John C. Fremont, Report on the Exploring Expeditions to the Rocky
Mountains (1843-1844)

Lewis and Clark had probed into the Northwest in their expedition of 1804—1806 to provide their
president and nation with some vital information and a claim on the territory. By the 1840s
Americans were ready to stake their individual claims just as their nation was set to confirm its
possession. To facilitate these actions, John C. Frémont (1813-1890), an officer in the Corps of
Topographical Engineers, had the job of adding to the earlier explorers' work. Frémont led
expeditions in 1842 and 1843—44 to map out possible routes and settlement sites as well as
record the flora, fauna, and humanity that inhabited the Rocky Mountain and Pacific Northwest.
He did such a good job, and told such interesting stories in his reports (modeled on Irving's work
and written with his wife's help), that he is best known as an explorer even though he also served
his country as a soldier and politician. [August 21, 1843]
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We continued our road down the river, and at night encamped with a family of emigrants—two
men, women, and several children—who appeared to be bringing up the rear of the great
caravan. [ was struck with the fine appearance of their cattle, some six or eight yoke of oxen,
which really looked as well as if they had been all the summer at work on some good farm. It
was strange to see one small family travelling along through such a country, so remote from
civilization. Some nine years since, such a security might have been a fatal one; but since their
disastrous defeats in the country a little north, the Blackfeet have ceased to visit these waters.
Indians, however, are very uncertain in their localities; and the friendly feelings, also, of those
now inhabiting it may be changed.

According to barometrical observation at noon, the elevation of the valley was 6,400 feet above
the sea; and our encampment at night in latitude 42° 03' 47", and longitude 111° 10' 53", by
observation—the day's journey having been 26 miles. This encampment was therefore within the
territorial limit of the United States; our travelling, from the time we entered the valley of the
Green river, on the 15th of August, having been to the south of the 42d degree of north latitude,
and consequently on Mexican territory; and this is the route all the emigrants now travel to
Oregon.

The temperature at sunset was 65°; and at evening there was a distant thunder storm, with a light
breeze from the north.

Antelope and elk were seen during the day on the opposite prairie; and there were ducks and
geese in the river.

The next morning, in about three miles from our encampment, we reached Smith's fork, a stream
of clear water, about 50 feet in breadth. It is timbered with cottonwood, willow, and aspen, and
makes a beautiful debouchement through a pass about 600 yards wide, between remarkable
mountain hills, rising abruptly on either side, and forming gigantic columns to the gate by which
it enters Bear river valley. . . .



We made our halt at noon in a fertile bottom, where the common blue flax was growing
abundantly, a few miles below the mouth of Thomas's fork, one of the larger tributaries of the
river.

Crossing, in the afternoon, the point of a narrow spur, we descended into a beautiful bottom,
formed by a lateral valley, which presented a picture of home beauty that went directly to our
hearts. The edge of the wood, for several miles along the river, was dotted with the white covers
of emigrant wagons, collected in groups at different camps, where the smokes were rising lazily
from the fires, around which the women were occupied in preparing the evening meal, and the
children playing in the grass; and herds of cattle, grazing about in the bottom, had an air of quiet
security, and civilized comfort, that made a rare sight for the traveller in such a remote
wilderness.

In common with all the emigration, they had been reposing for several days in this delightful
valley, in order to recruit their animals on its luxuriant pasturage after their long journey, and
prepare them for the hard travel along the comparatively sterile banks of the Upper Columbia. . .
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August 30.—We had constant thunder storms during the night, but in the morning the clouds
were sinking to the horizon, and the air was clear and cold, with the thermometer at sunrise at
39°. Elevation by barometer 5,580 feet. We were in motion early, continuing up the little stream
without encountering any ascent where a horse would not easily gallop, and, crossing a slight
dividing ground at the summit, descended upon a small stream, along which we continued on the
same excellent road. In riding through the pass, numerous cranes were seen; and prairie hens, or
grouse, (bonasia umbellus,) which lately had been rare, were very abundant.

This little affluent brought us to a larger stream, down which we travelled through a more open
bottom, on a level road, where heavily-laden wagons could pass without obstacle. The hills on
the right grew lower, and, on entering a more open country, we discovered a Shoshonee village;
and being desirous to obtain information, and purchase from them some roots and berries, we
halted on the river, which was lightly wooded with cherry, willow, maple, service berry, and
aspen. . . . A number of Indians came immediately over to visit us, and several men were sent to
the village with goods, tobacco, knives, cloth, vermilion, and the usual trinkets, to exchange for
provisions. But they had no game of any kind; and it was difficult to obtain any roots from them,
as they were miserably poor, and had but little to spare from their winter stock of provisions.
Several of the Indians drew aside their blankets, showing me their lean and bony figures; and I
would not any longer tempt them with a display of our merchandise to part with their wretched
subsistence, when they gave as a reason that it would expose them to temporary starvation. A
great portion of the region inhabited by this nation formerly abounded in game; the buffalo
ranging about in herds, as we had found them on the eastern waters, and the plains dotted with
scattered bands of antelope; but so rapidly have they disappeared within a few years, that now, as
we journeyed along, an occasional buffalo skull and a few wild antelope were all that remained
of the abundance which had covered the country with animal life.

The extraordinary rapidity with which the buffalo is disappearing from our territories will not
appear surprising when we remember the great scale on which their destruction is yearly carried



on. With inconsiderable exceptions, the business of the American trading posts is carried on in
their skins; every year the Indian villages make new lodges, for which the skin of the buffalo
furnishes the material; and in that portion of the country where they are still found, the Indians
derive their entire support from them, and slaughter them with a thoughtless and abominable
extravagance. Like the Indians themselves, they have been a characteristic of the Great West;
and as, like them, they are visibly diminishing, . . .
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The extraordinary abundance of the buffalo on the east side of the Rocky mountains, and their
extraordinary diminution, will be made clearly evident from the following statement: At any time
between the years 1824 and 1836, a traveller might start from any given point south or north in
the Rocky mountain range, journeying by the most direct route to the Missouri river; and, during
the whole distance, his road would be always among large bands of buffalo, which would never
be out of his view until he arrived almost within sight of the abodes of civilization.

At this time, the buffalo occupy but a very limited space, principally along the eastern base of the
Rocky mountains, sometimes extending at their southern extremity to a considerable distance
into the plains between the Platte and Arkansas rivers, and along the eastern frontier of New
Mexico as far south as Texas.
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In 1842, I found the Sioux Indians of the Upper Platte demontés, as their French traders
expressed it, with the failure of the buffalo; and in the following year, large villages from the
Upper Missouri came over to the mountains at the heads of the Platte, in search of them. The
rapidly progressive failure of their principal and almost their only means of subsistence has
created great alarm among them; and at this time there are only two modes presented to them, by
which they see a good prospect for escaping starvation: one of these is to rob the settlements
along the frontier of the States; and the other is to form a league between the various tribes of the
Sioux nation, the Cheyennes, and Arapahoes, and make war against the Crow nation, in order to
take from them their country, which is now the best buffalo country in the west. This plan they
now have in consideration; and it would probably be a war of extermination, as the Crows have
long been advised of this state of affairs, and say that they are perfectly prepared. These are the
best warriors in the Rocky mountains, and are now allied with the Snake Indians; and it is
probable that their combination would extend itself to the Utahs, who have long been engaged in
war against the Sioux. It is in this section of country that my observation formerly led me to
recommend the establishment of a military post.
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October 25.—The weather was pleasant, with a sunrise temperature of 36°. . . . We halted about
three miles above the mouth, on account of grass; and the next morning arrived at the Nez Percé
fort, one of the trading establishments of the Hudson Bay Company, a few hundred yards above
the junction of the Walahwalah with the Columbia river. Here we had the first view of this river,
and found it about 1,200 yards wide, and presenting the appearance of a fine navigable stream.
We made our camp in a little grove of willows on the Walahwalah, which are the only trees to be
seen in the neighborhood; but were obliged to send the animals back to the encampment we had
left, as there was scarcely a blade of grass to be found. . . . The appearance of the post and
country was without interest, except that we here saw, for the first time, the great river on which



the course of events for the last half century has been directing attention and conferring historical
fame. The river is, indeed, a noble object, and has here attained its full magnitude. About nine
miles above, and in sight from the heights about the post, is the junction of the two great forks
which constitute the main stream—that on which we had been travelling from Fort Hall, and
known by the names of Lewis's fork, Shoshonee, and Snake river; and the North fork, which has
retained the name of Columbia, as being the main stream.

We did not go up to the junction, being pressed for time; but the union of two large streams,
coming one from the southeast, and the other from the northeast, and meeting in what may be
treated as the geographical centre of the Oregon valley, thence doubling the volume of water to
the ocean, while opening two great lines of communication with the interior continent,
constitutes a feature in the map of the country which cannot be overlooked; and it was probably
in reference to this junction of waters, and these lines of communication, that this post was
established. They are important lines, and, from the structure of the country, must forever remain
so—one of them leading to the South Pass, and to the valley of the Mississippi; the other to the
pass at the head of the Athabasca river, and to the countries drained by the waters of the Hudson
Bay. The British fur companies now use both lines; the Americans, in their emigration to
Oregon, have begun to follow the one which leads towards the United States. Batteaus from tide
water ascend to the junction, and thence high up the North fork, or Columbia. Land conveyance
only is used upon the line of Lewis's fork. To the emigrants to Oregon, the Nez Percé is a point
of interest, as being, to those who choose it, the termination of their overland journey. The broad
expanse of the river here invites them to embark on its bosom; and the lofty trees of the forest
furnish the means of doing so.
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[March 6, 1844. Continuing south before turning east.

We made an acorn meal at noon, and hurried on; the valley being gay with flowers, and some of
the banks being absolutely golden with the Californian poppy, (eschscholtzia crocea.) Here the
grass was smooth and green, and the groves very open; the large oaks throwing a broad shade
among sunny spots. Shortly afterwards we gave a shout at the appearance on a little bluff of a
neatly built adobehouse with glass windows. We rode up, but, to our disappointment, found only
Indians. There was no appearance of cultivation, and we could see no cattle, and we supposed
the place had been abandoned. We now pressed on more eagerly than ever; the river swept round
in a large bend to the right; the hills lowered down entirely; and, gradually entering a broad
valley, we came unexpectedly into a large Indian village, where the people looked clean, and
wore cotton shirts and various other articles of dress. They immediately crowded around us, and
we had the inexpressible delight to find one who spoke a little indifferent Spanish, but who at
first confounded us by saying there were no whites in the country; but just then a well-dressed
Indian came up, and made his salutations in very well spoken Spanish. In answer to our
inquiries, he informed us that we were upon the Rio de los Americanos,(the river of the
Americans,) and that it joined the Sacramento river about 10 miles below. Never did a name
sound more sweetly! We felt ourselves among our countrymen; for the name of American, in
these distant parts, is applied to the citizens of the United States. To our eager inquiries he
answered, "I am a vaquero (cow herd) in the service of Capt. Sutter, and the people of

this rancheria work for him." Our evident satisfaction made him communicative; and he went on
to say that Capt. Sutter was a very rich man, and always glad to see his country people. We asked



for his house. He answered, that it was just over the hill before us; and offered, if we would wait
a moment, to take his horse and conduct us to it. We readily accepted his civil offer. In a short
distance we came in sight of the fort; and, passing on the way the house of a settler on the
opposite side, (a Mr. Sinclair,) we forded the river; and in a few miles were met a short distance
from the fort by Capt. Sutter himself. He gave us a most frank and cordial reception—conducted
us immediately to his residence—and under his hospitable roof we had a night of rest,
enjoyment, and refreshment, which none but ourselves could appreciate. But the party left in the
mountains with Mr. Fitzpatrick were to be attended to; and the next morning, supplied with fresh
horses and provisions, I hurried off to meet them. On the second day we met, a few miles below
the forks of the Rio de los Americanos; and a more forlorn and pitiable sight than they presented
cannot well be imagined. They were all on foot—each man, weak and emaciated, leading a horse
or mule as weak and emaciated as themselves. They had experienced great difficulty in
descending the mountains, made slippery by rains and melting snows, and many horses fell over
precipices, and were killed; and with some were lost the packs they carried. . . . We stopped and
encamped as soon as we met; and a repast of good beef, excellent bread, and delicious salmon,
which I had brought along, were their first relief from the sufferings of the Sierra, and their first
introduction to the luxuries of the Sacramento. It required all our philosophy and forbearance to
prevent plenty from becoming as hurtful to us now, as scarcity had been before.

The next day, March 8th, we encamped at the junction of the two rivers, the Sacramento and
Americanos; and thus found the whole party in the beautiful valley of the Sacramento. It was a
convenient place for the camp; and, among other things, was within reach of the wood necessary
to make the pack saddles, which we should need on our long journey home, from which we were
farther distant now than we were four months before, when from the Dalles of the Columbia we
so cheerfully took up the homeward line of march.

Captain Sutter emigrated to this country from the western part of Missouri in 1838—'39, and
formed the first settlement in the valley, on a large grant of land which he obtained from the
Mexican Government. He had, at first, some trouble with the Indians; but, by the occasional
exercise of well-timed authority, he has succeeded in converting them into a peaceable and
industrious people. The ditches around his extensive wheat fields; the making of the sun-dried
bricks, of which his fort is constructed; the ploughing, harrowing, and other agricultural
operations, are entirely the work of these Indians, for which they receive a very moderate
compensation—principally in shirts, blankets, and other articles of clothing. In the same manner,
on application to the chief of a village, he readily obtains as many boys and girls as he has any
use for. There were at this time a number of girls at the fort, in training for a future woollen
factory; but they were now all busily engaged in constantly watering the gardens, which the
unfavorable dryness of the season rendered necessary. The occasional dryness of some seasons, I
understood to be the only complaint of the settlers in this fertile valley, as it sometimes renders
the crops uncertain. Mr. Sutter was about making arrangements to irrigate his lands by means of
the Rio de los Americanos. He had this year sown, and altogether by Indian labor, three hundred
fanegas of wheat.

A few years since, the neighboring Russian establishment of Ross, being about to withdraw from
the country, sold to him a large number of stock, with agricultural and other stores, with a
number of pieces of artillery and other munitions of war; for these, a regular yearly payment is
made in grain.



The fort is a quadrangular adobe structure, mounting 12 pieces of artillery, (two of them brass,)
and capable of admitting a garrison of a thousand men; this, at present, consists of 40 Indians, in
uniform—one of whom was always found on duty at the gate. As might naturally be expected,
the pieces are not in very good order. The whites in the employment of Capt. Sutter, American,
French and German, amount, perhaps, to 30 men. The inner wall is formed into buildings
comprising the common quarters, with blacksmith and other workshops; the dwelling house,
with a large distillery house, and other buildings, occupying more the centre of the area.

It is built upon a pond-like stream, at times a running creek communicating with the Rio de los
Americanos, which enters the Sacramento about two miles below. The latter is here a noble river,
about three hundred yards broad, deep and tranquil, with several fathoms of water in the channel,
and its banks continuously timbered. There were two vessels belonging to Capt. Sutter at anchor
near the landing—one a large two-masted lighter, and the other a schooner, which was shortly to
proceed on a voyage to Fort Vancouver for a cargo of goods.

Since his arrival, several other persons, principally Americans, have established themselves in
the valley. Mr. Sinclair, from whom I experienced much kindness during my stay, is settled a
few miles distant, on the Rio de los Americanos. Mr. Coudrois, a gentleman from Germany, has
established himself on Feather river, and is associated with Captain Sutter in agricultural
pursuits. . . .

An impetus was given to the active little population by our arrival, as we were in want of every
thing. Mules, horses, and cattle, were to be collected; the horse mill was at work day and night,
to make sufficient flour; the blacksmith's shop was put in requisition for horse shoes and bridle
bitts; and pack saddles, ropes, and bridles, and all the other little equipments of the camp, were
again to be provided.

The delay thus occasioned was one of repose and enjoyment, which our situation required, and,
anxious as we were to resume our homeward journey, was regretted by no one. In the mean time,
I had the pleasure to meet with Mr. Chiles, who was residing at a farm on the other side of the
river Sacramento, while engaged in the selection of a place for a settlement, for which he had
received the necessary grant of land from the Mexican Government.
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On the 22d we made a preparatory move, and encamped near the settlement of Mr. Sinclair, on
the left bank of the Rio de los Americanos. I had discharged five of the party: Neal, the
blacksmith, (an excellent workman, and an unmarried man, who had done his duty faithfully, and
had been of very great service to me,) desired to remain, as strong inducements were offered here
to mechanics. Although at considerable inconvenience to myself, his good conduct induced me
to comply with his request; and I obtained for him, from Captain Sutter, a present compensation
of two dollars and a half per diem, with a promise that it should be increased to five, if he proved
as good a workman as had been represented. He was more particularly an agricultural
blacksmith. The other men were discharged with their own consent.

While we remained at this place, Derosier, one of our best men, whose steady good conduct had
won my regard, wandered off from the camp, and never returned to it again; nor has he since
been heard of.



March 24.—We resumed our journey with an ample stock of provisions and a large cavalcade of
animals, consisting of 130 horses and mules, and about thirty head of cattle, five of which were
milch cows. Mr. Sutter furnished us also with an Indian boy, who had been trained as

a vaquero, and who would be serviceable in managing our cavalcade, great part of which were
nearly as wild as buffalo; and who was, besides, very anxious to go along with us. Our direct
course home was east; but the Sierra would force us south, above five hundred miles of
travelling, to a pass at the head of the San Joaquin river. . . . From that pass we were to move
southeastwardly, having the Sierra then on the right, and reach the "Spanish trail,” deviously
traced from one watering place to another, which constituted the route of the caravans

from Puebla de los Angeles, near the coast of the Pacific, to Santa Fé of New Mexico. . . .
Following that trail through a desert, relieved by some fertile plains indicated by the recurrence
of the term vegas, until it turned to the right to cross the Colorado, our course would be northeast
until we regained the latitude we had lost in arriving at the Eutah lake, and thence to the Rocky
mountains at the head of the Arkansas. This course of travelling, forced upon us by the structure
of the country, would occupy a computed distance of two thousand miles before we reached the
head of the Arkansas; not a settlement to be seen upon it; and the names of places along it, all
being Spanish or Indian, indicated that it had been but little trod by American feet. Though long,
and not free from hardships, this route presented some points of attraction, in tracing the Sierra
Nevada—turning the Great Basin, perhaps crossing its rim on the south—completely solving the
problem of any river, except the Colorado, from the Rocky mountains on that part of our
continent—and seeing the southern extremity of the Great Salt lake, of which the northern part
had been examined the year before.
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