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UNIVERSITY OF UTAH

ANTHROPOLOGICAL PAPERS

The University of Utah Anthropological Papers are a medium for
reporting to interested scholars and to the people of Utah research in
anthropology and allied sciences bearing upon the peoples and cultures
of the Great Basin and the West. They include, first, specialized and
technical record reports on Great Basin archeology, ethnology, lin-
guistics, and physical anthropology, and second, more general articles
on anthropological discoveries, problems and interpretations bearing
upon the western regions, from the High Plains to the Pacific Coast,
insofar as they are relevant to human and cultural relations in the
Great Basin and surrounding areas.

For the duration of the archeological salvage project for the upper
Colorado River Basin which the University has undertaken by contract
agreement with the National Park Service, reports relating to that
research program are being published as series within a series, bear-
ing numbers in the general sequence of the papers as well as their own
identifying numbers.

The Upper Colorado and Glen Canyon subseries will represent a
wider range of the sciences and humanities than the parent series itself.
The project provides for studies of the natural history of the Glen
Canyon area and its inhabitants so that the relationships of the prehis-
toric cultures and their settings will be understood in depth. As contact
with Western peoples and cultures has had a varying effect upon the
native Americans and the land, some papers will be concerned with the
Colorado in the more recent past.



AN OUTLINE OF THE HISTORY OF THE FLAMING GORGE AREA

William M. Purdy

Number 37 (Upper Colorado Series Number 1) March, 1959

ANTHROPOLOGICAL PAPERS

Department of Anthropology

University of Utah



Upper Colorado River Basin

An Outline of the History of the Flaming Gorge Area

as a part of the

Upper Colorado River Basin Salvage Program

in accordance with the

Memorandum of Agreement

14-10-333-430

between the

U.S. National Park Service and the University of Utah

by

William M. Purdy

University of Utah



FOREWORD

Mr. William M. Purdy, principal of Manila High School maintains
a continuing and avid interest in the archeology and history of the Flam-
ing Gorge area. This paper by Mr. Purdy is a by-product of his long
interest in local history and an archeological survey of the Flaming
Gorge reservoir, a report of which is included as Appendix I.

With this publication we initiate an additional subseries which we
have designated the Upper Colorado series. Studies which focus primarily
on Glen Canyon or its immediate environs will continue to appear in the
Glen Canyon series. Project studies elsewhere in the Basin will appear
in the Upper Colorado Series.

Grateful acknowledgment is made to Mrs. Mildred Treacy, editorial
assistant, for the preparation of this report for the press.
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INTRODUCTION

Any attempt to write a history of a given area divorced from its
surroundings would be futile. This outline, while concentrating on the
area affected by the Flaming Gorge dam, will encompass the adjacent
areas to the extent that the outline becomes coherent and meaningful.

The reservoir created by the Flaming Gorge dam will directly affect
two counties in two states--Daggett County, Utah, and Sweetwater County,
Wyoming. The dam itself will be located in Red Canyon of the Green
River in Daggett County. The reservoir will contain this river to within
a few miles of Green River City, Wyoming.

The history of this area falls naturally into several parts, and is
treated chronologically.

The great western migration in the 1840's is hardly touched upon.
The vastness of the subject precludes a detailed account in an outline of
this nature. Furthermore, except for a few isolated incidents, the
migration affected this area only indirectly.

The standard sources are abundant and satisfactory for the early
part of this history. However, this does not hold true for the remainder.
With the exception of records from government and quasi-government
sponsored expeditions, and those in the general area of stockgrowing
in Wyoming, competent primary sources are rare. Records covering
the activities of the local population are almost completely lacking. In
some aspects, especially in those concerning the activities of a group
of outlaws known as ''The Wild Bunch', the story is so steeped in legend
that historical accounting may be impossible.

There are two sources to which the writer wishes to give special
acknowledgement:

William G. Tittsworth and J. S. Hoy came to the Green River Basin
shortly after the Civil War. They were eyewitnesses to that turbulent
and exciting age when the west was going through the transition from
wilderness to civilization. Both wrote books about that era. Tittsworth's
book was privately published in a limited edition. It is a collector's item.
J. S. Hoy's work never passed the manuscript stage. This manuscript



was lost for several years and has just recently been recovered. The
J. S. Hoy Manuscript was acquired by the Colorado State Universi_t—y—
when it purchased the file of Field & Farm which had belonged to the
editor of that publication, Lucius W. Wilcox. The manuscript was in
poor condition with many pages missing. Its arrangement into its
present form was the work of the very able Dr. James G. Hodgson,
Director of Libraries of Colorado State College. A typewritten essay
dealing with the murder of Valentine Hoy by the Tracy-Lant gang has
been masquerading under the title of The J. S. Hoy Manuscript for many
years. The finding of the legitimate manuscript exposes that essay as
fraudulent.

Without the help of these two histories the following outline would
be shallow indeed.



THE GREEN RIVER

A glance at the topography of the upper Green River shows an extensive
basin extending from the Windriver Range in northwestern Wyoming south
to the Uintah Range in northeastern Utah. Without further scrutiny one might
ask himself why no large body of water lies here, making the building of
dams superfluous. To solve this riddle one must eventually focus his atten-
tion on the dominant force at work in this basin, the Green River. The
Green River drains this basin by the most improbable course, directly
through the Uintah Mountains. A boat trip through Ladore Canyon would
drive home to the discerning mind the tremendous task assumed by this river.

The Green River not only is the dominant factor, topographically
speaking, but is also the most important factor governing the history of
the people who came this way. It deserves a little attention.

The Green River was known to the aborigines as the Sheetskadee, a
Crow term meaning prairie hen. How it came to be called the Green has
not conclusively been determined. Three popular theories have been
advanced, all scholarly, but all lacking definite authority. Coutant,
celebrated historian of Wyoming, contends that the river was named by
William Ashley for an associate of his in St. Louis named Green (Coutant,
1899). Dale Morgan, eminent contemporary historian, supports the pro-
position that the river was named the Green by the Spaniards because of the
outstanding contrast of the green vegetation along the banks of the river with
the drab desert country that it traversed (Utah Historical Quarterly, Vol.
XV, 1947). The third, and most popular, theory is that the river was so
named because its waters are indeed green. After the river has finished
its task of transporting topsoil from Wyoming and Utah to the lower basin
states in spring and early summer, it clears and becomes a vivid green
in color. The color of the river immediately captures the attention of the
viewer regardless of other fascinations that may contend. It is very natural
that it should be called the Green. It is not impossible that the Spanish and
the Americans arrived at the same name independently of each other.

One might write indefinitely on the geological aspects of this river,
but this outline must concern itself with historical events that occurred
here. Further comments on the Green River will be made as they are
relative to that history.



THE ROCKY MOUNTAIN FUR TRADE

Chittenden dates the beginning of the mountain fur trade as 1805, or
as a result of the Lewis and Clark exploration of the Louisiana Territory
(Chittenden, Vol. 1, 1954). The ensuing 20 years found ever increasing
activity by Americans in this enterprise, primarily in the region of the
upper Missouri River and its tributaries. The region of the upper Green
River had to wait until 1824 when, out of the plains, through South Pass,
into the central Rocky Mountains marched the celebrated mountain men
of William Ashley's fur company (Chittenden, Vol. 1, 1954). They
scattered throughout the surrounding mountains, taking peltries and
announcing a new system of collecting furs, the rendezvous. For the
first time in the mountains items of trade were being transported over-
land to be deposited at a designated spot. All who had skins to trade
would assemble there on a given date. This was an exciting idea, and
one well conceived. William Ashley would within a few short years
retire from the mountains, his fortune made.

In the spring of 1825, Ashley and a select group of his men embarked
on the first exploration of the Green River. Trade goods to supply the
mountain men's first rendezvous were loaded into bull boats made from
green buffalo hides stretched over a willow frame, and the epic making
voyage was begun (Dale, 1941).

As Ashley approached the Uintah Mountains he designated as the site
for the rendezvous the area immediately north of Flaming Gorge canyon
near the mouth of Henry's Fork(Dale, 1941). Henry's Fork heads in the
Uintah Mountains, flows in a northeast direction through southwestern
‘Wyoming, swings southeast back into Utah and merges with the Green
just 1 mi. above the Flaming Gorge. The largest bay area in the reser-
voir created by the Flaming Gorge dam will appear at this point. That
the rendezvous was not held here is common knowledge; the factors that
led to its being moved will be discussed later in this report.

Ashley. relieved of the burden of transporting further the items of
trade which he cached near the mouth of Henry's Fork, continued his
exploration into the Green River canyons. One must realize that at this
time the Green River was uncharted. There was a possibility that it
turned to the east and found its way into the Gulf of Mexico, and Ashley,
although primarily interested in locating virgin streams in which to trap,
must have pondered the possibility of using the stream as an easy means



of transporting furs to civilized ports. If he dreamed such a dream of
transport, it was soon shattered, for riding the high waters in the Green
River canyons of Utah and Colorado is not for commercial travelers.

Jim Beckwourth, a mountain man who accompanied Ashley on this
voyage, tells how he saved Ashley's life in the "big suck' in Flaming
Gorge canyon (Dunham, 1947). Jim Beckwourth was a colossal liar.
Even among mountain men, men who took pride in the art of exaggeration,
he stands at the head of the class. The waters through Flaming Gorge
canyon are the most docile of any in the Green. The river at this point
almost seems to regret its brashness in entering such a barrier. It would
perhaps like to retreat to the gentle lands already traversed. However,
once committed the river cannot retreat, and it threads its cautious way
southward almost to the very core of the mountain. Here its southern
passage is stopped and, as if perturbed, the river turns eastward, paralleling
the mountain range, and begins a wild end run in its efforts to flank the seem-
ingly insurmountable barrier. One can only conjecture the thoughts of Ashley
and his men as they raced through the canyons, running one rapid after
another in boats that, although seaworthy, must have been very difficult to
control in rough water. Fortunately for history, Ashley had to portage a
rapid approximately 3 mi. above the Flaming Gorge damsite (Dale, 1941).
The rapid is now known as Ashley Falls because, as the party stopped to
compose itself, Ashley painted on a rock his name and the date, 1825. His
signature and date were still legible 44 years later when another explorer,
Major John Wesley Powell, portaged the rapid (Utah Historical Quarterly,
Vol. XV, 1947).

Ashley continued his river venture on through the canyons of Ladore,
Split Mountain, and Desolation, stopping finally near the present site of
Green River, Utah. From this point he struck overland in a northwest
direction, crossed the Uintah Range at its western extremities. and pro-
ceeded eastward along the north slope to the rendezvous.

The site of the rendezvous had been moved approximately 25 mi. up
Henry's Fork to a more desirable location. At the confluence of the Green
River and Henry's Fork, the site that Ashley had designated, the river
valley is wide and flat. In late spring the waters of the Green overflow
their banks, resulting in the creating of many stagnant ponds that remain
throughout most of the summer. These ponds provide excellent breeding
grounds for mosquitoes. It is doubtful that the mosquito enjoyed more
popularity in 1825 than he does today. This was, in the writer's opinion,
the reason for moving the rendezvous. A stroll through these bottom
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lands in midsummer lends good argument to this theory.

During the 20 odd years that the fur trade flourished in the central
Rocky Mountains, the general area of the Flaming Gorge dam was as
popular a region with the trader and trapper as any place in the mountains.
Especially was this true in the winter months. One must again turn to
the geography to understand this popularity.

The Uintah Range is the only major mountain range on the continent
that runs in an east-west direction. The western end of the range extends
almost to the east slope of the Wasatch Range. The highest peaks in the
Uintahs occur in the west, the range diminishing in elevation to the east.
When discussing the phenomenon of weather in the Flaming Gorge area
the significance of this geography becomes apparent. The climate along
the northeast slope of the Uintah Mountains, influenced primarily by the
westerly winds of this latitude and modified by the Wasatch Range and the
high peaks of the western Uintahs, is extremely dry. The lack of snow in
winter relieved the mountain man of one of his most pressing problems,
winter pasturage for his animals. Also, and perhaps more important,
all migrating quadrupeds along the north slope of the Uintah Range winter
in this same area along the Green River. The mountain man not only had
good feed for his stock but ample food for himself, all with little effort.

It is emphasized that this was a popular wintering ground because
just the opposite was true in summer. The wild life sought the high
mountain pastures in preference to the hot, dry, pest infested bottom
lands, and the trapper did the same.



TRADING POSTS

Two trading posts, or forts as they were commonly called, were con-
structed in the area adjacent to the Flaming Gorge reservoir. One of
primary importance in the history of western America was Fort Bridger.
The other was of so little significance that its very existence is doubted by
one historian. This was Fort David Crockett.

Fort Crockett

Fort Crockett was constructed (Hoy Ms.) in the eastern end of Brown's
Hole, Colorado, probably in 1837, by three fur traders named Sinclair,
Craig, and Thompson. The trading post was of inferior type and lasted
but a few short years, being but a heap of ashes in 1843 when John C.
Fremont passed by (Fremont, 1887). Fort Crockett was more closely
associated with the Santa Fe trade than with St. Louis, and this may be
the reason why so little is known about it. The St. Louis trade has been
well researched while the Santa Fe trade has hardly been touched.

The exact location of Fort Crockett has never been determined.
While practically all historians have placed it in Brown's Hole, the
majority favor the western end, which is in Utah, to the eastern end,
which is in Colorado. Because of this dissention among historians, and
because of the interest of Americans in western historical monuments,
the writer believes the subject to be of sufficient importance to merit a
more detailed study than ordinarily would be necessary in a report of
this nature.

Our information concerning Fort Crockett comes primarily from
the few western travelers that stopped there. Thomas Jefferson Farnham
(1841) gives us the most detailed description of the fort's location. If
reliable, his journal, which describes graphically the country he traversed,
could lead one to the approximate location of the post. In order to check
the accuracy of Mr. Farnham's observations,the writer followed his trail
from the Yampa River to the Little Snake River, into and through Brown's
Hole, into Clay Basin, and on to Black's Fork of the Green. His descriptions
of the country and his judge of distance were found to be, with a few excep-
tions, remarkably accurate. Most students of this period are familiar
with Farnham's remarks as he approached Fort Crockett:

...travelled at a round pace for three hours, when the bluffs



opened before us the beautiful plain of Brown's Hole. As we
entered it we crossed two cool streams [onel that tumbled down
from the stratified cliffs near at hand on the right. [Vermillion]
Creek and a few rods beyond, the whole area became visible.
The fort as it is called peered up in the centre upon the winding
banks of the Sheetskadee. The dark mountains rose around it
sublimely, and the green fields swept away into the deep preci-
pitous gorges more beautifully than I can describe (Farnham,
1841).

Not so well known are the remarks that he made upon leaving Fort
Crockett:

On the morning of the 19th of August left the hospitalities of Fort
Crockett for the dreary wastes and starving plains between it
and Fort Hall. Blair, Smith and my guide Jim, constituted my
whole force. At 10 A. M. we were winding our way up the Sheet-
skadee. . .the river during the 12 miles traveled of the day,
appeared to be about 100 yds. wide, a rapid current two feet
deep, water limpid. The mountains on either side rose half a
mile from the river in dark stratified masses, 1000 ft. above
the level of the stream, on their sides were a few scrub cedars.
The lower hills were covered with the hated wormwood and
prickly pear. The banks were covered with white clay alternat-
ing with loose light colored sandy soil of the mountain districts.
The rocks were of quartz, red sandstone and limestone. Our
camp was pitched at night on the high bank of the stream among
the bushes. 20th: At seven in the morning we had breakfast

and were on our way. We traveled 3 miles up the east bank of
the river and came to a mountain through which it broke its way
with a noise that indicated the fall to be great, and the channel

to be a deep rugged chasm. [Red Creek Rapids] Near the place
where it leaves the chasm we turned to the right and followed

a deep rough gorge, the distance of five miles [Red Creek Canyon]
and emerged into a plain. [Clay Basin| This gorge has been
formed by the action of a tributary of the Green River upon the
soft red sandstone that formed the precipices around. (Farnham,
1841).



There can be no mistake about the part going up Red Creek Canyon.
The description fits perfectly and there is no other tributary on the east
side of the river for a 100 mi. Accepting this, and determining the distance
that one would travel on horseback in approximately a day, (Farnham's
estimate was 15 miles and is just a few miles short) the fort would have to
be located near the confluence of Vermillion Creek and the Green River.
This would tie exactly into Farnham's description of the site as he entered
Brown's Hole.

To cement the argument, if that be necessary, one need only follow
John C. Fremont's trail from Fort Robidou in the Uintah Basin to Brown's
Hole, Colorado. The trail is easily followed, as Fremont (1877) kept a
detailed journal and also mapped the region as he went. Fremont's camp
on the Green in Brown's Hole, which was on the opposite side of the river
from 'the remains of an old fort' coincides exactly with the location given
by Farnham. From Fremont's Journal:

On the 7th we had a pleasant but long days journey through
beautiful little valleys and a high mountain country, arriving
about evening at the verge of a steep and rocky ravine by
which we descended to '""Brown's Hole'. This is a place well
known to trappers in the country, where the canyons through
which the Colorado flow expand into a narrow but pretty valley,
about sixteen miles long. .. According to information the lower
end of the valley is the most eastern [western] part of Colorado;
and the latitude of our encampment, which was opposite to the
remains of an old fort on the left bank of the river was 400 46'
27" and by observation the elevation about sea level 5, 150 ft.
The bearing to the entrance of the canyon below was south 20°
east. Here the river enters between lofty precipices of red
rock [Ladore Canyon| and the country below is said to assume
a very rugged character, the river and its affluents passing
through canyons which forbid all access to the waters. .. The
bottoms of a small stream called Vermillion Creek, which
enters the left bank of the river a short distance below our
encampment were abundantly covered with vermiculais. ..
(Fremont, 1897).






