers 

remained in the continental United States.  

Despite William Tolmieôs assertion of ñglaciersò on Mount Rainier in 1833, few in the 

scientific elite in America found conclusive proof of that claim.927 While all other settler climbs 

of Mount Shasta had approached from the glacier-less south face, which fills with snow only in 

the winter through early summer, King, Brewer, and the members of the survey approached the 

summit from the north where they observed the volcanic rock before coming to what could 

definitely be called a glacier with ñsharp, deep crevasses yawning fifty or sixty feet wide, the 

blue hollow of their shadowed depth contrasting with the brilliant surfaces of ice.ò928 The 

discovery of the ñWhitney Glacierò on Mount Shasta was monumental. First, it started a swarm 

of ñdiscoveriesò in the publication of the glaciers in the Pacific Northwest, and put to rest the 

claim that there were no active glaciers in the United States when King published ñOn the 

Discovery of Actual Glaciers on the Mountains of the Pacific Slopeò in 1871. Soon thereafter, 

King published, as he had with his ascent of Mount Tyndall, his findings in the Atlantic Monthly, 

 

927 Smith, Pacific Visions, 90; William Tolmie, Diary, August 28, 1833, in Meany, Mount Rainier, Edmund Meany, 

Mount Rainier: A Record of Exploration, (New York, NY: Macmillan Press, 1916): 32-33, 

https://archive.org/details/mountrainierreco00meanuoft/page/n7/mode/2up 
928 King, Mountaineering in the Sierra Nevada, 285. 
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building a reputation for the mountains of the Pacific Slope as truly exceptional mountains 

blessed by a glacial exceptionalism.929  

 

Figure 47. A diminutive Clarence King explores the Whitney Glacier on the north side of Mount 

Shasta in 1870, definitively proving for geologists the presence of glaciers in the continental 

United States.930 

 

The Ice Age, in this, was the gateway to civilizational progress, a determinant of the hand 

of Providence working through the scraping of ice to shape the continent for republican 

settlement.931 More than that, glacial landscapes had especially endowed the Union North during 

the war with fertile fields, a clear sign of Providential and natural favor, while the poorer soils of 

 

929 Andrew G. Fountain, ñThe Scientific Discovery of Glaciers in the American West,ò Annals of the American 

Association of Geographers, Vol. 0, No. 0 (2027): 1-10.  
930 U.S. Geological Survey, ñSurveys and Surveying,ò in The United States Geological Survey: 1879-1989, by Mary 

C. Rabbitt, USGS Circular 1050 (Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1989), 

https://pubs.usgs.gov/circ/c1050/surveys.htm.  
931 Caroline Winterer, How the New World Became Old: The Deep Time Revolution in America, (Princeton, NJ: 

Princeton University Press, 159, 176-177. 
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the South were only the refuse soils of glacial moraine sediment and till from the fertile fields of 

the glaciated North. Glaciers then took on a moral and republican tone as a symbol of national 

unity.932 In the American West, the presence of ice and glaciers, either ancient or contemporary, 

helped impart a temporal arc of meaning and national identity to a country still reeling after the 

Civil War. King believed that glaciation provided a sense of time, national identity, and 

landscape exceptionalism to the continentôs landscape. That sense of deep time was something 

citizens could be proud of and united around. If Western lands were a sign of that unity, then 

they were made possible in their fertility by the power of glaciation. Expanded to the West, the 

ideology of glacial exceptionalism helps explain the captivating power of Yosemite. The ice had 

carved such valleys and created such beauty as Yosemite, the Sierra, and the Cascades, and thus 

its presence was a symbol of the everlasting sign of Providence bestowing holy benediction 

across the republic.933  

Native peoples, of course, revered and honored the presence of these glaciers from time 

immemorial, with many tribes seeing them as a source of cultural vitality and ecological 

necessity. Thus, Clarence King did not discover something ñnewò on the glaciers of Mount 

Shasta, but only appropriated well-established indigenous knowledge for white audiences.934 

Glacial exceptionalism and ñprogressò were connected to a more insidious form of scientific 

racism that equated antiquity with Native, and progress with whiteness, and thus, for many, the 

production of scientific knowledge went hand-in-hand with the making of white space, norms, 

 

932 Winterer, How the New World Became Old, 168-173. 
933 Winterer, How the New World Became Old, 176-177.  
934 Julie Cruikshank, Do Glaciers Listen? Local Knowledge, Colonial Encounters, and Social Imagination, 

(Vancouver, BC: University of British Columbia Press, 2010): 3-23.  
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and state.935 Native peoples were caught up in the grey area between the true antiquity of deep 

time and the march of white progress. For some mid-century scientists, Native peoples were 

ñliving fossilsò of deep time, stuck in a primitive condition of civilization and remnants of the 

former state of whites. They were, in this view, trapped in a temporal imperialism bound to the 

fate of the vanishing mammals that came before.936  

Clarence King used such racial categorization to describe the Native Americans of Mount 

Shasta who had a deep connection to the mountain. The victims of the recent California 

Genocide, King described a family of American Indians he met near todayôs McCloud, 

California.937 The only way to read this account is through the racial supremacist lens of Kingôs 

blending of land, ideology, and race. ñThe Indian faces are fairly good-natured, especially when 

young,ò King began, and then turned to describing the woman of the family, or ñMadam,ò with 

fear and trepidation. ñI am almost afraid to describe the squalor of her person,ò he wrote, ñshe 

was emaciated and scantily clad in a sort of short petticoat, unkempt hair overhauling a pair of 

wild wolfôs eyes.ò He then went on to describe her anatomy in overt categorization terms, 

comparing her to a ñspecimenò with the ñappearance of an animated mummy.ò King used the 

same racist language to describe her child, which he said ñclung to herò as a ñmere amorphous 

rollò as a ñravenous leech which was draining the womanôs very blood.ò In contrast to the 

woman and child, King described the man of the family with the racial slur, ñbuck,ò in language 

evocative of the noble savage myth. This man, King described, was the model of Rousseauôs 

 

935 Winterer, How the New World Became Old, 144 
936 Winterer, How the New World Became Old, 139-140, 144. 
937 Madley, An American Genocide, 1-21.  
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ñnatural manò: a naked figure that could be ñcast in bronzeò as a statue and with ñfree Greek 

supplenessò as a ñgreat and powerful pieceéò938  

King then quickly moved on from this brief description, immediately spending the rest of 

this chapter on the glaciers and climb of Mount Shasta. His view from the summit included the 

ñsingularly transparent air revealed every plain and peak on till the earthôs curve rolled then 

under remote horizons.ò A great extent of the Cascade Range was bounded by his gaze north 

past ñJefferson and the Three Sistersò to nearly ñacross the state of Oregonò to the Columbia 

River.ò939 He took no account that, from the summit of Mount Shasta, he gazed over Native land 

taken through blood for the American empire. Kingôs passages on these Shasta Indians are 

difficult and painful to read, yet they reveal the entangled nature of race, culture, nature, science, 

and meaning coalescing, in an often-unsettled way, in the mind of Clarence King. They would 

not be the last instance in which King stopped to consider, at least in some way, the Native 

connection to space. 

 

 

938 King, Mountaineering in the Sierra Nevada, 279-280. 
939 King, Mountaineering in the Sierra Nevada, 291. 
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Figure 48. ñJohnson's California, Utah, Nevada, Colorado, and New Mexico" was 

published in 1864, after reports from the Whitney survey. The map incorrectly shows 

Mount Whitney at 15,000ô and about 5 miles too south, as if it is rising above Owens 

Lake and south of Lone Pine, CA. In reality, Mount Whitney sits just due west of Lone 

Pine. Mount Whitney, in this image, is the actual location of Sheep Mountain, known as 

Mount Langley, today. This is one of the maps King would have had access to before his 

1871 Whitney attempt.940 

 

 

Figure 49. ñTopographical Railroad and County Map of the States of California and 

Nevada,ò published in 1868, expounds on Johnson's mapôs errors. Again, it places Mount 

 

940 ñJohnson's California, also Utah, Nevada, Colorado, New Mexico, and Arizona,ò A.J. Johnson and Sonôs, New 

York, NY, 1864, digitized at Dave Rumseyôs Map Collection, 



393 

 

Whitney where Mount Langley is, but it is more detailed. It shows Lone Pine Creek 

between Mount Tyndall and ñMount Whitney,ò running towards Union Mill (Lone Pine). 

Mount Whitney sits just north of the western terminus of Lone Pine Creek.941 King writes 

that he used a similar map in 1871, ñto identify the peak,ò but later realized that it had a 

ñserious error.ò942 

 

King remained indignant that he had not climbed Mount Whitney back in 1864, and 

longed to return. He got the chance in 1871 and soon made his way back to the sleepy desert 

hamlet of Lone Pine, which sits over two vertical miles below the eastern escarpment of where ñI 

knew my goal, the Whitney summit, must stand.ò By this point in Kingôs mountaineering and 

geological career, those Americans who cared to follow the happenings of scientific exploration 

in the West would have been very familiar with his name. Fresh off the ñdiscoveryò of glaciers 

on the north face of Mount Shasta, the completion of the 40th Parallel survey, and the author of 

both popular and scientific articles, Kingôs resume was impressive. Just a few years later, in 

1879, he would serve in the Harrison Administration as the first director of the United States 

Geological Survey. But at this moment, he was interested in more pressing, albeit perhaps more 

contrived concern: the first white man to summit the highest peak in the United States. The fact 

that, by 1871, this had not been accomplished by a settler speaks more to the singular remoteness 

of the area and harshness of the mountainôs arid lower slopes. Paiute, Mono, and Shoshone 

peoples and their ancestors had long revered Tumanguya, and it is most likely, as with the case 

on many other Sierra peaks, that they made frequent trips to its broad summit plateau for cultural 

 

https://www.davidrumsey.com/luna/servlet/detail/RUMSEY~8~1~305445~90075776:Johnson-s-California,-also-
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941 ñTopographical Railroad and County Map of the States of California and Nevada,ò A.C. Frey and Company, 

New York, NY, 1869, digitized at Stanford Library, https://searchworks.stanford.edu/view/10450166.  
942 King, Mountaineering in the Sierra Nevada, 134. 
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and spiritual purposes. From 1861 to 1865, the US Army waged a brutal war of extermination 

against the Owens Valleyôs Native communities, leaving many of the remaining inhabitants 

landless in the wake of ever-increasing settler incursion.943 What King would realize on these 

trips to Mount Whitney in the 1870s, however reluctantly, was that he was standing on a 

landscape of a surviving Native presence.   

Looking up from Lone Pine towards the towering spires of the mountain, he observed the 

harrowing east face and contemplated his route choice. He remembered that in 1864, he had 

looked southward from the summit of Mount Tyndall to the ñnorthern precipicesò of Mount 

Whitney and the ñimpossibility of making a climb upò that route. Instead, and consequently, he 

took a southern approach, orienting himself with the geographically mislabeled map, such as the 

1869 Frey topographic map.944 This map shows Mount Whitney south of Lone Pine Creek, not 

parallel with it, as it is in reality; it runs parallel with the mountain. King admitted that he used a 

faulty map when he was looking to ñidentify the peakò and that the use of a wrongly ordered 

map was a ñserious errorò of the ñcurrent geography.ò945 What King came to identify as Mount 

Whitney was actually Mount Langley, the Sierraôs southernmost fourteener that sits five miles 

south of Whitney. Thus, it is likely that from Lone Pine, King was actually looking at and 

describing Mount Langley, the mountain he mistook on this climb for Whitney. What began with 

a cartographic mistake would soon be compounded by poor visibility to become perhaps one of 

the more significant blunders in early American mountaineering.  

 

943 California State Military Museums, "California and the Indian Wars: The Owens Valley Indian War, 1861ï

1865," California State Military Department, https://www.militarymuseum.org/OwensValley.html.  
944 Topographical Railroad and County Map of the States of California and Nevada,ò A.C. Frey and Company, New 

York, NY, 1869, digitized at Stanford Library, https://searchworks.stanford.edu/view/10450166.  
945 King, Mountaineering in the Sierra Nevada, 355 
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For King, the stakes were high. The eastern Sierra was far from everywhere, and the 

approaches to its high country exceptionally arduous. With nearly all the major Pacific 

Northwest volcanoes climbed by 1871, it seemed only a matter of time before the highest peak in 

the nation was climbed by another. Leaving Lone Pine, King traveled with Paul Pinson, a 

French-American mountaineer, and on the approach. To tend the livestock, the King selected a 

young Californio referred to only as ñJose,ò who was part of Long Pineôs small Hispanic 

community, but who did not climb with the duo.946 Pinson and King traveled through canyon 

floors, choked with brush and granite outcroppings, arriving at a site above ten thousand feet 

from which to launch their summit attempt.947 In the afternoon, violent southerly winds tore 

through the canyon, with a great summer thunderstorm from the North American Monsoon 

breaking upon them. The sky was darkened by the ominous presence of cumulonimbus clouds 

towering into the tropopause, miles upon miles above their place on the slopes. ñFor three 

hours,ò King recounts, ñwe toiled up over rocks, through dripping willow-brooksò in a less-than-

pleasant environment. Although by the evening, the convective power of the thunderhead had 

passed, King and Pinson were ñwet and exhaustedò before reaching a small grove in the alpine, 

spending the evening ñturning round and roundò trying to keep warm and dry out their soaked 

clothing. Continuing upward from this haphazard alpine bivouac the next morning, King 

described the landscape as a sublime fashion from the transcendent white granite spires, to the 

ñwrecks of glacier and avalancheò that lay about them. This was a potent environment, fully 

ñwild,ò ñrugged,ò and inhospitable to life.948 Under the ñbrow of Mount Whitney,ò or what they 

 

946 King, Mountaineering in the Sierra Nevada, 335.  
947 King, Mountaineering in the Sierra Nevada, 337. 
948 King, Mountaineering in the Sierra Nevada, 339 
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thought to be Whitney, they scrambled up the southeast ridge of the mountain until ñwe stood 

there and Mount Whitney was under our feet.ò949 

It was now afternoon, and the convection heat of the eastern arid lands produced another 

bout of summer thunderstorms, threatening to impede their view. Storm clouds shrouded the 

highest peaks of the Sierra just a few miles to their north, and while the clouds broke over the 

Owens Valley intermittently, King and Pinson were soon completely covered in more ñdense, 

impenetrable cloudsò around them. Standing atop the ñloftiest peak in the Union,ò more than 

impeding harsh weather stood to confront King. ñClose beside us, a small mound of rock was 

piled upon the peak,ò King observed, ñand solidly built into it an Indian arrow-shaft, pointing 

due west.ò950 Between his sharp distinctions between myth and science, antiquity and progress, 

Native and settler, King found himself at the unsettled crossroads of a cultural and moral 

question of human connection and claim to space. This mountain forced him to consider the 

authenticity of Native connection to this highest peak ñof the Union,ò and to pause, at least 

momentarily, and consider a deeper, older, and indigenous presence that clashed with his notions 

of national and scientific greatness. Likely, this summit marker was a Paiute fasting bed, a 

spiritual site, where King, like Nathenial Langford the following year on the Grand Teton, was 

starkly confronted with Native claims to landmark mountains that settlers believed were icons of 

their continent. King, in this moment, saw the Native presence as representative of what he 

considered ñantiquatedò and ñmythicò and culturally antithetical to his nationalistic project of 

 

949 King, Mountaineering in the Sierra Nevada, 340. 
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settler place-making.951 At the same time, like Langford on the Grand Teton, King on Mount 

Whitney saw at least some kind of human universality between settler and Native claims to these 

mountains. If nothing else, such small moments complicated the racial hierarchies inherent in 

settler colonialism. 

To say that King here seriously contemplated the moral costs of empire would be too 

much. However, the Paiute site on the summit forced King to think of the other ways of seeing 

mountains, and insofar as he did this, he imagined some kind of common universality between 

Native and settler. On the Grand Teton, Langford saw the evidence of a Native fasting bed near 

the summit as a sign that American Indians were compelled by the ñsame spiritò that drove him 

to climb the Grand Teton. 952 Likewise, King recognized some kind of sense of common 

humanity and connection between himself and what he called ñour Indian predecessor.ò In a 

complicated and deeply intertwined action, King recounted how he ñhung my barometer from 

the moundò on the summit, demonstrating still his casual dismissal of the cultural significance of 

the site, and a sign of the hierarchy of settler science, technology, and knowledge-production 

over and above Native cosmologies.  

At the same time, King wrote of deference and some kind of respect and 

acknowledgement of his ñpredecessorôsò accomplishment as having the ñhonor of the first 

finding that one pathway to the summit of the United States, fifteen thousand feet above two 

oceans.ò 953 The words in this last phrase are eminently intentional and revelatory. The terms 

 

951 Nathaniel Langford, ñThe Ascent of Mount Hayden, (1872)ò in Robert Righter (ed.) A Teton Country Anthology, 

(New York, NY: Roberts Rinehart, Inc. Publishers, 1990): 18-19.  
952 Langford, ñThe Ascent of Mount Hayden,ò 18-19. 
953 King, Mountaineering in the Sierra Nevada, 341.  
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ñPathway,ò and ñsummit of the United Statesò were evocative terms reminiscent of John C. 

Fremontôs 1842 climb in the Wind River Mountains on the Continental Divide. Essentially, King 

built upon Fremontôs spatial claim and vertical imagination in the service of the American 

nation.954 Although King made no mistake in establishing settler supremacy over Native 

connection to the mountain, he, at the very least, was forced to confront some of the cultural, 

human, and even contradictory costs of a continental empire and nation. 

 

Figure 50. ñTopographical Map of Central California, together with a Part of Nevada,ò by the 

State Geological Survey of California, 1873. This highly detailed map shows the development of 

understanding of the local terrain between 1864 and 1873. It was made by Charles F. Hoffman, 

J.D. Whitney (state geologist), among others, including members who were part of the 1864 

Whitney-King Survey of the Sierra Nevada. However, it still shows Mount Whitney as where 

Mount Langley is. The town of Lone Pine and Lone Pine Creek are clearly demarcated, but no 

cartographic demarcation shows the true Mount Whitney in the blank spot between Mount 

Williamson and ñMount Whitney.ò955  

 

954 John C. Frémont, Report of the Exploring Expedition to the Rocky Mountains in the Year 1842, and to Oregon 

and North California in the Years 1843ïô44 (Washington, DC: Blair and Rives, 1845), 66-72, 

https://archive.org/details/reportofexplorin00frem_1/page/60/mode/2up.  
955 ñTopographical Map of Central California, Together with a Part of Nevada,ò State Geological Survey of 

California, 1873, digitized by New York Public Library Digital Collections, 

https://archive.org/details/reportofexplorin00frem_1/page/60/mode/2up

























































































































