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INTRODUCTION

From Common Ground

g“'\sfa (,Vy

I wonder if the ground has anything to say? I wonder if the

ground is listening to what is said? I wonder if the ground
would come alive and what is on it?

We-ah Te-na-tee-ma-ny,

or “Little Chief” (Cayuse), 1845!

SHORTLY AFTER THE ESTABLISHMENT OF Badlands National Monument
in 1929, the Oglala Sioux spiritual leader Black Elk expressed profound conster-
nation with the idea of wilderness preservation. For him, the creation of the na-
tional monument adjacent to his home on the Pine Ridge Reservation in South
Dakota seemed only to confirm a disturbing trend. Wind Cave National Park had
already been established in the nearby Black Hills, and large areas of land sur-
rounding the park had recently been incorporated into a national forest. Remem-
bering his youth and the time he spent in these areas, Black Elk recalled that his
people “were happy in [their] own country, and were seldom hungry, for then the
two-leggeds and the four-leggeds lived together like relatives, and thete was
plenty for them and for us.” Although a considerable portion of this Sioux coun-
try received federal protection, native peoples were largely excluded from their
former lands. As Black Elk observed, the Americans had “made little islands for
us and other little islands for the four-leggeds,” and every year the two were mov-
ing farther and farther apart.? In short, Black Elk understood all too well that
wilderness preservation went hand in hand with native dispossession.

The dual “island” system of nature preserves and Indian reservations did not
originate in the 1920s. At least until Black Elk’s carly childhood, Americans gener-
ally conceived of the West as a vast “Indian wilderness,” and they rarely made a

3



4 DISPOSSESSING THE WILDERNILESS

distinction between native peoples and the lands they inhabited. Consequently,
the catliest national park advocates hoped to protect “wild” landscapes and the
people who called these places home. Preservationist efforts did not succeed
until the latter half of the nineteenth century, however, when outdoor enthusiasts
viewed wilderness as an uninhabited Eden that should be set aside for the benefit
and pleasure of vacationing Americans. The fact that Indians continued to hunt
and light purposeful fires in such places seemed only to demonstrate a marked in-
ability to appreciate natural beauty. To guard against these “violations,” the estab-
lishment of the first national parks necessarily entailed the exclusion or removal
of native peoples.

The transition in American conceptions of wilderness resulted from several
deeper trends in U.S. society and politics. The powerful sense of national destiny
that accompanied both the Mexican War and the Civil War, the increased activism
of the federal government during Reconstruction, the growth of western
tourism, and the widespread sentimentalism for a “vanishing” frontier pro-
foundly shaped the ways that Americans would petceive the “New West” for sev-
eral decades. For many people, the processes of conquest and nation building
seemed to alter the essential nature of the region; through a sort of patsiotic tran-
substantiation, a number of western landscapes quickly became American Can-
tetburys. Mote than great “pleasureground|s] for the benefit and enjoyment of
the people,” the first national parks were places where summer pilgrims could go
to share their national identity and an appreciation for natural beauty.3 Much as
they still do today, Yosemite Valley, the Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone, and
the ragged peaks of the northern Rocky Mountains provided the basic elements
of a scenic anthem that praised the grandeur and power of the United States.

The idealization of uninhabited landscapes and the establishment of the first
national parks also reflect important developments in late-nineteenth-century In-
dian policy. Much as the conquest of the West reshaped ideas about wilderness, it
also led to the creation of an extensive reservation system. Ultimately, these iso-
lated patches of land came to represent the final refuge of the American Indian,
and by the late 1860s and carly 1870s, Americans regarded reservations, rather
than the “wilderness,” as the appropriate place for all Indians to live. These senti-
ments changed somewhat in the following decades, when self-described friends
of the Indian sought to dismantle the reservations and assimilate native peoples
into American society. While such “friends” argued that an Indian’s place was not
on the reservation, they asserted even more emphatically that an Indian’s place
was not in the wilderness—except on the odd chance that one had become a
“civilized” tourist.

Changing ideas and policies did not make native peoples disappear, however,
not did they make wilderness uninhabited. Although the creation of the first na-
tional parks coincided with efforts to restrict Indians to reservations and assimi-
late them into American socicty, native use and occupancy of park lands often
continued unabated. A basic argument of this book is that uninhabited wilder-
ness had to be created before it could be preserved, and this type of landscape

became reified in the first national parks. In particular, I focus on the policies of
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Indian removal developed at Yosemite, Yellowstone, and Glacier national parks
from the 1870s to the 1930s. These patks are especially relevant for three reasons:
first, each supported a native population at the time of its establishment; second,
the removal of Indians from these parks became precedents for the exclusion of
native peoples from other holdings within the national park system; and third, as
the grand symbols of American wildetness, the uninhabited landscapes pre-
served in these parks have served as models for preservationist efforts, and native
dispossession, the world over.#

Generations of preservationists, government officials, and park visitors have
accepted and defended the uninhabited wilderness preserved in national parks as
remnants of a priori Nature (with a very capital V). Such a conception of wilder-
ness forgets that native peoples shaped these environments for millennia, and
thus parks like Yellowstone, Yosemite, and Glacier ate more representative of old
fantasies about a continent awaiting “discovery” than actual conditions at the
time of Columbus’s voyage or Lewis and Clark’s adventure.3 For the most part,
these romantic visions of primordial North America have contributed to a sort
of widespread cultural myopia that allows late-twentieth-century Americans to
ignore the fact that national parks enshrine recently dispossessed landscapes.

In the past few years, a number of scholars have argued that wilderness is not
an absolute condition of Nature but is instead a faitly recent American inven-
tion.® While I share the conviction that wilderness is both a histotical and cultural
construct, I believe that such a definition requites an examination of the events
and processes that led to the creation of this particular artifact. Doing so should
also make plain the manner in which popular conceptions of certain wildetness
areas have precluded alternate visions of the same landscapes. Ultimately, an un-
derstanding of the context and motives that led to the idealization of uninhabited
wilderness not only helps to explain what national parks actually preserve but also
reveals the degree to which older cultural values continue to shape current envi-
ronmentalist and preservationist thinking,

The American wilderness ideal, as it has developed over the last century, nec-
essarily includes a number of strange notions about native peoples and national
parks. In the rare instances that park literature even mentions Indians, they tend
to assume the unthreatening guise of “first visitors.”” Just like tourists today, it
seems these ancient nature lovers did not really use or occupy futute patk areas.
Apparently, they possessed an innate appreciation for wilderness as a place where,
to pataphrase the 1964 Wilderness Act, humans are visitors who do not remain.®
Amazingly, if we follow this reasoning to its logical extreme, the park service has
managed to protect the only areas on the North American continent that Indians
did not use on a regular basis.

Of course, this all sounds absurd, but scholars and park officials alike have
long asserted that native peoples avoided national patk ateas because these places
were not conducive to use or occupation.? Yet nothing could be further from the
truth. The foothills, mountains, and canyons of most western parks provided
shelter from winter storms and summer heat, sustained seasonal herds of impor-
tant game animals, and served as the locale for tribal gatherings and important re-
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ligious celebrations. In short, native peoples made extensive use of these areas—
often well into the twentieth century. To the degree that such practices ceased, the
lack of use was the result of policies to keep Indians away from these areas. Un-
fortunately, subsequent denials of native claims on parks have served only to per-
petuate the legacy of native dispossession.

Besides taking issue with park histories that ignore the presence of Indians,
this book also examines the changing importance of Yellowstone, Glacier, and
Yosemite national parks for several different native groups. The people with the
strongest connections to these parks include the Crow, Shoshone, and Bannock
in Yellowstone; the Blackfeer in Glacier; and the Yosemite Indians in Yosemite.
All have very distinct traditions, and the native presence in onc patk hardly re-
sembled that in another. Blackfeet use of Glacier National Park, for instance, dif-
fered markedly from that of the Indians in Yosemite. Likewise, native use of both
these places changed considerably from the middle of the nineteenth century to
the 19308, as had the lifeways of the people who lived in these areas. At Yellow-
stone, several groups could occupy the same general area at the same time but
often for very different purposes. At all of these parks and within cach Indian
community, a great deal of task differentiation by gender and age group also de-
termined the seasonal or historical importance of a particular area. During the
early reservation era, for instance, male hunters accounted for most Blackfeet use
of the Glacier area in summer and fall. In earlier and later periods, however,
women used the area more frequently, particularly in spring and early summer,
when they gathered important food and medicinal plants.

Despite their often pronounced differences, the Crow, Shoshone, Bannock,
Blackfeet, and Yosemite all shared important similarities: each utilized or lived
within a national park at the time of its establishment, all were affected by federal
efforts to preserve certain western landscapes, none ever fully relinquished their
claims to these areas in a treaty with the United States, and each park remained
important to these different groups because it was large enough to protect and
sustain numerous resources. While these native groups all present a powerful
challenge to long-held ideas about pristine wilderness and its preservation, their
use of national park lands also sheds new light on the continuing but changing
significance of such areas for many Indian peoples. During the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuties, a series of harsh assimilationist programs required
their adoption of new land use practices both on and off the reservation and
threatened to destroy tribal societies.’? In the midst of these profound changes,
many of the places associated with older cultural practices took on new meanings
or acquired new importance. Consequently, access to national park lands became
a crucial aspect of native efforts to both cnsure cultural survival and assert threat-
ened treaty rights.

By examining the political, spiritual, and social importance of national park
areas to different native groups, I explore the same issues that inform current
American Indian concerns about the management of Devil’s Tower National
Monument, the industrial and commercial development of the Black Hills,
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and the sanctity of ancient religious sites on public lands throughout the West.
This book is not just about the sacredness of certain places, howevet. It also
addresses the rights and needs of native peoples to maintain theitr cultural dis-
tinctiveness through the exercise of treaty rights and the practice of certain skills
that can take place only within a large national park. Recent concerns about hunt-
ing or gathering traditional food and medicinal plants on protected lands are fre-
quently associated with a new round of cultural revivalism among various In-
dian groups, but these activities are rooted in a century of “illegal” and extralegal
use of such arcas. While these actions have presented a constant challenge to
the idealization of pristine, uninhabited landscapes, they also contributed an-
other “cultural construction” of wilderness—in this case, one in which concerns
about subsistence gave way to concerns about cultural persistence and political
sovereignty.

To show the ways that native peoples and wilderness enthusiasts have valued
and shaped three of the nation’s oldest and most revered parks, I have chosen to
present this study in four parts. The first two chapters examine the ideas and his-
torical processes that eventually led to the almost simultaneous development of
national parks and Indian reservations in the years following the Civil War. The
subsequent discussions of Yellowstone, Glacier, and Yosemite focus on the na-
tive histories of each park and the ways that preservationist ideals shaped policies
of Indian removal or exclusion. Although the eatly history of Yellowstone
demonstrates a close connection between the evolution of national parks and
that of Indian reservations, Glacier presents a maturation of these two related
but conflicting institutions. Both Yellowstone and Glacier setved as important
models for later preservationist efforts, and each one indirectly inspited the poli-
cies of Indian removal developed at Yosemite in the 1930s. Native residence in
Yosemite Valley developed from a number of unique condidons, but park offi-
cials sought to emulate conditions in other national parks once the presence of
Indians proved too exceptional. Although Indian removal has largely made these
patks into American symbols of wilderness, continued restrictions on native use
of park lands remain an important point of contention between many Indian
tribes and the Department of the Interior. For that reason, I end this study with a
chapter that connects the histories of these three patks with current concerns
about nature preserves and indigenous tights throughout the United States.

As America’s holiest shrines, national parks reflect a whole spectrum of ideas
about nation, culture, and even natural otigins. The examples of Yellowstone,
Glacier, and Yosemite national parks clearly illustrate these tendencies. The eatly
history of these parks also demonstrates how different groups, with opposing
ideas about the importance of a particular place, often expressed theit concerns
in remarkably similar terms—and were often motivated by similar needs and his-
torical processes. While culturally distinct and with radically different ideas about
wilderness and place, Indians and non-Indians have both looked on national
parks as crucial to their political, cultural, and even spititual identity. So fat, this
similarity has provided only the common ground on which to base a series of
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profound disagteements. If anything, national parks serve as a microcosm for the
history of conflict and misunderstanding that has long characterized the unequal
relations between the United States and native peoples. As common ground,
however, national parks might also provide an important arena of understanding
and resolution—and it is toward that goal that I devote this book.



LOOKING BACKWARD
AND WESTWARD

The “Indian Wilderness” in the Antebellum Era

Sy

The [Indian] nations will continue to wander over those
plains, and the wild animals, the elk, the buffaloe, will long
be found there; for until our country becomes supercharged
with population, there is scarcely any probability of settlers
venturing far into these regions. A different mode of life,
habits altogether new, would have to be developed.

Henry M. Brackenridge, 18171

TRAVELING SLOWLY UP THE Missouri River in the summer of 1832, George
Catlin constantly marveled at the grand vistas stretching off to the hotizon in
every ditection. Choked with snags and thick with mud from the spring floods,
the brown waters of the Missouri cut a broad ribbon through an endless expanse
of green plains, white clouds, and blue sky. Por Catlin, this was “fairy land” and
he never tired of “indulging [his] eyes in the boundless pleasure of roaming over
the thousand hills, and bluffs, and dales, and ravines.”> Having come west to “im-
merse fhimself] in the Indian Country [and produce] a literal and graphic delin-
eation of the . . . manners, customs, and character of an interesting race of
people,” the beauty of the landscape unfolding before him only strengthened his
resolve to visit every tribe on the continent. As much as he gloried in the scenery
of the upper Missouri, he could also foresee the futute demise of the vast herds
of buffalo, elk, and antelope that scattered in all directions whenevet the steam-
boat on which he traveled pushed close to shore. Consequently, his enthusiasm
about the landscape and the people who called it home was tempered by a sense
of desperation to describe and paint all that he saw before it fell to the “desolat-
ing hands of cultivating man.”3

Catlin had a keen sensc that his success as a painter would detive from the
ephemeral naturc of his subject, but he did not relish the underpinnings of his

9
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future fame. Instead, he hoped that some pottion of the tegion over which he
traveled might be set off from development to inspite futute generations of
painters and travelers as they became “further . . . isolated from . . . pristine
wildness and beauty.”” In what many scholars have identified as the first expres-
sion of the national park idea, Catlin proposed that “some great protecting policy
of government” preserve a large expanse of land in all “its pristine beauty and
wildness . . . where the world could sce for ages to come, the native Indian in
his classic attize, galloping his horse . . . amid the fleeting herds of elks and
buffaloes” Such a “magnificent” area, he exclaimed, would be a “wation’s Park
containing man and beast, in all the wild and freshness of their nature’s beauty!”*

The great stands of cottonwood that once crowded the Missouri’s banks have
long since been thinned by the very stcamboats that carried travelers like Catlin.
Likewise, the rolling plains have given way to farms, ranches, and small cities like
Bismarck and Pierre, while long stretches of the river itself have become artificial
lakes behind Gavins Point, Fort Randall, Oahc, and Garrison dams. Nevertheless,
some of what impressed Catlin in the 18308 seems almost unchanged, and pre-
served areas like Theodore Roosevelt National Park in North Dakota serve as
small replicas of the places Catlin wrote about and painted. For Catlin and his
contemporaries, however, the protected scenic areas that might inspire a traveler
today would seem hortibly empty. Indeed, Catlin had traveled to the plains to ex-
petience what was then called an “Indian wilderness,” and he would no doubt de-
scribe these areas today as “vast and idle waste[s], unstocked and unpeopled for
ages.”’>

Environmentalists, park officials, and historians have long regarded Catlin as
the patriarch of an intellectual genealogy that includes Henry David Thoreau,
John Muir, Aldo Leopold, and the environmental movement of the past threc
decades. In doing so, they have largely ignored the fact that Cadin’s conception of
a wilderness preserve included the presence of Indians; they found, instead, only
those elements that reflected on later preservation efforts. Scholars who acknowl-
edge Catlin’s desire to incorporate native peoples within a national park have gen-
erally dismissed it as something unique to his own particular interests. For them,
Catlin is 2 man out of time: His ideas about national parks somehow foreshad-
owed twentieth-century concerns and policies regarding wilderness preservation;
his concern for Indians, however, was either anachronistic or simply aberrant.

While the devotion of his entite adult life to preserving and recording an “In-
dian wilderness” may have marked him off from his fellows, Catlin differed from
his contemporaties only in the strength of his convictions, not in the substance
of his ideas. Antebellum Americans did not conceive of wilderness and Indians
as separate; indeed, the felicity with which we can speak of one and the other,
wildetness and Indians, would not have been so readily conceivable in Catlin’s age.
Since the colonial era, Anglo-American conceptions of native peoples and
wilderness had operated within the framework of a sclf-reciprocating maxim:
forests were wild becausc Indians and beasts lived there, and Indians were wild
because they lived in the forests. The majority of antebellum Americans viewed

this “Indian wilderness™ as an obstacle to progress, but those who expressed con-
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cern about the destruction of certain landscapes invariably took an interest in the
welfare of the people who lived there.” Far from being an anomalous advocate
for the protection of wild lands and native peoples, Catlin reflected contempo-
rary ideas about both. Furthermore, his proposal for a “nation’s Park” fit within a
more widespread lament about the destruction of indigenous homelands that
western expansion entailed.®

In some tespects, Catlin should not be associated with national park history
because his proposal hardly resembles any of the parks established later in the
century. This is not to say that his ideas were somehow better. Catlin’s vision of
“classic” Indians grossly ignored the cultural dynamism of native societies, and
his park would have created a monstrous combination of outdoor museum,
human zoo, and wild animal patk. Nevertheless, his ideas should not be dismissed
as mere historical cutiosities. To understand why his proposal for a national
patk was superseded by the idealization of uninhabited landscapes in the late
nineteenth century, we must first situate it within the artistic, social, and political
trends that shaped antebellum America. Doing so will not only provide a cleater
understanding of early preservationist thinking but also allow for better recogni-
tion of the changing conditions that reshaped American ideas about wilderness
and Indians at midcentury. As Henry Brackenridge predicted some fifteen years
before Catlin’s journey up the Missouti, “different mode[s] of life [and] habits al-
together new” would transform American perceptions of the landscapes and
peoples of the West.? It was these new modes and habits and the policies they en-
gendered that ultimately led to the cteation of the first reservations and national
parks later in the century.

American Romanticism and the “Indian Wilderness”

Catlin’s view of wilderness reflected the romantic ideals that had defined Western
intellectual thought since the cighteenth century. In large part a reaction to both
Continental rationalism and British empiricism, romanticism exalted intuition
and personal expetience over formalism and scientific precision. Celebrating the
individual’s soul-—the “cgotistical sublime,” as the poet John Keats put it—ro-
mantics often denigrated urban life and turned to wild nature for inspiration.
Consequently, wilderness not only offered an escape from society but also pro-
vided the ideal setting for romantic individuals “to exercise the cult” they made of
their own souls.’0 Ralph Waldo Emerson expressed all of these sentiments in
1836 when he implored his counttymen to find “in the wilderness . . . some-
thing more dear and connate than in streets or villages.” There they would experi-
ence “an apparition of God” and find “the organ through which the universal
spitit speaks to the individual, and strives to lead back the individual to it.”11
Because wild landscapes provided the most direct means for experiencing the
Divine, romantics also found in the idea of the “natural man” a perfect expres-
sion of humanity. As the “children of Nature,” the Indians of North Ametica
seemed to live free of the oppressive conditions that interminably plagued civi-
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lized societies.?2 Such ideas had flourished in Europe since the middle of the
eighteenth century, but they did not have a strong impact on intellectual thought
in the United States until the 1810s. Fven then, American romantics generally re-
garded the few Indians still remaining in the East as remnants of a race long de-
graded and debauched by its contact with “civilization.” Truly “noble” Indians ei-
ther lived in the distant past, when America was yet “unspoiled,” or roamed the
distant lands beyond the Mississippi River.

With its emphasis on intuition and personal experience, romanticism had a
profound impact on late-eighteenth- and early-nineteenth-century arts and letters
on both sides of the Atlantic. The importance of natural beauty and the primi-
tive—and the close association of both with the American landscape—-caused
the movement to take a decidedly different turn in the United States. More than a
product of abundant natural scenery, however, a distinctly American romanti-
cism grew out of the nationalistic fervor that followed the War of 1812, The idea
of wilderness functioned as an important tool for patriotic apologists who felt
compelled to refute European claims that the North American landscape was
fundamentally flawed because it lacked ancient historical associations and refined
pastora] landscapes. What American scenery lacked in European qualities, they
argued, it more than compensated with an abundance of wilderness. As the
painter Thomas Cole noted in 1833, “The most distinctive, and perhaps the most
impressive, chatacteristic of American scenery [was] its wildness”1® Such a
strong identification with wilderness was hardly unique to Cole. He was, however,
a founding member of the Hudson River School, the most influential group of
American landscape painters in the first half of the nineteenth century, and his
views had a powerful cffect on American arts at this time.

Thomas Cole’s own paintings demonstrated that one of the most distinctly
Ametican aspects of this “wildness” was the presence of native peoples within a
“natural” landscape. No vision of the historical eastern wilderness was complete
without reference to Indians, and Cole often inserted them into landscapes that
had long since become “sterile and civilized.” He also used images of Indians to
arousc a sense of nostalgla and pity in order to give romantic poignancy to a
scene, an effect he achieved in nearly all of his most important American land-
scape paintings, including 7he Falls of Kaaterskill (1826), View on Lake Winniseeogie
(1828), Distant View of Niagara Falls (1830), View of Shroon Monntain (1838), and In-
dian Pass-Tabawns (1847). In American Lake Scene (1844), which depicts a seties of
small islands on a calm lake, Cole placed in the foreground a reclining Indian
contemplating the tranquil scene. While Cole lavished most of his attention and
skill on the landscape and not the small figute, the idea that the Indian appreci-
ated the scene more deeply and more completely\than the painter or the viewer
defined the mood of the painting. Assuming the pose of a romantic poet or a
tragic and pensive figure from classical antiquity, Cole’s Indian hardly represented
historical reality. Nevertheless, his presence in the scene was wholly consistent
with romantic notions of the once noble but ultimately doomed savages of the

seventeenth and cighteenth centuries.
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The idea of wilderness also figured prominently in American letters during the
antebellum era, and many writers conflated the nation’s political and cultural iden-
tity with the aboriginal landscape. Like their counterparts in the visual arts, poets,
essayists, and novelists self-consciously based their work on American subjects in
an effort to create a national aesthetic. The first American authors to gain both
national and international fame came to ptominence in the 1820s and 1830s, and
all focused on some aspect of Cole’s “wildness.” Indeed, almost the entire canon
of eatly-nineteenth-centuty American literature consists of authors who, along
with Ralph Waldo Emerson, insisted, “we have listened too long to the courtly
muse of Burope” and must turn instead to the American landscape for inspira-
tion.1* Perhaps as a result of Emerson’s exhortation, the works of Washington
Irving, Nathaniel Hawthotne, James Fenimore Cooper, Henry Wadsworth
Longfellow, and Herman Melville all focused on American subjects, and each au-
thor ruminated at great length on some aspect of the historical Indian wilderness
in his most famous works.

Though outside the canon of American arts and letters, upper-middle-class
women in the Northeast not only shared the aesthetic and nationalistic concerns
of their male counterparts but also were largely responsible for the dissemination
of these ideas through essays and poems in nationally distributed journals. Poets
like Lydia Sigourney and Lucretia Davidson were widely read, and their poems
about “the beautiful homes of the western men” or “the realm of Nature . . .
[and] Nature’s lawless child” were collected and reprinted in numerous editions.!5
Such ideas were repeated in the novels of Catharine Sedgewick, whose enor-
mously popular Hope Leshie (1827) told of the romantic adventures that befell
colonial settlers and their encounters with Indians. As the primary readers of
eatly-nineteenth-century novels, women also determined many of the popular
trends in American literature, and their literary tastes inspired the long slew of
stories and novels about life among wild Indians that flooded the American mar-
ket in the 1830s and 1840s.16

The fascination with peculiarly Ametican themes and subjects was not limited
to an elite circle of men and women in and around Boston and New York City,
and the preoccupation with wildness reached far beyond their narrow social en-
claves. As the literary historian Cecilia Tichi has noted, ideas about the Indian
wilderness bordered on a “cultural obsessiveness” that reached across regional
lines and “broke boundaties of gente, caste, and philosophical persuasion.”!?
Though he was a defender of old republican virtues and a child of wealth and
privilege, perhaps no author better understood the popular fascination with Indi-
ans and the frontier than James Fenimore Cooper.18 In the Leather Stocking tales,
a series of five novels published between 1823 and 1841, Cooper invented his
most popular hero, Natty Bumpo. Embodying the tension between civilization
and wild nature, Natty preferred the company of Indians in the wilderness over
the restraints and moral debauchery of frontier settlements. Set during the Revo-
lutionary War and the first decades of the Republic, the novels celebrated a
wilderness past and lamented its recent destruction. To some degree, Cooper’s
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novels assented to the methods by which “civilization” would eventually eclipse
all of “primitive America,” but he always tinged his narrative with a sense of guilt
about “the forward march of progress.”’1?

The fascination with wild America in the antebellum era and the profound
ambivalence that many felt about the destruction of native societes did not stem
entirely from romantic sensibilities. In many respects, ideas about the Indian
wilderness reflected a growing sense of dissatisfaction with Ametican politics and
society. As nascent industrial and urban growth, increased immigration, and bitter
political campaigns altered established patterns of work and community, public
opinion often teflected a pervasive sense of national uncertainty and self-criti-
cism. Furthermore, the growing rift between North and South, the persistence of
slavery, and increasingly pronounced divisions between ethnic and religious
groups undermined any sense of national unity and deflated the egalitatian
thetoric of political leaders. Together, these profound changes inspired a number
of religious and secular reform movements to purify American society, and pub-
lic debate often degenerated into a cacophony of local and national criticism. Not
surprisingly, the Indian wilderness proved an ideal foil for social critics who used
it as a corrective symbol of all that was wrong with America.20

Despite widespread criticism, a basic optimism characterized the antebellum
era and actually provided the main impetus for most reform groups. As Alexis de
Tocqueville observed in 1831, Americans regarded their society as being in a con-
stant “state of improvement in which nothing is, or ought to be, permanent.” 21
[n other words, Americans remained ever critical of the present and always hope-
ful of the future. Such attitudes allowed many to bemoan what Thomas Cole
called the routine desecration of “Nature’s beauty . . . by what is called im-
provement” and yet accept it as a necessary part of “the road society has to
travel.” However lamentable the side effects of national growth and expansion,
Americans would have to trust they would eventually “find refinement in the
end 22

Indian Territory

Such ambivalence about the past and optimism for the future had a profound ef-
fect on government policy toward native peoples in the first half of the nine-
teenth century. Almost since the beginning of the Republic, government officials
had struggled to develop an acceptable method for achieving what they referred
to as “expansion with honor”-—that is, how to incorporate tribal territoties into
the United States without belligerently undermining native societies. In theory,
there were only two solutions to this moral quandary: assimilation or removal
While both required force or the threat of force, each had the peculiar virtue of
transforming Indian lands into American farms and towns. On the face of things,
assimilation was more “honorable” than outright disposscssion, but few Ameri-
cans accepted the possibility that a “Red Man” could become a fellow citizen of

the United States. By contrast, distant rclocation beyond the frontier scemed to
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hold the promise of a happy convergence of interests: settlers and speculators
could buy land; missionaries could set up permanent missions among Indians
without fearing the corrupting influence of nearby white communities; native
groups would have an opportunity to incorporate the virtues of civilization at
theit own pace and, as they did so, have a positive influence on the more “savage”
tribes of the eastern plains. Uldmately, temoval would seem an ideal panacea for
Ametica’s chronic “Indian problems,” and its visionary appeal would supersede
all arguments to the contrary.??

Few, if any, native people harbored sanguine views about their removal to the
West, and none ever took much comfort in the ambivalent sympathies of artists
and writers. For the tribes that attempted to remain in the eastern United States,
the pressure of removal policies brought great divisions within each community.
Some factions resorted to armed conflict with the United States, as in the Black
Hawk War of 1832 that pitted Sauk and Mesquakie warriors against the US.
Army and the Illinois Militia, or in the Seminole War that lasted from 1834 to
1842. The more famous Cherokee did not take up arms against the United States
but instead brought their case against the government to the Supreme Court.
They ultimately failed in their efforts to stave off removal, but a small number of
Cherokee managed to temain in their Appalachian homeland. Far more petished
between 1838 and 1839, however, when at least four thousand individuals died of
starvation and exposure on the infamous Trail of Tears24

The relocation of several native groups from the former Northwest Territory
and the Southeast sharpened American petceptions of Indians and wilderness in
a numbet of important ways. First, the conflicts generated by removal strength-
ened ideas about Indians as incapable of living in close proximity to white settle-
ments. Pethaps just as significant, the process of removal also involved the cre-
ation of an official Indian Territory. Although the administrative boundaties of
this atrea were eventually limited to present-day Oklahoma, the term Indian Terg-
tory broadly applied to all lands north of the Missouri state boundary and west of
the Mississippi River, and occasionally referred to parts of northern Michigan.
Marked off from the rest of the nation by a so-called Permanent Indian Frontier
of strategically located forts, Indian Territory became a place of both the future
and the past: here would be the place where Indians could develop the habits of
civilized people and eventually become incorporated into the United States; here
too was the place where, as James Fenimore Cooper phrased it, those interested
in seeing “real” Indians would have to travel if they wished to see them “in any of
[their original] savage grandeur.’25

Like Coopet’s pronouncement, George Catlin’s decision to travel in Indian
Territory reflected the romantic hyperbole that characterized American arts and
letters at the time. Nevertheless, his proposal for a “nation’s Park” also fit within
the larger context of antebellum Indian policies. Although Catlin certainly would
have opposed the forced removal of Indians to the West, the creation of a semi-
formal Indian Territory allowed him to consider a policy that might prevent the
further dissolution of some native societies. In this last respect, his views partially
coincided with the architects of federal Indian policy, who argued that a cleatly
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defined Indian Territory would allow the government to better protect native
communities from white encroachment. The purpose of such protection was to
ensure a more orderly process of assimilation, but Catlin hoped that some effort
might be expended to protect the cultural autonomy of more distant tribes. Ulti-
mately, Catlin’s proposal represented a significant departure from the ambivalent
hope and resignation that characterized antebellum society, and his concern for
the lands and peoples he encounteted in the West would soon find echoes in the
experiences of others who followed in his footsteps.26

Of course, the “pristine wildness” that so exhilarated Catlin in the 18305 was
the product of recent developments, and several of the ttibes he encountered on
his journeys had just artived from their homes east of the Mississippi. Their arrival
affected indigenous horticultural groups like the Pawnee, who were already locked
in a struggle with Lakota and Dakota nomads that had migrated down from the
western Great Lakes region over the previous three generations. By the 1830s,
some of the more sedentary peoples had alteady abandoned their villages and
adopted a form of equestrian nomadism that allowed them to compete with the
powerful Sioux. Within a few years of their arrival, a number of the emigrant tribes
from the Fast also embraced the life of equestrian nomads in order to hold their
own against the mounted hunters and wattiors of the plains.?” In short, the “native
Indian . . . galloping his horse” was in the midst of revolutionary social change,
and the “nation’s Park™ that Catlin proposed for the benefit of future generations
of Americans was a cluttered arena of cultural contest and transformation.

Whether ancient residents like the Pawnee, more recently established groups
like the Lakota, or brand-new immigrants from east of the Mississippi River,
none of the native peoples whom Catlin met would have considered their home-
land as wild. For the Sauk leader Keokuk, the land beyond the “great river” was a
countty that his people scarcely knew. But it would be a “new home,” whete “we
will build our wigwams . . . [and] hope the Great Spirit will smile upon us.”28
For Lakota hunters and traders, the upper Missouri country provided a number
of important resources for trade with white society and other native communi-
ties. Those groups who had resided in the region since time out of memory had a
different sense about belonging to the lands they occupied; for the Ponca, the
very soil on which they walked was the stuff from which their creator had made
them. In every case, as the Omaha anthropologist Francis La Flesche recalled
when describing his childhood on the eastern plains, the area was not a “wilder-
ness.” Indeed, to all the people of the tegion it was “clearly defined,” and all
“knew the boundaries of tribal lands; . . . every stream, the contour of every
hill, and each peculiar feature of the landscape had its traditon. It was our home,
the scene of our history, and we loved it as our country.”’2?

Looking Toward the Western Wilds

Though out of step with native views of their homelands and certainly no more

plausible than government promises to “forever secure and guarantec” these
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western lands to the Indians who lived there, Catlin’s vision did reflect some of
the teality of federal Indian policy in the 1830s and 1840s. However temporary,
the “permanent” Indian frontier lasted long enough to allow a generation of
artists, writers, and travelets to expetience an Indian wilderness that confirmed all
their romantic expectations.30 Furthermore, western travel was made all the eas-
ier by the establishment of military outposts along the semiofficial frontier. Os-
tensibly designed to protect emigrant tribes from attack by indigenous groups
and maintain order along the frontier, the forts also served as places of trade with
western tribes and as staging grounds for uptiver trappers.3! In a very real sense,
then, the maintenance of a distinct Indian Territory made an “authentic” wilder-
ness experience possible. Ultimately, such experiences would inspire a number of
prominent Americans to share Catlin’s desire that some part of this region might
escape the eatlier fate of the eastern wilds.

In the same year that Catlin made his voyage up the Missouri River, Washing-
ton Irving returned to the United States after living abroad for seventeen years.
Hoping to begin his cateer anew and charged with a desire to write on distinctly
American subjects, he quickly made plans to visit the Indian Tertitory. As he ex-
plained in a letter to his brother, the prospects of such a journey were “too
tempting to be resisted: I should have an opportunity of seeing the remnants of
those great Indian tribes . . . 1 should see those fine countries of the “far west,’
while still in a state of pristine wildness, and behold herds of buffaloes scouring
their native prairies”” In this “tour of the prairies,” as the book he later published
about his travels would be titled, Irving recognized the opportunity to wtite on a
subject that would celebrate a uniquely Ametican condition. More important, he
also saw an opportunity to record a way of life and scenery that seemed fated to
“vanish.”’32

While Irving’s introduction to the prairies did not lead him immediately to call
for the establishment of a wilderness preserve, over the next few years he would
come closer to this view in several of his most popular works. In The Adventures of
Captain Bonneville (1837), leving drew on his own experiences as well as Bon-
neville’s journal to produce an adventurous story about the captain’s military ex-
peditions in the West. Irving intended Bonneville to preserve on the page what he
termed “the romance of savage life”—the life of trappers, Indians, and wildlife.
He did not simply wish to see the western wilderness preserved in print, however,
and he expressed a hope that parts of the Rocky Mountains might be preserved
in fact as well. Within “an immense belt of rocky mountains and volcanic plains,
several hundred miles in width,” he wrote in the last pages of Bonneville, certain
places “must ever remain an irreclaimable wilderness, intervening between the
abodes of civilization, and affording a last refuge to the Indian.” Although the ex-
istence of such a place had more to do with the inaccessibility of the area than
any governmental action, Irving hoped it would forever remain inviolate. Located
near the headwaters of the Yellowstone and Snake Rivers, this “last refuge” cot-
responded with the area that later became Yellowstone National Park.33

Even more significant than Trving’s “sketches of western life,” the work of
John James Audubon inspired a growing appreciation for the western wilderness.
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Much has been written about Audubon’s efforts to preserve wildlife, but scholars
have paid scant attention to his concern about the demise of Native American
societies. Like Catlin and Irving, Audubon’s conception of wilderness and the
landscapes he hoped to see preserved included native peoples. While on a ttip to
Labrador in the summer of 1833 to record specimens for his masterwork, 7he
Birds of America (1827—1838), he repeatedly lamented the rapid destruction of the
region and hoped that some “kind government” would intervene to stop its
“shameful destruction.”” As things then stood, the destruction of deer, caribou,
birdlife, and “aboriginal man” led Audubon to observe that “Nature herself
seems perishing” and that there scemed to be no place left where one could go
and “visit nature undisturbed.”34

Audubon repeated these sentiments ten years later on his travels through the
Ohio River valley. He noted with great sadness the changes that had been
wrought on the area where, twenty years before, he had first begun his quest to
paint the avian wildlife of North America. Preferring the region’s previous condi-
tion to that created by its new inhabitants, Audubon recalled the “grandeur and
beauty” that onice characterized the river and “the dense and lofty summits of the
forest . . . that everywhere spread along the hills, and overhung the margins of
the streams.” But this recollection lacked any of the sweetness of nostalgia. All
had been destroyed by “the axe of the settler” in the intervening years; as he
noted later, even the remnants of the forest would soon be lost to the “greedy
mills” forever. Just as poignantly, he lamented that there were “no longer any
Aborigines . . . to be found there, [nor} the vast herds of elks, deer and buf-
faloes which once pastured on these hills and in these valleys.” In short, it was a
horrible tragedy that “this grand portion of [the] Union™ had not been left “in a
state of nature”—with Indians, forests, and wildlife.35

Audubon made his trip down the Ohio en route to joining an expedition up
the Missouri River. Though fifty-cight years old, he could not resist the opportu-
nity to continue his work in the West. Along the Missouri he found scenery that
reminded him of the Ohio River country some twenty years before, and he de-
lighted in the abundance of wildlife and the grand expanse of the prairies and
plains. Just twelve years after Catlin’s trip up the Missouti, he already saw the ef-
fects of white settlements and commercial hunters and predicted the region
would soon suffer the fate of the Ohio Valley. Though he marveled at the im-
mense herds of buffalo, Audubon clearly recognized that their numbers were di-
minishing. As he noted in his journal, “before many years the Buffalo, like the
Great Auk, will have disappeared”; he added that “sutely this should not be pet-
mitted.” Furthermore, many of the populous villages that Catlin had visited just a
few years before had been decimated by discase, and those tribes that still lived
along the Missouri frequently elicited pity from Audubon, their reduced condi-
tion a reflection of the impending “doom” that would soon descend upon the
whole region. >

Educated gentlemen adventurers were not the only ones who traveled to the
West, nor were they the only ones to infuse it with romantic qualitics. While trap-
ping on the upper Yellowstone River in the fall of 1834, Osborne Russell came
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The Indian wilderness. George Catlin, Mouth of the Platte River, 900 Miles above St. Louis, 1832.
Catlin wrote of the area that is now Omaha, Nebraska: “The mouth of the Platte, is a
beautiful scene, and no doubt will be the site of a large and flourishing town, soon after
Indian titles shall have been extinguished to the lands in these regions. . . .” Though
Catlin sought out the “wilder” tribes who lived farther up the Missouri River, the lower
stretches of the Platte served as the aesthetic and political model of Indian Territory for
most western travelers. Home to indigenous, nomadic, and immigrant groups, the area
would eventually become the gateway for overland migrants to Colorado, the Oregon Tet-
ritory, and California. (Courtesy of the National Museum of Art, Smithsonian Institution,
gift of Mrs. Joseph Harrison Jt.)

across some twenty or thirty “perfectly contented and happy” Shoshone en-
camped in an especially beautiful alpine valley. As Russell noted in his rambling
prose, “I almost wished I could spend the rest of my days in a place like this where
happiness and contentment seemed to reign in wild romantic splendor surrounded
by majestic battlements which seemed to support the heavens and shut out all hos-
tile intruders.” A year later, he returned to the same valley and again could not re-
frain from commenting on the special qualities that seemed to infuse the idyllic
lives of the Shoshone who lived there. Of all the places that Russell explored and
trapped, none moved him as deeply as this “Secluded Valley,” and the presence of
the Shoshone as much as anything else made it a place time could “never efface
from memory.” If Russell could have visited this same valley later in the century,
when it became part of Yellowstone National Park, he certainly would have rec-
ognized its scenery. The absence of the Shoshone would have marred its “wild
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romantic splendor,” however, and he probably would not have considered the
area a wilderness at all.3”

Few Americans had an opportunity to travel west in the first half of the nine-
teenth century, and they could experience the western wilds only vicariously
through the writings of more fortunate travelers. Still more flocked to Catlin’s ex-
hibitions as they toured the Hast, admired popular lithographs based on his paint-
ings and others” works, or read the novels of Cooper and the poetry of countless
romantic poets. Nevertheless, an appreciation for the Indian wilderness was man-
ifest in the local concerns of easterners of all social classes. In New Hampshire in
1853, for instance, five hundred working men and women petitioned the
Amoskeag Manufacturing Company not to cut down a stately elm tree during the
construction of an additional mill. 1t was “a beautiful and goodly tree,” they pro-
claimed, belonging to the time “when the yell of the ted man and the scream of
the cagle were alone heard on the banks of the Merrimack.” The tree “belonged”
in Amoskeag, which could not be said of more “giant edifices filled with the buzz
of busy and well remunerated machinery,” and every day the workers looked on
the giant elm they felt “a connecting link between the past and the present.” The
mill workers could not travel to the West, but they shated the romantic concern
about its destruction and could not bear to have what little of the Indian wilder-
ness that remained in their lives cut out from under them.38

The Idea of Wilderness at Midcentury

As Americans of various backgrounds expressed a growing concern about the
price of industtial progress, many took comfort in the fact that some portions of
the precolonial landscape remained undeveloped in the East. In particular,
stretches of uncut forest in the Adirondack and Allegheny Mountains attracted a
growing number of outdoor enthusiasts from the cities of the eastern seaboard.
Nevertheless, a clear distinction was made between the western wilds and the
“pristine” mountain districts of Pennsylvania, New York, New England, and
North Carolina. As someone who knew all of these areas, Chatles Lanman was
able to make fine distinctions between “actual” wilderness and less “pure” forms
of nature. An editor, libratian, essayist, and landscape painter, Lanman started his
travels in the 1830s with a trip to Maine, and over the course of the next two
decades he journeyed throughout northern Michigan, the Alleghenies, and the
Adirondacks. A self-described “lover and defender of the Indian race,” Lanman
shared the sentiments of many other young adventurers and considered native
peoples to be an integral part of the wilderness. In describing Sault Sainte Marie
during a trip to the northern Great Lakes in 1846, for instance, he wrote that it lay
“in the bosom of a mountainous land, where the red man yet reigns in his native
freedom. Excepting an occasional picketed fort or trading house, it is yet a perfect
wilderness.”>°

On a trip to the Adirondacks in 1853, however, lanman provided a contrast to
the “perfect wilderness” around Lake Superior. While touring Take George in up-
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state New York, he noted how the western shore had long been converted into
farmland while the eastern shotre of the lake was “yet a comparative wilderness.”
It was the absence of Indians to the east of the lake, coupled with sparse settle-
ments, that defined the area as a “comparative wilderness.” While beautiful in its
own tight, such an area by no means left as profound an impact on Lanman as did
Sault Sainte Marie. Farther north of Lake George, however, Lanman was deeply
imptessed with the “alpine wilderness” around Mount Marcy, though in a pro-
foundly different way. Because the area had “Jong since been abandoned by the
red man, the solitude of its deep valleys and lonely lakes for the most part [was]
motre impressive than that of the far-off Rocky Mountains.” Though contrary to
both Washington Irving and Osborne Russell’s ideas about the Rockies, the al-
most unnatural solitude of the Adirondacks would ultimately become enshrined
in the first national parks.*0

Any discussion of antebellum ideas about wilderness must close with an ex-
amination of Henry David Thoteau’s philosophy.#' Scholars generally agree that
Thoteaw’s ideas about wilderness crystallized duting his two-year stay at Walden
Pond, when he broke his sojourn there to visit the Maine woods in the spring of
1846. While in Maine, he attempted to climb Mount Katahdin, but dangerous
weather conditions and lack of adequate provisions sent him scrambling down
for safety. After failing twice to ascend the mountain, Thoreau was shocked by
the awful indifference that wild nature apparently exhibited toward humans; far
from a transcendental encounter, the raw Maine wilderness provided a nightmare
in which “Titanic, inhuman Nature has got [man] at disadvantage, caught . . .
alone, and pilfers him of some of his divine faculty. She does not smile on him as
in the plains.”42

Thorteau’s experience on the broken granite face of Katahdin shook the foun-
dations of his understanding of the natural world, but this traumatic episode also
brought forth the basic elements of his own philosophy. Forced to question the
meaning of existence at the most fundamental level, in the most fundamental lan-
guage, Thoreau wrote: “What is this Titan that has possession of me? Talk of
mystetiesl—Think of our life in Natute,~—dayly to be shown matter, to come in
contact with it,—rocks, trees, wind on our cheeks! the sofid earth! the actual world!
the common sense! Contact! Contact! Who are we? where are we?” Cleatly, for Thoteau,
the point of climbing Katahdin was not to find Emerson’s “apparition of God”
but to touch, taste, smell, and breathe nature itself. It was “Contact!” with primor-
dial earth that allowed people to fully expetience their humanity and not, as
Emerson suggested, the relaxed contemplation of nature as if it were “a
metaphor of the human mind.”43 Nevertheless, Thoteau did not leave Maine
with a clear set of ideas, and it would take him several years to reconcile his dra-
matic expetiences on Katahdin with his earlier wanderings in the fields and
woods of eastern Massachusetts.

Some have argued that Thorecau’s high estmation of Native Americans was
considerably lessened by his trip to Maine. For Thoreau, the mountains in north-
ern Maine seemed to be “a place for heathenism and superstitious rites—to be in-
habited of men nearer of kin to the rocks and wild animals than we.”#4 But it was
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just such people that Thoreau would strive to emulate in the following yeats; by
developing what he called “Indian wisdom,” he hoped to come neater to rocks
and wild animals. In Walden, Thoreau explained that he went to the woods be-
cause he “wished to live deliberately, to front only the essential facts of life.” Such
deliberate living was perhaps best expressed through simple language, and
Thoreau feared that “we are in danger of forgetting the language that all things
speak without metaphor.”#5 As he noted elsewhere in his voluminous Zudian Note-
books and Journals, Thoreau believed that Native Ameticans spoke this language
and that their ways of life could teach him much about living deliberately. “The
eloquent savage,” he wrote, “uses natutre as a symbol. . . . He looks around him
in the woods . . . to aid his expression. His language, though more floweryl,] is
less artificial.” In short, “what [Indians] have a word for they have a thing for.”46

Thoreau believed that true languages concerned only the essential facts of life.
By learning about and from Indians, he expected to better understand his place in
the universe and reconcile himself to the awesome powers in nature. Toward
these ends he twice returned to Maine, and he traveled west to the praities of
Minnesota to make direct contact with native peoples. Ultimately, Thoteau ex-
pected that an appreciation of “Indian wisdom” would answer the most funda-
mental questions he asked himself on the face of Mount Katahdin: “who are we?
where are we?”

When Thoreau made his famous statement that “in Wildness is the preserva-
tion of the World,” he did not equate the protection of vast landscapes with the
preservation of the world.#7 Instead, Thoreau spoke of wildness as a quality that
all people should possess, a quality he felt was most cleatly understood and appre-
ciated by native peoples. Though ill health prevented Thoreau from making a
more extensive tour of the northern prairies and eastern plains, like Catlin, he be-
lieved that some large tract of land should be preserved for native use. His cleat-
est statement on this matter came in 1858 when he asked: “Why should not we
. . . have our national preserves . . . in which the bear and panther, and some
even of the hunter race, may still exist, and not be ‘civilized off the face of the
earth?” . . . Or should we, like villains, grub them all for poaching on our own
national domains?”’48 While Thoreau certainly hoped that Indians would be able
to continue their traditional lifeways relatively unmolested, his motivations wete
somewhat selfish. As the keepers of true wisdom, of wildness itself, Thoreau
hoped they would become a reservoir of knowledge upon which the rest of the
nation could draw.4?

Scholars have universally praised Thoreau as the nineteenth century’s most in-
fluential wilderness philosopher. Largely unread in his own lifetime, Thoteau’s
work had a profound impact on the thinking of leading preservationists like John
Muir, and his works have continued to inspire countless outdoor enthusiasts
around the world. Despite this legacy, Thoreau represented a way of thinking
about wilderness that ended soon after he died in 1862. In many respects, ante-
bellum conceptions of nature culminated in Thoreau’s philosophy, and his was
the last plea for the preservation of some portion of an “Indian wilderness.”
While his cty for “Contact!” certainly resonated with later generations, Thoreau’s
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concern for Native Americans and the development of an Indian wisdom made
little or no impact on Muir or his contemporaries. The Sierra Miwok that Muir
encountered in the Yosemite high country, for instance, seemed “dirty,” “deadly,”
and “lazy.” Though Muir felt that if he knew the Indians in California better, he
would like them better, their “uncleanliness” precluded any possibility of his ac-
quiring such intimacy.?? Thoreau’s philosophy continues to inspite readers more
than a century after his death, but his conception of what constituted wilderness
and the significance of its preservation simply did not translate over to the latter
decades of the nineteenth century.
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THE WILD WEST, OR
TOWARD SEPARATE ISLANDS

We did not think of the great open plains, the beautiful
rolling hills, and winding streams . . . as “wild.” Not until
the hairy man from the east came . . . was it wild for us.

When the very animals of the forest began fleeing from his
approach, then it was that for us the “Wild West” began.
Luther Standing Bear

(Oglala), 19331

SCARCELY A MONTH AFTER THE close of the Civil War, Samuel Bowles real-
ized along cherished dream to visit what he called “the Great West.” The opportu-
nity came through an invitation from his good friend, Schuyler Colfax, who, as
speaker of the House of Representatives and chairman of the House Committee
on Post Offices and Post Roads, proposed a tour of the future route of the
transcontinental railroad. The trip west gteatly advanced Bowles’s cateer as a news-
paperman, and the series of letters he wrote for the Springfield Republican gave na-
tional prominence to his paper. Moreover, the collected letters provided the basis
for a best-selling book, Acrass the Continent: A Summer's Journey to the Rocky Mountains,
the Mormons, and the Pacific States, with Speaker Colfax, which quickly made him a lead-
ing expert on the West. Although Bowles protested that his book was neither “a
Diary of a personal journey; nor a Guide Book,” in truth, it detived much of its
popular appeal from being a combination of both. Like Speaker Colfax, he was an
apologist for Manifest Destiny who linked the nation’s future with the success of
the transcontinental railroad, but Bowles was first and foremost a tourist who read-
ily described “interesting and picturesque” places that would attract a host of later
travelers and sightscers. As historian Anne Farrar Hyde has noted, Across the Conti-
nent “reads like a blueprint for every guidebook, travel account, and tourist remi-
niscence to appear in the first decades of transcontinental travel.”2

25
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In the summer of 1868, Bowles once again received an invitation from Colfax
to join a large group of friends and relatives on a trip to the Colorado Rockies. He
quickly accepted the ofter, which afforded an opportunity to revisit the patrt of the
country that he most enjoyed on his previous journey. For Bowles, the mountains
west of Denver were the “Switzerland of America,” where “the great backbone of
the continent rears and rests itself [and} . . . nature sets the patterns of plain and
mountain, of valley and hill, for all America; . . . here, indeed, is the center of
the central life of America,—fountain of its wealth and health and beauty.” The
center of this American Switzerland lay in the “wide elevated Parks, lying among
her double and treble folds of the continental range . . . surrounded by moun-
tains that rise from . . . plains, green with grass, dark with groves, bright with
flowers.” The spiritual and scenic heart of this region—and therefore of the entire
nation—was the Hot Springs Valley in Middle Park, which he and his companions
visited for several “exhilarating” days in mid-August.?

As he later described the experience in his 7he Switzerland of America, Bowles
came upon his first view of Hot Springs Valley after climbing a small hill, from
which he gazed down upon “a broad, fine vision. Right and left, several miles
apatt, ran miniature mountain ranges,—before, six miles away, rose an abrupt
gray mountain wall; just beneath it, through green meadow, ran the [Colorado]
River . . . [where] a hundred white tents, like dots in the distance, showed the
encampment of cight hundred Ute Indians.”” “In the upper farther corner,” he
continued, “under the hill-side, a faint mist and steam in the air located the fa-
mous Hot Springs of the Middle Park,—the whole as complete a picture of
broad, open plain, set in mountain frame, as one would dream of. It spurred our
lagging spitits, and we galloped down the long plane.”*

This description of Middle Park certainly resembles what Osborne Russell
longingly referred to as his “Secluded Valley” and Washington Irving called the
“last refuge [of] the Indian.”> Bowles had not come west to see Indians, however,
and he found nothing in their presence that added to his experience in the Rock-
ies. Besides, the several bands of Mountain Ute had not gathered in the valley
simply to engage in the sorts of “picturesque” and “romantic” activities that
might otherwise attract a toutist like Bowles. They had come to meet with the
governor of Colorado Territory about a pending treaty agreement to cede the
whole of Middle Park and other lands to the United States. Although Bowles
noted how much the Ute were “loth to yield control of [the Hot Springs and
Middle Park]} to the whites,” he felt the “scheme [was] a good one” and had no
qualms about theit involuntary removal from the area. As he saw it, the benefits
of the plan were twofold: the treaty was good for the Indians because it “moved
them away from the mines and the whites” to a place where they could engage in
“a pastoral and half agricultural life”; for the United States, the treaty served as
the best prescription for opening up large tracts of land for mining, agriculture,
and settlement. Perhaps most important to Bowles, the treaty also cleared Ameri-
can title to a “wedded circle of majestic hill and majestic plain” that he predicted
would soon become “the pleasure ground and health home of the nation.”’¢

In many respects, Samuel Bowles represented the beginning of 2 new move-
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ment that would lead to the creation of the West’s largest and most celebrated na-
donal parks. On his previous trip through the West in 1865, he visited Yosemite
and praised the recent congressional act that placed the valley and the Mariposa
Big Trees under the protective authority of the California legislature.” Bowles
hoped that Yosemite Patk, as the small, state-administered reserve was then
called, would serve as “an admirable example for” the preservation of Niagara
Falls, a section of the Adirondacks, some portion of New England’s lakes and
forests, and “other objects of natural curiosity and popular interest all over the
Union.” To preserve such areas, he exclaimed on a later occasion, would be “a
blessing to . . . all visitors . . . [and] an honor to the Nation!”® Nowhere im-
pressed him as much as Middle Park, and though the area offered “no wonderful
valley like Yo Semite; . . . no cataract like Niagara; no forest like those of the
Sierra Nevada range, no, nor the equals, in diversified form and color and species,
of those of New England or of Pennsylvania,” none of these places could so
greatly bless visitors and honor the nation as “these central ranges of continental
mountains and these great companion parks.”?

In much the same way that he anticipated the movement that would soon lead
to the creation of the first national parks, Bowles also proved a strong advocate
for the government’s newly developing system of Indian reservations. Like most
people who cated to think of such matters, Bowles proposed the cessation of all
treaty councils and felt the government should unilaterally dictate terms to the
western tribes. “We know they are not our equals,” he argued, “[and] we know
that our right to the soil, as a race capable of its supetior improvement, is above
theirs; [therefore,] let us act directly and openly our faith.” “Let us say to [the In-
dian|,” he continued, “you are our ward, our child, the victim of out destiny, ours
to displace, ours to protect. We want your hunting grounds to dig gold from, to
raise grain on, and you must ‘move on.”” According to Bowles, the government
was required to “give” the western tribes a number of small reservations of their
own, but native leaders needed to understand that whenever “the march of . . .
empire demands this reservation of yours, we will assign you another; but so long
as we choose, this is your home, your prison, your playground.” While Bowles
recognized the inherent “dishonor” of such policies, he could rationalize them
with a solid conviction that native peoples were doomed to “vanish.” Conse-
quently, the government’s only responsibility was to feed and educate the Indian
“to such elevation as he will be awakened to, and then let him die,—as die he is
doing and die he must.”10

Bowles might have added that Indians would also have to “move on” when-
ever Americans valued the scenic or healthful qualities of certain landscapes.
Even when they did not wish to mine or farm “hunting grounds,” Ameticans
could not abide the continuance of native societies on some portion of the pub-
lic domain. As Bowles put it, the Indian’s “game flies before the white man; we
cannot restore it to him if we would; we would not if we could; it is his destiny to
die; we cannot continue to him his original, pure barbaric life; he cannot mount to
that of civilization.” There was nothing to do but “smooth and make decent the
pathway to [the Indians’] grave”” The important thing for Bowles was not to
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mourn what he viewed as inevitable, but to get on with the business of using and
enjoying the recently vacated lands of America’s “Great West.”11

Nature Sets the Patterns for All America

Coming only a generation after George Catlin’s journey up the Missouti River,
the purpose of Samuel Bowless “summer vacations” could not have contrasted
more sharply with the former’s “residence and travel” on the plains and prairies.
Nothing reflects this difference better than each man’s attitude toward the native
groups he encountered. For Catlin, of course, meeting Indians was the object of
his travels, and the upper Missouri country seemed a vast refuge for North
America’s original Indian wilderness. Bowles viewed the Far West as a realm of
great symbolic, material, and recreational promise that could not be fully realized
until native peoples had been rounded up on reservations and made to die a quiet
death.

Though certainly a matter of individual differences, the marked contrast of
their views also stemmed from the years of tremendous national change that sep-
arated their two journeys. In short, Catlin and Bowles operated within two differ-
ent worlds and interpreted two very different “Wests.” The latter’s excutsions to
the Rocky Mountains and the Pacific coast more than reflected the political geog-
raphy of a vastly enlarged United States; his ability to find national symbols in the
spectacular landscapes of the Far West had also been shaped by the legacies of
both the Mexican War and the Civil War. Likewise, his opinions about the native
peoples he encountered detived from a series of dramatic shifts in federal Indian
policy that had accompanied national expansion and the wars it engendered.!?

Unlike the Louisiana Territory, which was peacefully acquired from a Euro-
pean power in 1803 and still only sparsely settled by Americans when Catlin
began his journey up the Missouri River, the Far West was rapidly and violently
incorpotated into the United States in just a few years. The conquest of northern
Mexico and the annexation of Oregon fulfilled what New York newspaperman
John O’Sullivan had called America’s “manifest destiny to overspread and . . .
possess the whole of the continent for our yearly multiplying millions.” In this
context, the spectacular landscapes of the “New West” not only became trophies
of war that glorified a new continental empire but also symbolized the nation’s di-
vine covenant with Providence to bring liberty and democracy to the shores of
the Pacific and beyond.?? Because expansionists like O’Sullivan believed the
“True Title” to these lands rested on some timeless principle of geopolitical pre-
destination, they argued that Americans had a moral and biological duty to extend
the Anglo-Saxon “race” over the western half of the continent and either subju-
gate or cxtinguish the inferior “racial strains” that currently occupied these
lands.!*

‘The jingoistic nationalism that precipitated the Mexican War and convinced
the British to withdraw their claim to the Oregon "Lerritory in 1846 profoundly
shaped the ways that Americans would perceive the landscapes and peoples of
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the West for several decades. Likewise, the conflation of racial, political, and geo-
graphic “destinies” with the cant of conquest effectively erased the human his-
tory of western North America and replaced it with an atemporal watural history
that somehow prefigured the American conquest of these lands. The “discovery”
of Yosemite Valley in 1851, for instance, revealed a perfect “natural monument”
to the newly expanded United States——just three years after the area had been
ceded by Mexico and even before the resident Indians who called it home had
been temporarily driven away.!> Similarly, the giant sequoias in the nearby Mari-
posa Grove imparted an instant antiquity to the United States that rivaled the an-
cient cultures of Europe and connected the American landscape—and thus
American civilization—with a physical past that reached back to the time of an-
cient Rome.16

The acquisition of a vast expanse of tertitory also destroyed any earlier pre-
tenses about a Permanent Indian Frontier along the 100th meridian. The notion
that most of the land between the Rocky Mountains and the Missourt River
would somehow remain Indian country for even a generation or two collapsed
once growing numbers of Americans crossed this region in the 1840s and 1850s
on their way to Oregon, California, and Colorado. For emigrant tribes living
within the present-day boundaries of Iowa, Missouri, Kansas, and Nebraska, an
invasion of permanent settlers undermined their recently established communi-
ties and forced them into another series of land cession agreements with the
United States. The passage of the Kansas-Nebraska Act in 1854 effectively nulli-
fied earlier government promises to guarantee their lands in perpetuity, and
within a decade nearly all would be relocated to the now official but greatly re-
duced Indian Territory in present-day Oklahoma. Farther west, the growing flood
of settlers and migrants would overwhelm native societies and lead to more de-
mands for Indian land. While the idea of reserving some place for these western
tribes to learn the arts of American civilization persisted, any notion that Indian
removal somehow benefited native groups as much as it did white settlers no
longer served as a necessary apology for national expansion.1?

Making the West Wild

With the exception of two major conflicts in the 1830s, the United States had
been more or less at “peace” with Indians for nearly four decades. Between the
mid-1850s and the late 1860s, however, vigilante groups, local militias, and U.S.
Army troops fought countless battles with native peoples throughout the West.
In response to expected conflict, the army built at least six dozen military forts
west of the Mississippi, and almost all wete used in campaigns against Indian
communities. Maps of the western United States reflected this new construction,
and policy makers, overland travelers, and even casual newspaper readers became
familiar with places like Fort Bridger, Fort Laramie, and Fort Kearny. Indeed, the
political geography of the West seemed to reflect a national single-mindedness
toward migration and warfare against Indians. Aside from well-traveled rivers
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and mountain passes, many populat maps filled in the western landscape with
the sites of forts, the names of hostile tribes, and the locations of famous
conflicts.18

The resumption of the nation’s long history of Indian wats had a profound
effect on the way Americans perceived native peoples and the West. No longer
picturesque and “noble” Indians who freely roamed through a distant region, the
western tribes now lived on coveted lands within the national domain and re-
gressed into “treacherous, blood thirsty savages.” As Herman Melville phrased it
in his novel 7he Confidence Man: His Masquerade (1857), “The metaphysics of In-
dian hating” seemed to define the core of the national psyche.'® Although few
Americans called for outright annihilation of Indians, Melville’s assessment pro-
vides a fair representation of the ideas that shaped federal Indian policy in the
decades preceding and following the Civil War. Whether Indian haters or reli-
gious reformers, almost everyone could agree that America’s Manifest Destiny re-
quired the physical or cultural destruction of all native peoples. Without a farther
West to push them towatd, the best method for achieving this common goal was
to relocate Indians onto a reserved portion of their homelands. Once there, it
was hoped the army could mote closely control their movements and reformers
might “provide, in the most efficient manner, . . . for . . . the ultimate incot-
poration {of Indians] into the great body of [the] citizen population.”20

As historian Richard White recently observed, “T'he reservation system grew
like Frankenstein’s monster, bolted together from the corpse of the older hope
for a permanent Indian territory west of the Missouri.”?! Like Dr. Frankenstein,
policy makers had little understanding of the people or conditions with which
they worked, and their initial efforts generally proved disastrous for native peo-
ples. In parts of the Far West where a flood of settlers and miners had already in-
undated Indian lands, federal officials worked through the mid 1850s to remove a
number of tribes to mote remote areas. Their hurried efforts only exacerbated a
number of tense situations, and the new policy failed outright when local militia
groups and overzealous army troops committed a series of brutal massacres in
Texas, California, and western Oregon. But resetvations more closely reflected
military exigencies than humanitarian impulses, and these catly setbacks could
not be considered total failures. Belief in the efficacy of reservations persisted
and, as Commissioner of Indian Affairs Charles E. Mix stated in 1858, govern-
ment officials remained convinced that “concentrating the Indians on small
reservations of land . . . |whenevet] it may be necessary to displace” them was
still the best method for “controlling the Indians” and teaching them “civilized
occupations and pursuits.”’??

On the Great Plains and throughout the Rocky Mountains, different condi-
tons led to different results. Because many of the plains and intermountain tribes
presented a formidable challenge to unlimited American expansion, the govern-
ment did not find it “necessary to displace” them until after the end of the Civil
War. In three major treaty councils in the carly 1850s, the United States recog-
nized native rights to an area that extended from present-day Idaho, cast to the

Dakotas, and south to New Mexico. Instead of reducing tribal land holdings and
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restricting these people to remote reservations, treaty commissioners sought to
establish peace with different native groups and guarantee rights of way for west-
ern travel.2? Such promises would be difficult to keep as migrant patties and sup-
ply trains increasingly abused already overtaxed ecosystems. Once emigrants
began to settle on recognized Indian lands, however, violent conflict soon fol-
lowed. By the mid-1850s, just a few years after the United States had promised
“an effective and lasting peace,” the series of conflicts known as the Plains Wars
had begun.?4

Most, if not all, native groups preferred to avoid contact with the army, but
war came despite many conciliatory efforts. Whether against the United States or
another tribe, one of the overriding reasons for western native warfare was to se-
cure or retain access to key resources. For tribes like the Pawnee and Crow, how-
ever, cooperation with the army could achieve similar goals by setving as a buffer
against Sioux encroachments on their territory. Shoshone, Ute, and other inter-
mountain groups managed to avoid conflict with both the United States and the
powerful Sioux through increased reliance on the plants and animals of the
Rocky Mountains. These strategies had achieved some success by the mid-1860s,
but each depended on a seties of precarious balances in a rapidly changing world.
Within a few years, almost all plains and intermountain groups were in dire straits,
and the American conquest looked more and more like a foregone conclusion.?s

Despite their vulnerable condition, 2 number of “friendly” and “hostile” na-
tive groups still posed a significant threat to military installations and civilian set-
tlements throughout the West. Consequently, as government officials learned at 2
series of treaty council meetings in 1867 and 1868, any efforts to open up new
areas for American settlement would have to accommodate native concetns if
the United States wanted to avoid the expense and danger of further watfare.
When Blackfoot, a principal chief of the Crow spoke to a party of peace com-
missioners at Fort Laramie in November 1867, he made it abundantly clear that
his people would end their alliance with the United States and go to war if they
were confined to just “one corner of [their] territory” “How can we [continue to
be peaceful with the United States] when you take our lands, promising in return
so many things which you never give us?” “We are not slaves,” he thundered,
“and we are not dogs. . . . We want to live as we have been raised, hunting the
animals of the prairie. Do not speak to us of shutting us up on resetvations.”26

Blackfoot’s words echoed those of Kiowa, Comanche, Cheyenne, and
Arapaho leaders, who, just a month before, refused to sign treaties with the same
commissioners unless the tribes retained usufruct rights to off-resetvation lands.
Although these concerns ran counter to the legislation that authotized these
treaty councils, the government was forced to change its easy assumptions about
gaining “the consent of the Indians to remove to . . . treservations.” Chatged
with making agreements that would “remove all causes of complaint on [the part
of Indians], and at the same time establish security of petson and property along
the lines of railroad [then] being constructed to the Pacific,” the treaty commis-
sioners could hardly afford to ignore the common concerns of various tribal
leaders. 27In almost all of their meetings with native representatives, government
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officials heard similar demands and eventually agreed to recognize each tribe’s
right “to hunt on the unoccupied lands of the United States so long as game may
be found theteon.”28

These treaties may have guaranteed native use of lands within the vast tribal
boundaries established in the eatly 1850s, but they also stipulated that Indians
could make permanent settlements only on the smaller areas that constituted their
reservations. As General William Tecumseh Sherman reported from the Fort
Laramie negotiations in 1868, most policy makers believed that off-reservation
rights were a “temporary” expedient to “gain time, and . . . withdraw from hos-
tility a considerable part” of each tribe. Moreover, this condition helped save the
United States a considerable amount of money because, in the short run, it allowed
native people to depend on their own resources.?” As Americans hunted and set-
tled on these lands, the theoty went, game animals would diminish and Indians
would eventually be forced to commence farming. Once they had turned to agri-
cultural pursuits, “excess” reservation lands could be sold to the government and,
as Americans had long predicted, the future “civilization” of Indians might finally
be assured. In short, government officials accepted native use of off-reservation
lands because they believed that subsequent developments would make such rights
obsolete.

While policy officials planned on restricting these tribes to even smaller areas,
native leaders viewed their agreements with the United States in a very different
light. By defining a reservation as a place “set apart for the absolute and undis-
turbed use and occupation” of a tribe, the treaty agreements seemed to guarantee
that the United States would not allow its citizens to invade a reserved area of
land.30 This sdpulation did not place any limits on the residence of tribal mem-
bers. The retention of usufruct rights to areas outside the reservation boundatries
meant that Indians would continue their customary movements; the only differ-
ence between reservation and off-resetrvation lands was that native leaders had
agreed to share the latter with settlers and railroad builders. Most tribal represen-
tatives probably understood General Sherman’s intentions, and some may have
shared a parallel vision of their people’s future, but none saw their treaty with the
United States as an outright cession of land. Indeed, all of these treaty agree-
ments hinged on what the Shoshone leader Washakie called “the privilege of
going over the mountains to hunt where I please.”3!

Not sutprisingly, American efforts to restrict off-reservation “privileges” met
with strong resistance and soon contributed to the famous Indian Wars of the
1870s. While failute to peacefully settle Indians on fixed areas of land eventually
cost all the lives and money that policy officials had tried to save in 1867 and
1868, it did not mean a repudiation of the government’s reservation policy. Mili-
tary conquest did not turn Indians into willing farmers, but it brought new re-
strictions on Indian movements and invariably led to further land reductions.3?
Throughout the central and northern Rocky Mountains, however, native peoples
generally avoided conflict with the army and managed to exercise their treaty
rights for several more years. Finding the sort of “refuge” that Washington Irving

once described, Indians from reservations in Wyoming, Idaho, and western Mon-
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tana continued to utilize cettain mountain atreas much as they had for generations.
Their ability to maintain these practices soon encountered a powerful new chal-
lenge from a growing Ametican concern for these same “unoccupied lands of
the United States.”

Toward Wilderness Preservation

In the years following the Civil War, the rapid exploitation of western lands
seemed to confirm the nation’s futute destiny, as vast new regions came under the
plow or yielded to the miner’s pick and the lumberman’s saw. Nevertheless, a
growing number of travelers and social commentators began to question the aes-
thetic costs of western development. Few believed that concern for scenery nec-
essatily outweighed financial considerations, but many argued that some better
accommodation needed to be made between the two. Even as strong an advocate
of western development as Horace Greeley cautioned his countrymen to “spare,
pteserve and cherish some portion of your primitive forests; for when these are
cut away 1 apprehend they will not easily be replaced.”3? Likewise, the intrepid
author and traveler Bayard Taylor, who otherwise gushed effusively about the
rapid pace of “civilization” and development in the Far West, could not help but
criticize the scenic “costs” of hydraulic mining and cleat-cut timbering in Califor-
nia. Having visited the area in 1849, Taylor returned in the 1860s and described
the dramatic changes wrought on the landscape: “Nature here reminds one of a
princess fallen into the hands of robbers,” he wrote, “who cut off her fingers for
the sake of the jewels she wears.”34

The appeal of so much “unspoiled nature” in the West and the fears about
its imminent destruction reflected many of the same romantic sensibilities es-
poused by earlier artists and writers like Thomas Cole and James Fenimore
Cooper. But such appreciation for the western wilderness had little to do with the
presence or absence of native inhabitants. Instead, a new generation of patriotic
aesthetes focused their attentions almost entirely on the physical geography of
the Rocky Mountains and the Sierra Nevada. Vast ptimeval forests and pic-
turesque Indians might once have distinguished American landscapes from those
of Europe, but Americans could now boast of towering mountains, giant trees,
and stupendous waterfalls that surpassed everything else in the known world.
Moteovet, the fact that such natural wonders lay two and three thousand miles
from the eastern seaboard, yet within the boundaries of one nation, exemplified
the continental scope and power of the United States.

Alfred Runte has rightly noted that Americans sought out spectacular locales
because they possessed a certain “monumentalism,” a quality that evoked a pow-
erful sense of natural wonder and national pride. Moreover, such nationalistic
identification with particular landscapes was a necessary precondition, if not a di-
rect reason, for their protection from commercial development.3> President Lin-
colr’s 1864 signing of the Yosemite Park Act, which set aside fifteen square miles
of the public domain and placed it under the protection and management of the



Divine confirmation of the nation’s Manifest Destiny, 1874. Thomas Moran, Mountain of
the Holy Cross, in Picturesque America11: s01. Wood engraving by J. Augustus Bogert. Perhaps
no image better captures the sense of America’s special covenant with the western land-
scape. Moran, who had not yet seen the famous mountain in Colorado, based this drawing
on photogtaphs taken by W. H. Jackson in 1873. Already famous for his paintings of Yel-
lowstone and the Grand Canyon, Moran felt obliged to make his own pilgrimage to the
site in 1875. The trip produced a large oil painting that was honored at the Centennial Ex-
position in Philadelphia. (This item reproduced by permission of the Huntington Library,
San Marino, California.)
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state of California, created an important precedent for the preservation of larger
areas in the coming decades. Even more significant at the time, the scenic won-
dets of Yosemite Valley and the Mariposa Big Trees served as powetful symbols
of national unity, just as the Civil War seemed to finally draw toward an inevitable
conclusion.

Another important catalyst for the protection of a place like Yosemite
stemmed from national embarrassment over the commercialization of Niagara
Falls, which inspired a movement not only to preserve certain areas in the West
but also to maintain them in as “natural” a condition as possible. Prior to the
Mexican War, Niagara was the only natural feature that Americans could point to
with any sense of national pride, but the proliferation of “museums, mills, stair-
cases, tolls, and grog-shops” around the falls had all but destroyed their “sub-
limity’36 Places like Yosemite Valley or Middle Park not only provided an ex-
panded and improved set of national symbols but also offered an opportunity to
redeem the mistakes that had occurred at Niagara. Tourists would come to these
places—indeed, they should come—but a consensus was building that their ex-
petiences of “Nature’s bounties” should remain as unencumbered as possible.3”

A ttip west or stories and paintings about western scenes did not simply ap-
peal to a nationalistic passion for “monumental” nature. The other great attrac-
tion of these places stemmed from their recreational qualities, which would only
increase with the completion of the transcontinental railroad. Samuel Bowles
considered Middle Park to be America’s answer to Switzerland and the rest of
Europe, but he celebrated the area as much for its alpine scenery as for “the
health and sentiment of the thin pure air of the Mountains and the Parks””38
Likewise, his appeal for the state of New York to preserve some large tract of
land in the Adirondacks had as much to do with scenery as with the healthful as-
pects of a trp to the mountains. Outdoor recreation was becoming something of
a craze among well-healed easterners and, as one popular advocate of “camplife”
and “wilderness adventure” wrote in the late 1860s, thousands of men and
women, “weaty of the city’s din, long[ed] for a breath of mountain air and the
free life by field and flood.””? As Bowles and others predicted, these utban pres-
sures would become more acute all across the United States, and then, as long-
distance travel became less difficult, the Rocky Mountains would do for the entire
nation what the Adirondacks were already doing for castern urbanites. 40

Although both recreational and scenic interests shaped this growing apprecia-
tion for certain landscapes, new concerns about environmental degradation made
the preservation of large, undeveloped areas all the more important. In 1864, the
same year that President Lincoln signed the Yosemite Park Act, George Perkins
Marsh published an enormously influential work on land use and resource con-
servation, Man and Nature. Marsh warned that “the earth is fast becoming an unfit
home for its noblest inhabitant, and another era of equal human crime and
human improvidence . . . would reduce it to such a condition of human pro-
ductiveness, of shattered surface, of climactic excess, as to threaten the extinc-
tion of humanity itself.” Basing much of his argument on research he conducted
in the Mediterranean and in his home state of Vermont, Marsh concluded that
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America’s rapid economic progress was predicated on wasteful processes that
could ultimately draw the United States into the same tragic collapse that had be-
fallen the great civilizations of antiquity. Ironically, the nation’s exploitation of
the very wilderness that distinguished it from the Old Wotld would convert
America into a sad replica of Europe. Marsh counseled that only rejection of un-
limited economic expansion and careful conservation of natural resources could
stave off certain environmental catastrophe and social collapse.*!

Aggressive conservation programs might forestall the inevitable, but some-
thing more was needed to preserve American exceptionalism. “Nature, left undis-
turbed,” Marsh wrote, “so fashions her territory as to give it almost unchanging
permanence of form, outline, and proportion.” Because the presence of humans
invariably disturbed natural balances, certain areas still more ot less “untrodden
by man” must remain so to provide a model for “the restoration of disturbed
harmonies and the material improvement of wasted and exhausted regions.” Like
a modern ecologist, then, Marsh advocated the preservation of large natural areas
in order to demonstrate the workings of a healthy ecosystem. He believed it “a
matter of the utmost importance” that some large portion of the public domain
should “remain, as far as possible, in its primitive condition.” While such a place
would prove a great “garden for the recreation of the lover of nature,” it would
also be a much needed “asylum where indigenous tree, and humble plant . . .
and fish and fowl and four footed beast, may dwell and perpetuate their kind, in
the enjoyment of such imperfect protection as the laws of a people jealous of re-
straint can afford them.”4?

A visionary work that remained influential for more than four decades, Man
and Nature inspired the environmental philosophies of leading conservationists
well into the twentieth century. But Marsh also influenced policy makers and
business leaders in his own time, and the contemporary importance of his work
should not be underestimated.*3 Probably no one was more deeply affected by
Marn and Nature than Frederick Billings, and certainly no one was in a better posi-
tion to implement Marsh’s philosophy. Though he does not appear in any histo-
ries of conservation or preservation, Billings was involved in the creation of
Yosemite Park in the catly 1860s, and later, as a ditector and then president of the
Notthern Pacific Railroad, he played an important role in the creation and devel-
opment of Yellowstone National Park. While his concern for Yellowstone re-
flected the financial interests of Northern Pacific, Billings also shared Marsh’s be-
lief in the necessity of a national “garden.” By far the strongest testimonial of his
admiration came with the putchase of the Marsh estate in Woodstock, Vermont,
and his subsequent efforts to convert the property into a showcase of conserva-
tionist principles.*4

Like Samuel Bowles, Frederick Billings reptesents the intersection of several
strains of thought about wilderness and Indians in the years following the Civil
War. Besides his lifclong interest in conservation, his support of the Yosemite
Park Act reflected all the romantic sentiments that had long defined most Ameri-
cans’ fascination with the sublime and the beautiful in nature. Likewise, he saw in

Yosemite and other scenic locales in the West a powerful, unifying symbol for a
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nation in the midst of Civil War. His interest in the creation of Yellowstone Na-
tional Park in 1872 reflected a different but related set of concerns about eco-
nomic development and outdoor recreation. In what his biographer has called “a
shrewd judgment about commerce and tourism,” Billings recognized that “com-
merce could setve the cause of conservation by bringing visitors to a site worthy
of preservation.”*> Moreover, a place like Yellowstone could also serve as a sym-
bol for Northern Pacific and an important destination for an expected increase in
passenger traffic. Finally, as the Jeader of a major railroad, which sought to build
new lines and open up new agricultural markets, Billings was an aggressive advo-
cate for the further reduction of tribal landholdings. He even boasted that rail-
roads could restrict Indians to their diminished reservations because the praitie
fires caused by trains proved an effective, if somewhat accidental, measure for
driving away the game that attracted native hunters to their recently ceded
lands.46

Separate Islands of the Mind

Samuel Bowles and Frederick Billings demonstrate that attitudes toward the peo-
ple and landscapes of the Far West underwent marked changes in a relatively
short period of time, but their experiences do not articulate how an eatlier appre-
ciation for an Indian wilderness split into separate movements for the preserva-
tion of scenic areas and the confinement of Indians to reservations. Perhaps no
person better exemplifies this transition in thinking about wilderness and Indians
or better demonstrates how new ideas about both were linked to the same
historical developments than George Belden. In the early 1850s, while still a
teenaget, Belden left his home in Ohio for Brownesville, Nebraska, a hamlet of
log houses on the banks of the Missouri River. Just two years later, after convine-
ing his family to come with the tide of emigrants descending upon Nebraska and
join him in his new home, the young Belden became disenchanted with the
changes in this frontier town. As he described it in his enormously popular auto-
biography, “brick houses [had begun] to appear; the buffalo, game, and Indians
were gone, and I felt Brownesville was no longer my home. I burned for adven-
ture, and when our littde weekly paper was announced as a ‘daily,” I knew it was
time to go.” Heading out to the Great Plains and the Black Hills of the Dakotas,
Belden spent the next twelve yeats as a hunter and trapper while making his home
with various plains Indian communities.4”

Though not a gentleman traveler, Belden was by no means immune to the “ro-
mantic beauty” of the western landscape. While hunting with a group of Santee
Sioux in the Big Horn country, he was deeply impressed with the area’s scenery,
proclaiming that “nothing could have been more pleasant than [camping and
hunting] on the broad, wild prairics of the West.” On another occasion he made
special note of a particulatly “beautiful prospect” that he looked down upon
from a risc in the praitie: “Far away, winding like a huge silver serpent, ran the
river, while nearby, in a shady grove, stood the village—the children at play on the
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green lawns not made by hands. The white sides of the teepees shone in the set-
ting sunlight . . . [as] bright ribbons and red flags . . . fluttered from the
lodge-poles, and gaudily dressed squaws and wartiors walked about, or sat on the
green sod under the trees.” For Belden, as for many before him, this scene repre-
sented a perfect Indian wilderness, and as such it was all the more beautiful. To-
ward the end of his sojourn as the self-fashioned “white chief” of the plains,
however, he would develop new views about these lands and the people who
called them home.*8

When the Civil War broke out, Belden joined the US. Army and spent the
next few years warsing against the people he had originally sought to live with.
The significance of this change is thick with meaning, and Belden may have expe-
rienced some profound convergence of racial and national identity that was trig-
gered by fratricidal war in the East. Or he may simply have become a “responsi-
ble” young man and decided to return to the land of daily newspapers. In either
case, he evaluated native peoples in a new light and chastised them for not recon-
ciling themselves to certain conquest. Belden did not feel any particular hostility
toward his former companions, but he did believe that war was the best method
for bringing about peace. More important, only military defeat could instill
among Indians the same respect for “civilization” that he now espoused. With
the zealotry of a new convert, Belden had become a champion of national pro-
gress who lost patience with his own romantic views about the “wild Indians of
the plains.” Brownesville was still growing, newer settlements were beginning
to flourish, and there was no longer any reason for America to abandon “a rich,
fertile, and beautiful country to a few thousand savages, who [could] make no use
of it but to chase the lessening herds of buffalo and deer.”4?

As he came to new conclusions about his old companions, Belden also devel-
oped a new appreciation for their homelands. The Big Homn region that he so
treasured would make excellent farm country, and he recommended that his na-
tive friends be moved to a distant reservation. Once there, “a remnant of the
race” could be “preserved for posterity” and “turned gradually from their wild
habits of roving, and living from day to day, to settle . . . and live as herders
and farmers.” While their former lands were brought under the plow, Belden
hoped that “one of the greatest natural curiosities on the continent,” the Big
Horn Canyon, would be preserved for all the world to see. “Whatever there is of
beauty in the wildest scene of nature,” he wrote, “in the massive grandeur of
rock, in the grace of vines and foliage, and the charm of running water, is fur-
nished by this lonely cafion.” More than a place for solitary contemplation of the
sublime, the whole natural spectacle would also become an object of national
ptide and a resott for the seeker of “health and pleasure.”50

While George Belden’s twelve years on the plains reflected a profound change
in mid-nineteenth-century attitudes toward western landscapes and the people
who lived there, his views did not necessarily represent actual conditions. He may
have separated Indians from wilderness in his mind, but several tribes continued
to use Big Horn Canyon, and the area never developed into the famed resort he

once envisioned. Likewise, he shared with most Americans a belief that Indians
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would soon “vanish,” but none of the tribes he encountered gave any indication
of quietly disappeating Indeed, his desire that some part of the national domain
might be protected at a ime when Indians were supposed to be vanishing seems
jironic when the United States disposed of its public lands far more rapidly than
native populations declined.?! On the face of things, it would seem that Belden
was entirely wrong about the people and places he described. But ideas can shape
reality, no matter how pootly they might reflect actual events, and such would be
the case with the powerful convictions that Americans held about wilderness and
Indians in the decades following the Civil War.

Mote than Big Horn Canyon, Middle Park, or any other part of the American
West, the spectacular scenery on the uppert reaches of the Yellowstone River pro-
vided “a realm of mighty marvels” that seemed the realization of America’s
“wildest fantasies.””2 The geyser basins, waterfalls, canyons, peaks, lakes, and
forests satisfied the deepest yearnings of cultural nationalists, who found in Yel-
lowstone an unparalleled assortment of natural monuments to the power and
grandeur of the United States. In the midst of a growing desite to visit and pro-
tect such places in their “wild” condition, a movement quickly developed to con-
vert the area into a “great public patk for all dme.”’>> During an era of unprece-
dented federal activism, Congtess proved very receptive to these ideas and soon
drew up legislation that provided for “the preservation” of Yellowstone in its
“natural condition.”** None of the debates over the park bill even mentioned In-
dians, however, except to note that none lived in the designated area. Based as
much on ignorance as wishful thinking, the failure to acknowledge that native
peoples extensively used the Yellowstone basin would soon prove the first great
challenge to the national park ideal 55

Passed into law on March 1, 1872, the Yellowstone Park Act removed mote
than two million acres of the public domain from “settlement, occupancy, ot
sale.” In doing so, Congress inadvertently protected the “unoccupied lands”
where several native groups exercised their off-reservation treaty rights. Hardly a
resurrection of George Catlin’s old proposal for a “nation’s Park,” this oversight
soon proved a matter of great consternation to park officials. In an effort to cor-
rect the situation, they eventually collaborated with the Indian Service, the mili-
tary, and the federal judiciary to effectively exclude Indians from Yellowstone.
While the legacy of these combined efforts demonstrate that wildetness preser-
vation is predicated on native dispossession, several indigenous groups would
present a strong challenge to the national park ideal until the late 1890s. Park offi-
cials ultimately prevailed, but their efforts to cteate an uninhabited wilderness
preserve would have far-reaching consequences that have yet to be resolved.
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BEFORE THE WILDERNESS

Native Peoples and Yellowstone

“—oc~"

The Great Spirit made these mountains and rivers for us, and

all this land. We were told so, and when we go down the

river hunting for food we come back here again. We cross
over to the other river and we think it is good.

Kam-Ne-But-Sa, or

Blackfoot (Crow), 18731

ON A LATE SUMMER EVENING IN 1870, at the junction of the Firchole and
Gibson Rivers in what is now Yellowstone National Park, some of Montana’s
leading citizens gathered around a warm campfire for supper and rest. After
much hard travel, the first official Yellowstone expedition of “discovery” was
drawing to a close, and its members spent much of the evening talking about the
many wonders they had seen in the past three weeks. According to popular leg-
end, their conversation soon turned to a discussion of how best to tell the wotld
of their adventures. A few proposed that all should lay claim to several quarter
sections of land at the most scenic locales and thus profit from the parade of
tourists that was sure to follow. One in their party vehemently disagreed, saying
“he did not approve of any of these plans—that there ought to be no private
ownership of any portion of that region, but the whole ought to be set apart as a
great National Park, and that each one of us ought to make an effort to have this
accomplished.” All heartily concurred and soon dedicated themselves to the cre-
ation of Yellowstone National Park.2

This somewhat apocryphal story of several gentlemen around a lonely camp-
fire, debating the future of Yellowstone in the midst of a dark, vast wilderness,
has long fascinated generations of park historians and visitors alike.? But theirs
would not have been the only fire burning in the area that night. No doubt several

47
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conversations took place that same evening, in several different languages, that
discussed the so-called Washburn expedition’s importance to the future of the
Yellowstone region. On their first day within the present park boundaties, the ex-
plorers came across a large group of Crow hunters and their families, who must
have puzzled over the presence of nineteen heavily armed men wandesing about
the countryside with no apparent purpose or direction in mind. Perhaps they
were gold seckers or settlers who would soon place new burdens on the land and
its resoutces. Likewise, groups of Bannock and Shoshone certainly discovered
some of the expedition’s widely scattered campsites along Yellowstone Lake, and
they, too, must have wondered at the size of the Washburn party. And just down-
river from the famous campfire discussion, a frequently used trail cut through a
clearing where any native traveler could have spied down on the large camp. Of
course, Americans and Furopeans had long passed through the tegion, first as
trappers and later as transient prospectors, but never had such a large number
spent so much time in the Yellowstone basin. Whatever the purpose of this new
group, it could not bode well for the peoples of the high mountains.4

For their part, the members of the Washburn party were keenly aware of Yel-
lowstone’s native inhabitants. Fear of Indian attack led them to request a military
escort, and the explorers set up a regular night watch through the first half of
their journey.> Aside from the hundred or more Crow they watily followed over
the course of a week, the party came across abandoned Indian camps on several
occasions throughout their trip.¢ They frequently relied on well-used Indian trails
and began to relax their guard only once they had spent a number of days blaz-
ing their own path through dense stands of timber. Even on the hills south of
Lake Yellowstone, where they hacked new trails in a vain search for a lost mem-
bet of their party, the group discovered an abandoned tepee, a game run used
for corralling herds of animals, and stacks of lodge poles left behind for later
use.”

Ironically, they dismissed these signs as ancient remnants of vanished Indians
ot, in the case of the large group of Crow they encountered, the aberrant behav-
ior of plains Indians who sought refuge in the mountains. In the face of contrary
evidence, the members of the Washburn expedition fell back on common as-
sumptions about “vanishing” Indians and the apparenty “pristine” wilderness
over which they traveled. As one membet of the group would write in a popular
literary magazine, “unscientific savage[s]” found little to interest them in the
soon-to-be-famous geyser basins. Instead, he supposed that Indians “would give

. wide birth [to such places], believing them sacred to Satan.”8 The scarcity of
game animals and plant foods near the geysers limited any chance that a boister-
ous party of gentlemen explorers might encounter a group of native hunters, but
the idea that “pagan Indians” feared a natural manifestation of Christian hell
somehow made better sense. While the contradictory nature of such statements
was entirely lost on the members of the Washburn party, they at least jibed with
the often repeated tales of a few old trappers about Indian fears of geysers and

fumaroles; it mattered little that first word of Yellowstone came from the various
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tribes of the Rocky Mountain region or that evidence of Indian camps could be
found throughout the geyser basins.

Yellowstone’s Cultural Landscape Bgfbre the Historic Era

In 1870, Yellowstone was not, as one member of the Washburn party described
it, a primeval wilderness “never trodden by human footsteps.”® Rather, it was a
landscape that had been shaped by thousands of years of human use and habita-
tion. The eatliest archacological evidence in the park area dates to the end of the
last Ice Age, when Paleo-Indian groups moved into the region in the wake of re-
treating ice floes. Over the course of several millennia, climatic and environmen-
tal changes in the Yellowstone area, along with the cumulative effects of long
human impact, led to commensurate adaptations in native lifeways. A gradual
warming trend in central North America some five thousand yeats ago, coupled
with persistent human predation, led to the extinction of ancient species of
bison, mammoth, horse, camel, and other large mammals. In place of big game
hunting, a new subsistence culture based on extensive plant gatheting and the
hunting of smaller game animals developed throughout North America. Charac-
terized by a diet of fish, birds, small seeds, legumes, roots, berties, and game ani-
mals like deer, elk, mountain sheep, bison, and antelope, this pattern of subsis-
tence continued in the Yellowstone area until the late nineteenth century.10

While small bands of hunters and gatherers made the longest and most persis-
tent use of Yellowstone, larger outlying groups from the eastern and western
slopes of the Rocky Mountains also exploited the atea on a seasonal basis. Like-
wise, the future park attracted people from distant locales, and indigenous groups
traded with the complex horticultural societies that flourished in the Mississippi
and upper Rio Grand valleys more than five centuries ago. Yellowstone possessed
one of the richest obsidian deposits in North Ametica, and the use of this highly
valued material for blades, tools, and ornaments also made the area impottant far
beyond the Rockies. Samples of Yellowstone obsidian have been found at several
Hopewellian sites throughout the central United States, and Obsidian Cliff in the
northwest portion of the park is littered with native quarries. Shards of Mississip-
pian pottery that date back several hundred years have also been found in the
park, which suggests that local people either borrowed the technology for making
pottery or traded for these items over great distances.!!

Yellowstone had other important but less utilitarian attractions. The many gey-
sers and fumaroles in the area held a particular fascination for both distant travel-
ers and indigenous groups. Hardly a feared aspect of the landscape, these atreas
contain numerous archacological sites that indicate prolonged and repeated use.1?
Many native peoples no doubt believed that Yellowstone’s thermal features pos-
sessed spiritual powers, and contemporary Indians from surrounding rescrva-
tions continue to attribute special healing properties to the hot mineral waters.
Some leave small offerings beside or within the springs, a practice that certainly
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dates back thousands of years.!> While cleaning “visitor rubble” from a hot
spring in the summer of 1959, for instance, a park ranger retrieved an obsidian ar-
rowhead that was probably placed there as an offering long ago. Besides their
spiritual associations, naturally hot water and steam also provided a unique re-
source for cooking and cleaning and for treating certain materials to make them
more pliable. Not surptisingly, the geyser basins attracted curious visitors from
faraway places who marveled at the strange sights and sounds and bathed in the
waters, Even the Salish people, who generally lived well north of Yellowstone,
have a story of indeterminate date that predicted the area’s future fame once non-
Indians spread the word of its many wonders.14

While some native peoples went to the geyser basins to pray, Yellowstone’s
high mountain peaks often served as important vision quest sites, where individu-
als from vatious groups went to fast, pray, meditate, and seek guidance from spiri-
tual helpers. This ritual was a private and solitary affair, but certain locales could
attract repeated use over long periods. Duting the 1872 government survey of
Yellowstone, for instance, Ferdinand Hayden and his assistant climbed one of the
Grand Teton peaks just south of the park boundary. Upon reaching the summit,
the two were disappointed to find they were not the first to climb the mountain.
As one of their party later reported, the two men found “a space about sixty feet
square, in which there is a curious enclosure, formed with stones, some six feet in
height . . . [that] must be several hundred years old.”1> Nothing this large was
ever encountered within Yellowstone’s present boundaries, but Crow eldet Fran-
cis Stewart saw evidence of ancient “fasting beds” throughout the park in the
1980s and attested to the special reverence that his people have long held for the
entire area.!6

More than pot shards, obsidian quarries, and fasting beds, the park landscape
itself provides the best documentation of native habitation and use of the Yel-
lowstone atea. By far the most important tool used to shape pre-Columbian
North America was fire, and even within the Yellowstone area purposeful burns
may have done more to shape aboriginal landscapes than “natural” or lightning-
caused fires. Intentional fire not only prevented the sorts of massive conflagra-
tons that now annually plague western forests but also created and maintained
impottant plant and animal habitats on which native peoples based their lives.
Seasonal burns opened up broad savannas favored by ungulates, created “open
districts” in the forest that cased travel, and encouraged the growth of valued
grasses, shrubs, betties, and tubers.!7 Smaller fires kept favored camping sites
clear of underbrush and insect pests and served as an important hunting tool.
The members of the Washburn party witnessed a “surround burn” by Crow
hunters, who encircled game within a ting of fire and then gradually moved in for
the kill.18

Besides the use of fire, humans manipulated Yellowstone’s environment in the
choice of animals they hunted and the measures they took to control or augment
certain specics. Likewise, the gathering and harvesting of food plants and the
rudimentary cultivation or climination of particular shrubs and tubers created

human-dependent species. As in other alpine and subalpine arcas in the West,
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some of these untended plants may have become locally extinct in the past cen-
tury or diminished to small neglected colonies.!?

The Undiscovered Peoples qf Yellowstone

Many peoples inherited, maintained, and exploited this landscape throughout the
historic era, but the native groups with the longest connection to the Yellowstone
area at the time of its “discovery” in 1870 were a loose association of bands that
anthropologists broadly refer to as the Eastern and Northern Shoshone. These
geographic distinctions refer to the locales of major winter camping areas in both
the Wind River valley in Wyoming and the headwaters of the Snake and Salmon
Rivers in Idaho, but these seasonal groupings did not represent a permanent divi-
sion. Neither a ttibe nor a confederacy of tribelets, the Shoshone of the Rocky
Mountain area were a loose assortment of communities tied together by mar-
riage, culture, and language. For the most part, they distinguished themselves by
the temporaty and long-term ecological adaptations that particular families and
bands made. Thus, one group might be known as Agaideka, or Fish Eater, be-
cause, for a season or a lifetime, its members depended on fish as their dietary
staple. Whole bands of Agaideka could temporarily become Kutsundeka, or Buf-
falo Eater, if they possessed horses and joined other mounted Shoshone for sea-
sonal buffalo hunts on the plains. Although entire group identities wete rarely this
fluid, individuals and families often moved throughout Shoshone territory and
frequently assumed new subsistence patterns and community affiliations.20

Whether directly descended from the Archaic peoples of the Rocky Mountain
region or later arrivals, the Shoshone were firmly established within the mountains
and along the eastern and western slopes of the Rockies by the end of the fifteenth
century.2! After acquiring horses from their Comanche relatives in the early eigh-
teenth century, some groups developed a new culture of equestrian plains no-
madism that would characterize Kutsundeka life until the late nineteenth century.
Initially, the equestrian Shoshone rapidly expanded eastward onto the plains and as
far north as the Saskatchewan River, but Blackfeet, Siouan, and other Algonquian
groups soon acquired horses and firearms and, within one or two genetations,
drove the Shoshone nomads back toward their original territory.22 Frequently ha-
rassed by more powerful plains groups in the buffalo country and even pursued
into the mountains, the equestrian Shoshone ultimately retained much of their old
dependence on the resources of the central Rockies.23 Within a cote area that cov-
ered much of present-day western Wyoming, southwestern Montana, central and
eastern Idaho, and a small portion of northern Utah, these people developed a hy-
brid culture based on plains buffalo hunting and older patterns of alpine and sub-
alpine hunting, fishing, and gathering,

The seasonal migrations of the equestrian Shoshone closely followed the
movements of certain game animals, the annual runs of Pacific salmon, and the
ripening or maturation of important food and medicinal plants. From late au-
tumn and through the winter, vatious bands established camps in the foothills
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and sheltered valleys of the Rockies, where they supplemented winter food stores
by hunting elk, deer, and small game. In spring, some of these bands would come
together for buffalo hunts on the western plains south of the Yellowstone River
or, at least until 1840, travel to the smaller herds in the eastern Great Basin. Oth-
ers moved to the headwaters of westward-flowing streams for the spring salmon
runs before heading into the mountains to gather plants and hunt bighorn sheep,
deer, elk, and buffalo.24 During the era of the famous fur-trade rendezvous in the
18208 and 1830s, large groups of Shoshone would spend several weeks during
midsummer at these intertribal gatherings to trade and barter with trappers and
native groups from both sides of the Rockies.?> Likewise, latge intertribal gather-
ings took place during the late summer camas harvests in eastern ldaho and
southwestern Montana. After collecting this important staple food, a defensive
alliance of Salish, Nez Perce, Bannock, and Shoshone would travel east across the
mountains for several weeks of hunting buffalo in potentially hostile territory. By
late autumn, these equestrian Shoshone would again break down into smaller
bands and head toward the mountains for another winter of chotes, stories, hunt-
ing, and trapping.26

While bands from other tribes often camped with the Shoshone in the Rocky
Mountain area and on the plains, none more closely associated themselves with
the Kutsundeka than the Bannock. Related to the Northern Paiute from the high
plateau areas of castern Oregon, the Bannock had thoroughly mixed in with the
equestrian Shoshone some time after both had acquired horses. Non-Indian ob-
servers often had trouble telling the two apart, but they genetally referred to the
Bannock as more “aggressive” than the Shoshone. Nevertheless, complaints
against “hostile Bannock” raiders and horse thieves were just as frequently ap-
plied to bands of equestrian Shoshone as they were to combined groups of
Shoshone and Bannock. Because the mixed Shoshone and Bannock consisted ex-
clusively of equestrian communities, this reputation probably derived from their
ability to range over a large territory. Consequently, they had more contact with
non-Indians and no doubt built up an especially strong resentment against the
settlers and emigrants who encroached on their vast hunting and grazing lands.
Likewise, in their efforts to compensate for the loss of game and key resources,
these groups had more opportunity to raid white communities for food and
horses.??

Unlike the Kutsundeka, Agaideka, and Bannock, who moved seasonally
through Yellowstone and other mountainous ateas, one group of Shoshone
known as Tukudeka, or Sheep Eater, did not adopt the horse. Instead, they
resided almost year-round in high alpine envitonments. The Tukudeka often
hunted, traded, and intermarried with other Shoshone and Bannock, but they re-
mained separate from their more numerous and powetful reladves. Likewise, the
Tukudeka of different mountain ranges maintained a separatencss from cach
other and, unlike the equestrian groups who moved from one region to another,
tended not to associate with other distant Sheep Eater groups. Perhaps number-
ing as many as one thousand in the carly nineteenth century, most Tukudeka lived
in the Sawtooth Mountains of central Idaho, the Bitterroot Mountains of south-
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western Montana, the Wind River Mountains of western Wyoming, and the Yel-
lowstone National Park arca.?8

Few outsiders encountered the Tukudeka before the reservation era, and most
non-Indian observers described them as impoverished hermits who bately eked
out a living in their remote mountain homes. Such perceptions may have derived
from encounters with bands of Kutsundeka who, through disease or conflict, had
temporatily fallen back on the resoutces of the mountains and the support of
their Tukudeka relatives. On the whole, mountain-dwelling Shoshone may actu-
ally have been better off than people who lived in larger communities, and they
appatently suffered from fewer wants. By far the most reliable description of the
Tukudeka in the prereservation era comes from Osborne Russell, who traded
with them in 1834 and 1835. He desctibed a group of some two dozen Sheep
Eater he met within the future boundaries of the national park as “neatly clothed
in dressed deer and sheepskins of the best quality [who] seemed to be perfectly
contented and happy.” Rather than horses, they relied on “30 dogs on which they
carried theit skins, clothing, provisions etc. on their hunting excursions [and]

. were well armed with bows and arrows pointed with obsidian.”2?

The yeatly subsistence cycle of the Sheep Eater, who apparently traveled in
small groups of just a few families, centered around the gathering of various
plant foods and the pursuit of deer, elk, and bighorn sheep. From late spring to
autumn, the large game animals were followed on their migrations to high alpine
pastures, where several families might join in a communal hunt. Berries, roots,
hetbs, nuts, and insects wete also gathered, while birds and small mammals were
trapped with snares and other devices. As game moved to lower clevations with
the coming of winter, the Tukudeka did likewise and spent the coldest months in
sheltered glens and valleys.3® They may have occasionally left the mountains dug-
ing the annual Pacific salmon runs, where they no doubt traded with other native
groups. During their annual treks into the mountains, other Shoshone and Ban-
nock groups also sought out the Tukudeka for trade. The Sheep Eater were espe-
cially praised for the quality of their furs, deer and sheep skins, and the powerful
bows they manufactured from straightened ram’s horn. One of these bows was
reportedly worth five buffalo hides and capable of putting a well-shot arrow clear
through a charging bull.3!

Besides the Bannock and various Shoshone groups, Yellowstone was also a
seasonal home for the Mountain Crow, who wintered just east and north of the
present patk boundaties. Also known as the “Main Body,” the Mountain Crow
wete the largest and most powetful of three Crow tribal subdivisions. The other
two groups were known as the Kicked-in-the-Belly, who partially separated from
the Mountain Crow sometime in the mid-seventeenth century and wintered
further east near the Big Horn Mountains, and the River Crow, who ranged north
of the Yellowstone River. The forebears of these people may have first encoun-
tered this part of the Rocky Mountains mote than five hundred years ago, but the
Crow probably did not begin to use the area on a regular basis until a century or
two later.3? When catly-nineteenth-century European and American traders en-
countered the Crow on the plains, they immediately referred to them as the
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“Rocky Mountain Indians.”33 By this time, Crow use of the future park area mir-
rored that of the equestrian Shoshone and, as one Crow elder recently put it, the
mountains were an important “commissary” whete the Indians went to hunt,
gather plants, pasture horses, seek assistance from spiritual helpers, take the wa-
ters, and look for signs of the First Maker.34

Perhaps the clearest expression of the Crow people’s reliance on the moun-
tains comes from a speech by a noted chief named Arapooash. As he told a
young army lieutenant in the summer of 1830:

The Crow country is a good country [because] the Great Spirit has put it exactly
in the right place. It has snowy mountains and sunny plains . . . and all kinds
of . . . good things for every scason. When the summer heats scorch the
prairies, you can draw up under the mountains, where the air is sweet and cool,
the grass fresh, and the bright streams come tumbling out of the snow banks.
There you can hunt the elk, the deer and the antelope when their skins are fit for
dressing; there you will find plenty of white bears and mountain sheep.33

Morte than a paean to mountain living, however, Arapooash’s speech reflected the
Crow people’s devotion to their entire homeland.3¢ Both the plains and the
mountains served the tribe well, and seasonal use of one area hardly superseded
that of another. Nevertheless, the Mountain Crow differentiated themselves
from the River Crow and other tribes by their frequent proximity to the Yelow-
stone area. Consequently, the future park not only represented a key portion of

<

the tribal homeland but also served as one of the primary “commissaries” of the
largest branch of the Crow nation.3?

The rise of equestrian nomadism on the plains also brought Yellowstone
within the orbit of more distant groups in the late eighteenth century. Likewise,
the development of new commercial relationships with European and Ametrican
traders made long-distance travel to Yellowstone more attractive and profitable.
Along with the Blackfeet, other equestrian plains tribes occasionally moved into
the park area to trap beaver ot, perhaps more often, steal the caches of American
trappers and then sell them to British traders.?® Intermontane groups like the
Nez Petce, Salish, Kalispel, and Coeur d’Alene also traveled through Yellowstone
on their way to the buffalo grounds and trading centers along the Missouri River.
For the most part, these distant groups used the future park area only on an ir-
regular and short-term basis.3® Increased American settlement throughout the
Rocky Mountain West made long-distance travel more difficult in the mid-nine-
teenth century and, except for migratory buffalo hunters from west of the Conti-
nental Divide, these groups tended to remain within their shrinking homelands.
By the time most western tribes wete being forced to settle on often remote
reservations, the only groups that continued to use the park area on a regular
basis were those with the longest claim on Yellowstone—the Shoshone, Ban-
nock, and Crow.

Throughout the nineteenth century, the peoples who most used the Yellow-
stone arca all suffered from general declines in their populations. Before the first
disease epidemics of the cighteenth century, both the Shoshone and Mountain
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Crow ptobably numbered upward of eight thousand. At times, they lost as many
as half their people to pathogens for which they had no immunities, but numbers
seem to have stabilized fairly well after the eatliest exposures to European dis-
eases. Populations failed to recover when regular contact with non-Indians and
increased competition for resources with other tribes brought hunger, war, and
more sickness. The Northern and Eastern Shoshone, for instance, numbered as
few as twenty-five hundred in the eatly nineteenth century and declined another
20 percent to around two thousand by the 1870s. The Mountain Crow’s popula-
tion generally matched that of the Shoshone, and they expetienced a similar over-
all reduction in numbers. These numbers would hold for both groups through
the late 1880s, however, as they managed to supplement reservation supplies with
off-reservation resources.*0

The decline of native populations through the mid-nineteenth century did not
necessarily translate into less use of the upper Yellowstone basin. Larger alliances
of Shoshone, Bannock, and other western slope tribes moved through Yellow-
stone in the 186os as they competed with the increasingly powerful Sioux,
Cheyenne, and Arapaho for shrinking herds of buffalo on the plains. More signi-
ficantly, Yellowstone’s elk herds took on even greater significance for some
groups of Shoshone and Bannock after a series of unsatisfactory buffalo hunts in
the eatly 1870s.41 Likewise, the development of small agricultural settlements and
mining camps along the western slope of the mountains laid waste to impor-
tant fishing, hunting, and gathering places. Consequently, Yellowstone attracted
heavier use by groups from present-day Idaho and southwestern Montana.#2 For
large parties of Crow families, the upper teaches of the Yellowstone River served
as an important refuge from the mote heavily armed Sioux, who moved with im-
punity through portions of Crow tetritory in the late 1860s. Furthermore, less
successful hunts on the plains made winter hunting all the more important for the
Mountain Crow, who no doubt supplemented dwindling food stores with elk,
deer, and small game from the future park area.

The Reservation Era

The United States first recognized native rights to the Yellowstone area in the
Fort Laramie Treaty of 1851, when several tribes met with government officials
to establish official relations and define their respective territories. While these
tribal boundaries would set the geographic parameters of future land cession
agreements, treaty commissioners were primarily concerned with expected
reprisals against continued overland migration. Consequently, the government
sought little more than a peaceful guarantee of American rights to travel across
Indian lands.#3 In the effort to stave off possible conflicts between various native
groups, as well as guarantee American rights of passage, the commissionets and
assembled tribal leaders recognized the castern third of the future park area as
part of the Crow nation. Based on eatly trappers’ encounters with Blackfeet
hunters in the same area, the northern section was included in their tribal lands,
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The equestrian Shoshone did not participate in the actual negotiations with the
United States, but a large party did attend the council proceedings, and the treaty
essentially defined the eastern and northern boundaries of their territory. By offi-
cial default, then, the United States recognized the western portions of the future
patk as belonging to the Shoshone.**

Both the Crow and Shoshone negotiated treaties with the United States in
1868 that allowed Americans to occupy or develop large portions of their terri-
tory, including most of the present-day national park. Meeting again at Fort
Laramie, the Crow ceded their exclusive rights to all lands south of present-day
Montana, east of the Little Big Horn country, and north of the Yellowstone
River. The Eastern Shoshone met with treaty commissioners at Fort Bridger and
made similar cessions to most of their lands, agreeing to live on a “permanent”
reservation in the Wind River valley. A stipulation in the treaty that another reser-
vation be created for the Bannock and Shoshone in their western territories led to
a presidential decree in 1869 that established the Fort Hall Reservation in what is
now southeastern Idaho.%> The government also negotiated a treaty with “the
[Northern] Shoshones, Bannacks, and Sheepeaters” for a small reservation on the
Lembhi River, just a few miles from the place where Lewis and Clark first encoun-
tered these people in 1805. Although the Senate failed to ratify this last agree-
ment, its basic precepts were implemented by executive order in 1875.46

As noted in the previous chapter, an important component of the two ratified
treaties was the stipulation that all tribal members had “the right to hunt on the
unoccupied lands of the United States so long as game may be found thereon.”
Article Four of the unratified “Treaty with the Shoshones, Bannacks, and Sheep-
eaters” also reserved similar rights, and native peoples from the Crow, Wind
River, Fort Hall, and Lemhi reservations continued to use the park area much as
they had for generations.#” Yellowstone also remained home to an estimated two
hundred or more Tukudeka.*® Because they were not present at any of the treaty
councils with the government, few believed they had an obligation to make new
homes with the Bannock and equestrian Shoshone. Even by the late 1870s, the
government agent for the Lemhi Reservation still complained that Sheep Eater
had “a great disposition . . . for roaming from point to point in the mountains,
making the reservation rather a convenience than a home.”4?

Because the square boundaries of Yellowstone National Park had no direct cor-
respondence to any particular tribal territory, native use of the park area is difficult
to document in the prereservation era. Native peoples could not possibly distin-
guish the lands within the park’s future borders from those outside. Consequently,
none teferred to anything except the geyser basins and deep river canyons in more
than general terms. Likewise, few trappers ventured into the park area, and only 2
handful ever recorded their experiences. The creation of the national patk in 1872
put an end to Yellowstone’s relative obscurity and soon caused natives and others
to focus on the area in new ways. As a result, eatly park and Bureau of Indian
Affairs records contain a wealth of information about Indians in Yellowstone
throughout the 1870s and 1880s. [ronically, histotians have long argued that native
peoples stopped entering the park area sometime before 1872, but the comments
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of contemporary observers suggest that Indian use of Yellowstone may actually
have increased at this time.5° Throughout the 1870s, for instance, both large and
small bands of Crow entered the northern portion of the park along the same trail
where the Washburn expedition encountered them in 1870.5! Likewise, Shoshone,
Bannock, and other groups from present-day Idaho, Montana, and Wyoming
made frequent trips to the new national park to hunt, gather, take the waters, and
visit with relatives from the other side of the mountains.5?

Because it remained “unoccupied land of the United States,” Yellowstone was
a game-rich environment that surrounding native groups increasingly exploited.
Not surprisingly, government surveyors and early park officials often came across
recent signs of purposeful burns, hunting camps, and plant-gathering sites.>3 In-
creased hunting did not seem to affect Yellowstone’s game populations at this
time, however, and elk numbers actually increased through the latter half of the
nineteenth century. The near extinction of the beaver in the 1840s helped, in that
these busy animals competed with elk and other ungulates for many of the same
food soutces. Indeed, elk populations probably exploded in the early 1840s and

Summer encampment at head of Medicine Lodge Creek, June 1871. Variously identified
as Sheep Eater, Shoshone, and Bannock, this group was photographed by W. H. Jackson
during the Hayden Survey of the Yellowstone atea. Medicine Lodge Creek is seventy miles
west of Yellowstone, and this family probably did not travel within the boundaries of the fu-
ture national park. Nevertheless, the temporary nature of their camp reflects the seasonal
mobility of many native peoples in the central Rocky Mountains during the 1870s. (This
image reproduced by permission of the Huntington Library, San Marino, California.)
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did not begin to level off until the park setvice implemented aggressive game-
control policies in the 1920s. Deer and mountain sheep also remained plentiful
and continued to attract native hunters through the late nineteenth century. Only
Yellowstone’s buffalo herd diminished at this time but mostly because of the suc-
cess of white hunters, who could sell a bull’s head to a taxidermist for as much as
$300 in the carly 189os.>*

Despite a growing awareness that Indians probably outnumbered tourists dur-
ing the first years of the new national park, officials expressed no opinions about
native use of Yellowstone until the late 1870s. The eatliest concerns came from
the Bureau of Indian Affairs, which sought to curb off-teservation usufruct
rights and further reduce tribal land holdings. At a meeting with the Crow in Au-
gust 1873, however, government treaty commissioners learned that the tribe still
considered Yellowstone and the surrounding area as part of their homeland. The
commissioners protested that miners had already overrun the mountainous pot-
tons of Crow country and, along with the land cessions of 1868, the Indians
should rid themsclves of the parts of their reservation that bordered the national
patk. They further asserted that, because the Crow were buffalo hunters, the tribe
should have no interest in the mountains. This was news to the Crow, who imme-
diately ttied to disabuse the commissioners of this notion. Blackfoot, one of the
tribe’s principal chiefs, angrily pointed out that “there is much game in the moun-
tains,” and he had no desire to forfeit any part of his people’s territory.53

As Blackfoot made plain, the Crow telied heavily on the Yellowstone region in
the 1870s. One of their principal winter camps at this time was located just a few
miles downtriver from Yellowstone’s northern boundary, where Crow hunters
stalked the herds of elk that gathered in the lower elevations.>¢ While the pres-
ence of gold miners along the northeastern boundaries of the park caused no
end of concern to the tribe, bands of Crow families still moved through these
areas on a regular basis to hunt and collect plants. As their agent complained in
1877, the Crow made such frequent use of the patk area that he believed they
“differ[ed] but little from all the wild tribes of the mountains, who know nothing
of the restraints of civilization.”5”

By the early 188ocs, however, Crow use of the northeastern portions of Yel-
lowstone dropped off markedly as the tribe struggled against a number of set-
backs. Miners continued to overrun the western end of the reservation, depleting
game stocks and destroying important food-gathering sites on both sides of the
patk boundary line. Likewise, the combined effects of commercial and native
hunting in the lower Yellowstone Valley wiped out the few game animals that re-
mained and, with the near extinction of the buffalo, made the Crow almost
wholly dependent on agency rations.>® The death of Blackfoot in 1879 dealt the
tribe another setious blow and severely undermined its ability to present a united
voice to Washington’s demands for more land. Weakened and disunited, the Crow
ceded the western fifth of their reservation to the United States in 1880 and, four
years later, moved to a new agency almost two hundred miles cast of the park.
Far from the Rocky Mountains and blocked by expanding ranches and growing

scttlements, Crow use of the Yellowstone region almost ceased completely.>?



BEFORE THE WILDERNESS £3

Like that of the Crow, Shoshone and Bannock use of the park area in the
1870s mirrored patterns established in the prereservation era. The Tukudeka re-
mained in Yellowstone on a more or less permanent basis until 1879, when they
wete induced to settle on reservations in present-day Idaho and Wyoming, Nev-
ertheless, they spent a good part of subsequent years in their former homes.%0
Likewise, equestrian Shoshone continued to use the park on a seasonal basis, and
reservation agents frequently commented on their charges’ inability to settle
down on the reservation.®? While the establishment of new mining camps on
Yellowstone’s northwestern boundary spoiled important hunting and gathering
areas in the Gallatin Valley, the rest of the park stll harbored a wealth of plant
and animal resources.2 In the southeastern portions, for instance, where bands
from the Wind River Reservation would have most frequently entered the park,
Captain W. A. Jones followed Indian guides along well-used trails to “perfect”
camping areas full of game tracks, berry fields, and excellent horse pastures.63

The western and southern approaches to the park remained free of settle-
ments, and bands from the Fort Hall and Lembhi reservations also traveled to the
park on a regular basis. As one early observer noted, the absence of nearby white
communities allowed “considerable” game populations to thrive in these areas of
the park, and native hunters pursued elk, deer, and mountain sheep “to the high-
est mountain summits [where the game went} to escape the flies and mosquitos”
in the summer months.®* Increased toutism and the growth of new settlements
outside the park would soon infringe on native use of Yellowstone, but the area
continued to attract people from the Fort Hall, Lemhi, and Wind River reserva-
tions until the end of the century.
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FIRST WILDERNESS

America’s Wonderland and Indian Removal
from Yellowstone National Park

The Indian difficulty has been cured, the Indians have been
forced back on their distant reservations, and the traveler in
the park will see or hear no more of them than if he was in
the Adirondacks or White Mountains.

George Wingate, 18861

LIKE YELLOWSTONE’'S FIRST ADMINISTRATORS, the few tourists who vis-
ited the new national park in the eatly 1870s expressed little or no concern about
native peoples. For the most part, they accepted a few old yarns about native fears
of the patk’s thermal features and safely assumed that Indians had long avoided
the entire area. Because neatly all those who visited Yellowstone focused their at-
tention on the park’s “monumental” features, the geyser basins and the Grand
Canyon of the Yellowstone, they had almost no opportunity for encountering
Indians in the rest of the park.2 Likewise, the concentration of tourists in two
or three locales made it easy for native peoples to avoid any unwanted contact.
Not surprisingly, their preference for staying clear of visitors duting the summer
tourist season only further confirmed popular assumptions about native feats of
the patk’s strange landscape.

The absence of any concern about Indians reflected the principal motives be-
hind Yellowstone’s establishment. The creation of the first national park had less
to do with ideas about undisturbed nature than a desire to keep the region’s scenic
wonders out of the hands of private interests. According to Yellowstone’s first
historian, Congress acted to create a national park out of a fascination with “the
innumerable unique and marvelous wonders of the Yellowstone . . . which
could be accomplished only by reserving from settlement the region around

55
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them.””? Few of the park’s congressional advocates even hinted that Yellowstone
would preserve vanishing landscapes or species, and the Park Act’s exhottations
“against the wanton destruction of the fish and game” were largely ignored for
more than a decade. Consequently, the first efforts to exclude Indians from the
patk should be viewed within the context of Yellowstone as a national “Wonder-
land” and against the background of renewed military campaigns to curtail the
movements of several western tribes. In the late 1870s, increased visitation and a
series of “Indian troubles” soon led to a heightened concetn about “marauding
savages.” Eatly park officials quickly realized that even the slightest fear of Indian
attack could prevent tourists from experiencing all the benefits and enjoyments
that Yellowstone had to offer the American people.

In one of the most sensational news stoties of 1877, both Yellowstone and the
Indian wars captured headlines across the country when the US. Army pursued
five bands of Nez Perce across the national park. The so-called Nez Perce War in-
volved such petsonalities as William Tecumseh Sherman and Hin-mah-too-yah-
lat-kekht, who would soon be famous among Ameticans as Chief Joseph. The
“war”’ pitted 2,000 troops against 750 men, women, children, and old people on an
1,100-mile odyssey through present-day Idaho, Wyoming, and Montana. After sev-
eral violent conflicts with soldiers and settlers, the long, desperate retreat ended
just shy of the Canadian border on a cold morning in early October. During their
ten-week flight, the Nez Perce spent thirteen days in Yellowstone, where they
pastured their horses, raided and accosted a few tourist parties, and searched for a
safe passage across the mountains to seek refuge or gain alliance with the Crow.

Contrary to most contemporary accounts, the Nez Perce were neither lost in
the park nor surprised and startled by Yellowstone’s thermal features. As Yellow
Wolf recalled more than fifty years later, the Nez Perce scouts “knew that coun-
try well before passing through there in 1877. The hot smoking sptings and high-
shooting water were nothing new to us”’* Indians accosting tourists was new,
however, and added much to the already sensational appeal of Civil War heroes
chasing the clusive Nez Perce through the nation’s “Wonderland.” Widespread
accounts of these eveats also did much to advertise the new national park, but
not in a manner that would bring comfort to those who planned to make Yellow-
stone into a popular tourist destination.>

Much to the alarm and chagrin of park officials, another conflict erupted be-
tween the U.S. Army and a few hundred Bannock from the Fort Hall Reservation
in the summer of 1878. Following years of near-starvation conditions on the reser-
vation, several bands of Bannock lashed out against the army and local white com-
munities after herds of livestock grazed over the Camas Prairie, one of the most
important off-reservation food-gathering areas in central Idaho. Already chafing
under increased militaty supervision at Fort Hall, the Bannock headed east toward
Yellowstone, whete they were pursued by regular troops and the park superinten-
dent’s “party of some 20 well armed, mounted, and equipped, resolute and reliable
mountaineer[s].”¢ After raiding horses and frightening a number of tourists, the
Bannock were attacked and subdued just cast of the park by a platoon of soldiers
and Crow scouts under the command of General Nelson A. Miles.” Yellowstone’s
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“Indian troubles” would not go away, however, and the following year park offi-
cials braced themselves once again when the so-called Sheep Fater War broke out
in central Idaho. Although this last conflict did not cross into the national park,
fears that Yellowstone Tukudeka might become involved must have led many to
believe that the “nation’s playground” had become a yeatly battleground.8

In many respects, patk management in the late 1870s resembled that of a
small western military installation. The construction of the first park headquar-
ters in 1879—a heavily fortified blockhouse—wholly reflected concerns about
further Indian “depredations.” Located on an isolated hill that offered the “best
defensive point against Indians,” the headquarters building was designed to pro-
vide emergency protection for official documents, park personnel, and tourists.”
Superintendent Philetus Norris, who oversaw the construction of the headquar-
ters and managed the park’s defenses during the Bannock War, believed the best
course of action lay in convincing “all the surrounding tribes . . . that they can
visit the patk [only] at the peril of a conflict with . . . the civil and military offi-
cets of the government.” To these ends, he called on the army to set up a small
military post on Yellowstone’s western boundary to keep Indians from the Fort
Hall and Lemhi reservations from entering the park. These measures were appar-
ently successful, and Norris credited the summer military camp for preventing
the Sheep Eater War from spreading into the national park.

Fort Yellowstone, 1879. Frontispiece for Report upon the Yellowstone National Park to the
Secretary of the Interior for the Year 1879. Chosen for its defensive virtues, the first park head-
quatters was built during the “Indian troubles” of the late 1870s. Superintendent Philetus
Nottis described the building as a “first-class . . . block-house 40 by 18 feet, two tall sto-
ries high, with . . . an octagon turret or gun-room, g feet in diameter and 10 feect high,

well loop-holed for rifles, all surmounted by a national flag 53 feet from the ground.”
(Courtesy of the William Andrews Clark Memorial Library, University of California, Los
Angeles.)
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Although Norris congratulated himself for having eliminated all “annoyance
by Indians during the past season within or ncar the park” and confidently pre-
dicted there would be “no . . . prospect of any during the next,” he knew that
bands of Crow, Shoshone, and Bannock continued to use the patk on a regular
basis.1® Moreover, his discovery of a recently abandoned Sheep Eater camp justa
few miles from the new headquarters proved that defensive bulwarks alone could
not permanently exclude Indians from the park. The presence of this large camp
so close to Mammoth Hot Springs left Norris in “rapt astonishment” and, ac-
cording to the superintendent, threatened to jeopardize pending leases for the
construction of hotels and other tourist amenities.1! To solve the “problem” of
resident Indians in the park, Norris turned for help to the agent at Fort Washakie,
who responded by sending a party of Shoshone to escort the Tukudeka to new
homes on the Wind River Reservation.2

The removal of Yellowstone’s last native inhabitants in the fall of 1879 proved
a great relief to both Norris and early park concessionaires, but no one could rest
easy until “the four Indian tribes owning or frequenting any portion of the park

. cede[d] and forever abandonfed] it as well as the adjacent regions.”3 Nortis
recognized a golden opportunity to achieve this goal in the spring of 1880, when
a number of Crow, Shoshone, Bannock, and Sheep Eater traveled to Washington,
D.C,, to negotiate certain land cessions and railroad rights of way. As superinten-
dent of the park, he believed the government’s first order of business should be
“fixing the southern border of the Crow Indian Reservation.” Because surveyors
had set Yellowstone’s northern boundary some three miles above the Montana
and Wyoming territorial border, a narrow strip of park land also lay within the
Crow Reservation. Since first learning of this discrepancy in 1877, Nortis advo-
cated a quick resolution of the matter for the better “protection and management
of the Yellowstone National Park, especially at its headwaters and main route of
access to adjacent settlement.”’14

Traveling at his own expense, Nortis artived too late to influence the final
agreements between the government and the Indians from the Fort Hall and
Lembhi reservations. Nevertheless, he managed to express his concerns about fu-
ture use of the national park to the Crow. His warnings mattered little because
tribal leaders recognized that new developments were already cutting their people
off from the park area. As a growing invasion of gold prospectors established
camps along the boundary between the reservation and the park, the Crow found
it increasingly difficult to exercise their use rights in the mountains. The superin-
tendent’s worries about Indian “ownership” of Yellowstone also proved itrele-
vant. Suffering from the recent death of Blackfoot, their principal chief and un-
able to prevent a rush of gold seekers, the resistant but disunited Crow ceded the
narrow strip of park land, along with the western fifth of their reservation.’> In a
few brief years, as Crow leader Plenty Coups later recalled, mining towns and
agricultural settlements would fill the area, and the Crow were forced to their re-
maining lands farther east.16

Though he could not have wished for a better outcome in the government’s
dealings with the Crow, Norris always believed his biggest problem lay with the
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Shoshone, Bannock, and Sheep Eater. After meeting with the Crow, he traveled
directly from Washington to Idaho to personally elicit a “solemn promise from all
[the] Indians to abide by the terms of their treaty in Washington, and also that
thereafter they would not enter the patk.”17 After meeting with the acting agent
for both the Fort Hall and Lembhi reservations and then holding council with
tribal leaders, Norris felt assured of the Indians’ “faithful adhetence.” The fol-
lowing yeat, he again renewed these unofficial agreements and happily reported
to the secretary of the Interior that the Indians had “sacredly observed” their
pledges not to enter the park. Although he never met personally with tribal lead-
ers at the Wind River Reservation, Nottis apparently corresponded with the
agent at Fort Washakie and felt satisfied that his concerns would be equally re-
spected among the people living there 18

These efforts to keep Indians out of the park had as much to do with con-
cerns about tourism as they did a conviction that Yellowstone held no real signi-
ficance for the surrounding native communities. As he wrote in his first annual
report, Nottis believed “the isolation of the park . . . and the superstitious awe
of the roaring cataracts, sulphur pools, and spouting geysers over the surround-
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ing pagan Indians, [caused them to] seldom visit [Yellowstone].”19 Consequently,
his only explanation for the Nez Perce “raid” of 1877 stemmed from theit having
“acquired sufficient civilization and Christianity to at least overpower their pagan
superstitious fear of earthly fire-hole basins and brimstone pits.” While he viewed
the Nez Perce as a partially civilized anomaly, the “few harmless Sheep-eater her-
mits” were something of a prehistoric anachronism who should willingly aban-
don theit “wilderness haunts” for a better life on a reservation. Ultimately, any In-
dians who came into the park were ungrateful interlopers, who, instead of
appreciating the tireless efforts of reservation agents and Christian missionaries,
chose to take advantage of peaceful toutists and the government’s unprotected
game animals.20

Nottis apparently had some effect on the Indians with whom he met in 1880
and, as he reported the following year, knew of only one small band of hunters
who had entered the park the previous tourist season.?! Native peoples did not
avoid Yellowstone, howevet, but simply abandoned the more heavily visited arcas
along the northern stretches of the park. This area had long served as the most
important route between the plains and the western slope of the Rocky Moun-
tains, but the near extinction of the bison rendered such travel obsolete. Then
again, the loss of the bison herds made seasonal hunts of elk and other game ani-
mals in the park area all the more important. Likewise, meager rations and intru-
sive Americanization programs on the reservation made Yellowstone an attrac-
tive haven. Every year, large parties of Shoshone, Bannock, and Sheep Eater left
their reservations in Idaho and Wyoming to spend the summer and early fall
months along the remote southern and western petimeters of the park—away
from tourists and the garrison headquarters but still within long-used areas for
hunting, plant harvesting, fasting, and gathering medicinal herbs.22

While native use of Yellowstone continued on a seasonal basis, park officials
and tourists seemed to have forgotten about Indians altogether by the early
1880s. Superintendent Patrick H. Conger, who succeeded Nortis in 1882, made
no comment on the neighboring tribes in his first annual report, except to note
they were “no longer to be feared.”23 Park visitors shated the supetintendent’s
confidence; as one tourist put it just a few years later, most felt “the Indian diffi-
culty ha[d] been cured.”2* A sutvey of eatly guidebooks and visitors” diaries re-
veals an almost complete lack of interest in Yellowstone’s native history and little
or no concern about Indian attack. As tourists flipped through the pages of their
guidebooks to read about Yellowstone’s many natural wonders, they learned
nothing of Indians except that fears of the park’s thermal wonders had always
rendered the area more or less free of the “red man’s yell.”25

The Eden of America

Tourists in Wonderland may not have bothered about anything beyond geysers,
canyons, and waterfalls, but a growing number of government officials and influ-

ential sport hunting groups began to view Yellowstone as more than a collection
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of scenic cutiosities. In what historian Aubrey Haines has called the beginning of
the “Yellowstone wat,” concern over mismanagement, private leases, and railroad
rights of way sparked a series of public debates in the 1880s that led to a rede-
finition of the purpose and importance of a national park. The troubles began
with the Northern Pacific Railroad, whose interest in Yellowstone dated back to
its support of the Washburn expedition in 1870. The company’s aggressive at-
tempts to control toutist concessions and influence park management had al-
ready created powerful enemies in Washington by the late 1870s. When railroad
officials lobbied Congress in 1883 to build a line across the northeastern portion
of the park, both to transport tourists and to haul gold-bearing ore from mines
on the recently ceded lands of the Crow reservation, they created a storm of
protest that soon curbed their ambitious plans.2¢

One of the railroad’s most powerful opponents and an original supporter of
the Yellowstone Park Bill, Senator George Vest, characterized Northern Pacific’s
efforts as “a gobble by the railway” that would create a virtual monopoly of the
tourist trade. Because construction of the line would require Congress to grant
several sections of park land to Northern Pacific and permit the cutting of tim-
ber and grading of hillsides, Vest believed that allowing a railroad into Yellow-
stone was a dangerous precedent that “would end in the destruction of the
Park.”27 With the support of President Chester Arthur, whom Vest accompanied
on a tour of Yellowstone the previous summer, his arguments prevailed; in the
censoted words of Representative John J. O’Neil, the government refused to
allow “one d—-d inch of that patk [to be] cut off.”’28 Northern Pacific would con-
tinue its efforts for at least another decade, and subsidiaties of the railroad man-
aged to obtain leases for the construction and management of most concessions,
but the proposal to build a line through the park had largely failed by 1886.2°

The “railroad threat,” as it soon came to be known, raised important issues
about just what the park’s borders were supposed to protect. Of course, no one
questioned Yellowstone’s significance “as a public park or pleasuring-ground for
the benefit and enjoyment of the people,” but a new emphasis was placed on the
original park act’s prohibition “against the wanton destruction of the fish and
game.”30 As Secretary of the Interior Lucius Q. C. Lamar noted in the spring of
1886, the chief purpose of a national park had now become “the preservation of
the wilderness . . . in as nearly the condition in which we found [it] as possi-
ble.” For Lamar and his contemporaries, “wilderness” was a faitly simple concept
that meant large animal populations and vast stretches of uncut forest. Though
trees and game remained plentiful in the park, miners, lumbermen, and hunters
might soon prove a greater threat than even the railroad. Indeed, Lamar warned
that Ametrica’s one great fotest and game teserve was already under “siege” and
needed vigilant protection.?!

Secretary Lamar’s concerns wete hardly new, but they had previously taken a
backseat to more immediate worries about defense against Indian attacks and im-
proved visitor access to Yellowstone’s scenic attractions. > As early as 1875, Cap-
tain Willlam Ludlow criticized the lack of protection accorded Yellowstone’s
game animals and argued that only the army could effectively manage the na-
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tional park.33 Despite the strength of Ludlow’s convictions, it would take General
Philip H. Sheridan to make game protection and military management of the
park into issues of national concern. In the process, he would bring together a
coalition of interests who shared Lamar’s belief that wilderness preservation
must become the “dominant idea” behind the development and protection of
the national park.34

After traveling through Yellowstone in the summers of 1881 and 1882, Sheri-
dan complained about the park’s inadequacy as a game preserve and offered to
provide troops for its protection.?> Upon returning to Washington in the fall of
1882, the general first appealed to eastern sportsmen and asked them to press the
government for greater protection of the park. He quickly garnered the support
of several influential senators, who vigorously championed a proposal to bring
the park under military management. Sheridan’s ideas also received a good deal of
coverage from journals such as the Nation and Forest and Siream, which soon in-
spired numerous petitions from state and territorial legislatutes, sportsmen’s
groups, and concerned individuals. This widespread support quickly led to the
adoption of stronger game rules in 1883 and pushed Congress to authorize the
secretary of War to dispatch “the necessary details of troops to prevent . . .
[destruction] of the game or objects of curiosity” in the park. Preservationists
did not claim success, however, until the military took over complete manage-
ment of the park three yeats later.3¢

The First Cavalry to the Rescue

By the time Yellowstone received the protection of the U.S. Army in June 1886,
the Shoshone, Bannock, and Sheep Eater once again headed the list of perceived
threats to the national park. Defining the value of wilderness in terms of animals
and trees led advocates of preservation to view Indians as inherently incapable of
appreciating the natural world. Hardly a key component of the wilderness condi-
tion, native peoples instead represented the one great flaw in the western land-
scape. According to the complaints of outdoor enthusiasts in the late nineteenth
century, it seemed a wonder that any forests or animals remained in North
America since Indians practically based their entire existence on the destruction
of wildetness. As early as 1879, sport hunters and settlers complained to the
commissioner of Indian Affairs about native hunters who “wantonly destroyed
game” throughout the Rocky Mountain region. Even worse, they lit fires “in
order to obtain dry fuel for winter use, or to drive the deer to one place where
they might be easily killed . . . [and thus] large tracts of valuable timber were
burned over.”3”

"To most champions of wilderness preservation, the best solution for protecting
these areas was an old solution: the use of military force to keep native peoples on
their reservations. Such a program would not only preserve wilderness but also
fit nicely into ongoing efforts to “civilize” Indians by training them to become

self-sufficient agriculturists. These concerns came to Yellowstone in the person of
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Captain Moses A. Harris, who served for three years as the first military superin-
tendent of Yellowstone National Park. A hero of the Civil War and veteran of sev-
eral campaigns against Indians, Harris possessed a great deal of frontier experience
that stood him well in his new post. As one historian described him, Harris “was
tough as only a frontier cavalryman knew how to be tough fand] . . . he applied
all the skill and austere efficiency [to park protection] that he would have devoted
to defending a position against an Indian raid.”?8

Within days of his arrival at park headquarters in the summer of 1886, Cap-
tain Hartis made his first complaint about the one “constant annoyance” that
would plague his three-year administration of the national park. Much to his sur-
prise, Hartis reported to the secretary of the Interior about a “considerable band
of . . . Indians [from the Fort Hall and Lembhi reservations who were] ap-
proach[ing] the western boundary of the Park” and quickly realized that native
hunters neither feared nor avoided the Yellowstone region. Moreovet, as he dis-
covered just a few weeks later, they regular