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John Wesley Powell: White Water to White City

Marcia L. Thomas

In 1893 the World’s Columbian Exposition, originadicheduled for
completion a year earlier to mark the #Ghniversary of Columbus’ voyage to
the New World, opened its doors in Chicago. That@/@ity's monumental
buildings and exhibits of the very best of Americaiture would dazzle millions
of visitors. Along the vaudevillian Midway Plaisanjust outside the fair’s gates,
they marveled at the giant Ferris wheel and en@vadtexotic peoples from
places like Java and Lapland. Among the pleasmassBuffalo Bill Cody’s Wild
West. Fresh from a successful European tour, Gagytreation of the American
West included a buffalo hunt with real buffalos,atack on a stagecoach by real
Indians, and a re-enactment of the Battle of LBig Horn. In just a few years,
Cody would retire to the Wyoming town that beais fame, where, he told a
reporter, “Irrigation makes farming a pleasure arups a sure thing-”

That same summer, a young Frederick Jackson Tpraesented an essay
to a gathering of historians at the Chicago Artitage. In “The Significance of
the Frontier in American History,” Turner first std his famous thesis, “The
frontier has gone, and with its going has closexdfitist period of American
history.” The vanishing frontier had shaped the Americamattiar: “That
coarseness and strength combined with acutenesacguoibitiveness; that
practical inventive turn of mind, quick to find eegients; that masterful grasp of
material things...that restless, nervous energy;dbatinant individualism®

Turner’s characterization might well be appliecatwmther fair-goer, John
Wesley Powell. The director of both the US GeatagBurvey and the Bureau of
American Ethnology, Powell was on hand to see iimisklf the exhibits mounted
by his agencies. From Chicago, Powell would cargiwest to Los Angeles to
address the Second International Irrigation Comfege The West he would

encounter on his train ride to Los Angeles waglitierent from the one

! Warren,Buffalo Bill's America481.
2 Turner, “The Significance of the Frontier in Angsm History,” 227.
® Ibid., 226-227.



encountered in 1869, when he led the first sucakssherican expedition down
the Colorado River. The political landscape haahgjed as well. Powell, once a
highly regarded and popular figure in Washingtanyriaced an indifferent
public and hostile Congress. In less than a yeawould resign his post as
director of the Geological Survey.

The years between 1869 and 1893 were extraordim@aoductive for
Powell. A study of his work yields an astonishargay of contributions to
geology, geography, anthropology, ethnology, ndto®nce, philosophy, and
linguistics? Driven by a conviction that science should betpyractical use for
the benefit of the nation and its people, he stebogh of his agencies to that
purpose. But none of his work would have beenipteshad he not first gained
the attention of the American public. The publiditym his Western surveys and
expeditions, coupled with his ability to cultivaielitical allies, played a
significant role in propelling him to a successfaleer as a scientist and federal
bureaucrat.

Major Powell, as the one-armed former Union soldias known, honed
his public relations skills when he secured a madeship at lllinois Wesleyan
University following the Civil War. In 1867 he stessfully lobbied the lllinois
legislature for funds to establish the lllinois Nal History Society Museum in
Normal, his hometown. He then persuaded the IBiBmard of Education,
lllinois Industrial University, and Chicago AcademfyScience to contribute
funds for a summer collecting expedition in the Roklountains. Upon his
return, Powell reported to the Board of Educatiwat the hoped to ‘complete the
exploration’ of the Colorado River during the nggar.” For a second
expedition in 1868, Powell traveled to Washingtosécure free military rations
from Congress. With a large party of self-fundetlmteers, Powell again headed
to Colorado, this time by rail. While camped n€&aand River, the Powell party
was joined by a group of prominent tourists, inahgdWilliam Byers, editor of

theDenver NewsSpeaker of the House Schuyler Colfax, and SaBowles,

* See Thomaslohn Wesley Powell: An Annotated Bibliography
® Worster,A River Running West 25.



editor of theSpringfieldRepublican Impressed with Powell’s energy and vision,
Bowles gave the Major extensive coverage in hisi@nitial newspaper. Powell’'s
plan, he wrote, was to “follow down the Grand Riged strike further to the
larger branch of the great Colorado River, the Gred@he final object is to
explore the Upper Colorado River and solve the enest of its three hundred
mile canyon.®

As was often the case, Powell was in the rightgktdhe right time, with
the intelligence to recognize an advantage andfigtion to capitalize on it.
Then, too, in 1869 America was ripe for the ambgidlajor Powell. The nation
was in its second age of discovery and infatuatitd itg newly acquired Western
lands. The federal government had appropriatedteals of thousands of dollars
for military surveys of vast tracts of newly acepdrterritory. By 1861 the
government had already published 18 illustratednsgrom Western
expeditions. Reports were excerpted and reviewed in natiomafiisternational
newspapers and journals, which then sent theirwiters and photographers
west of the Mississippi. Oliver Wendell Holmesvention of the handheld
stereoscope in 1859 brought these photographshatparlors of millions of
Americans.

Technical developments in printing, a rising ligraate, and distribution
of publications by railroad, led to a mid-centurpmsive expansion of the
periodical markef. By 1870, over 4,000 weekly magazines were pubtish the
U.S., with a combined circulation of 10.5 millioorfa population of 30 millioR.
Dime novels flooded the book market, with as masy %06 set in the West; total
sales for one publisher alone approached 5 mibetmeen 1860 and 186%.
Other technical developments in the form of thegedph and the railroad played
a crucial role in forever cementing the West in Ameerican imagination. By
1861 telegraph lines completely crossed the nasipeeding the travel of news
from west to east. The completion of the transoental railroad in 1869 not

® Bowles, The Parks and Mountains of Coloradd,07.
" Tyler, “lllustrated Government Publication,” 148.
8 Smith and PricePeriodical Literature in Nineteenth-Century America
9 .
Ibid., 5.
19 Smith, Virgin Land, 91.



only opened the West to a new rush of commercesatiément, but also marked
the beginning of one of the most concerted advegisampaigns and regional
promotions the world has ever séén.

In a remarkable historical coincidence, on Mayjuidt a day after the
Golden Spike ceremoniously united the two halvetheftranscontinental railroad
at Promontory Summit, Powell arrived by rail in @neRiver, Wyoming, to
prepare for his first exploratory navigation of tbelorado River. One of
Powell’s final acts before departing on May 24 wagirite a letter to the
ChicagoTribune Throughout the duration of the expedition, thajdéd and most
of the other nine members of his exploring partymaned frequent
correspondence with editors of prominent newspapeosighout the West and
Midwest? “Successful passage through the Grand Canyon, ¥hes potentially
Powell’s ticket to greater respect as a scierdistl, publicity garnered...could only
help Powell’s wider reputation..**

Publicity was certainly garnered a month into tbgage when a Utah
newspaper ran a widely-distributed story based senaational claim by John
Risdon, who falsely reported witnessing the drowrohPowell’s entire party.
Following more reliable news that all were very imadive, aNew YorKTimes
editorial opined, “It has been fortunate for thenéaof Major Powell...that the
rascal Risdon propagated the falsehood of thectags of the whole
expedition...since then, the entire country hasrake deepest interest in the
Powell expedition. The newspapers have eagerlyqatiavery item they could
get hold of about the party, and every letter derimom any of the members has
been universally read” (July 26, 1869). When Povwehlly emerged from the
Grand Canyon at the end of August, he was herafddgk press as a conquering
hero. Biographer Donald Worster notes, “Powelghtned his own adventures
with a dash of romance, embellished a few anecdotdsamatize his personal
heroism and disregarding his own notes, exaggethtedangers of some of the

" Fifer, American Progressl1.
12 seeUtah Historical Quarterlyl5 (1947) for letters to the press from the 18@8edlition.
13 padget)ndian Country51.



falls he went over.... He had ambition, determinatend willingness to risk all
for the sake of science.?”

In addition to public lecturing, the Major lobbi€bngress, looking for
funds to support his research. By May of 1870 & d0 Congressional
appropriation of $10,000, in effect creating ancél government survey that
within a few years would become the Geographicdl@aological Survey of the
Rocky Mountain Region. Fully aware of the impdwtta visual record would
have on the public and Congress, Powell staffeddusnd Colorado River
expedition with artist Frederick Dellenbaugh andtplgraphers E. O. Beaman
and John Hillers. For an overland survey, Powalirted renowned artist Thomas
Moran, who accepted Powell’s invitation to join hanthe Grand Canyon in
1873. Journals and magazines were soon rich wittaMs illustrations and in
1874 Congress purchased Moran’s pain@gsm of the Coloradfmr $10,000.

In 1875Scribner’'s Monthlypublished Powell’s first full written account of
the 1869 expeditioft. His official report to Congres&xploration of the
Colorado River of the Westias released nearly simultaneously and sold out
almost immediately. In both versions, Powell insérincidents from the second
river expedition into his narrative and neglectedredit members of the second
exploring party. According to Wallace Stegner, tbgort “is to some extent a
work of the imagination...he wrote partly with ayeeon the scientific reader,
partly on the persuasive power the narrative nmigtve on appropriations
committees and partly on the public impression bald/make.*® In fact,

Powell enjoyed repeated success before the Housen@tee on Appropriations
in his annual bids for continued funding of the RpoMountain Survey. After
assuming the leadership of the U.S. Geological Sunv 1881, he shaped the
agency into a well-funded and highly influentiailesttific institution. In a letter
to one of his scientists, Powell wrote, “I wishniake the Survey of such
magnitude that the whole area of the United Stedesbe properly occupied with

1 Worster,A River Running West99-201.

15 A series in 3 parts: “The Cafions of the Coloradai Overland Trip to the Grand Cafion,” and
“The Ancient Province of Tusayan.”

16 StegnerBeyond the Hundredth Meridiah48.



a corps of topographers and geographers doingegftizvork which will be
available during the present generation. In otdgrow from year to year, it is
necessary to interest a large body of legislatodsta obtain the friendly
cooperation of the public pres¥.”

The Geological Survey grew indeed when powerful \&fessenators, led
up by “Big Bill” Stewart of Nevada, authorized Pdise undertake a

hydrographic survey of “lands susceptible of irtiga.”*®

If only the arid lands
could be “redeemed” by irrigation, they thoughgrimillions of worthless dry
acres would be transformed into valuable cultivdields. In 1888 Congress
appropriated $100,000 for the Irrigation Surveyioiwed by an additional
$250,000 in 1889. But the next year, in an abaljotut-face, Congress cut its
funding and Powell was under attack.

What went wrong? Certain recent events had notdmdermined
Powell’s reputation. In January 1890 tlew York Heraldan a series of articles
in which Yale scientist Edward Cope charged Othkiatsh, one of Powell’s
allies and a USGS scientist, with plagiarizingwak. As for Powell, Cope
asserted in the January 12 issue, his agency wgigdatic politico-scientific
monopoly, run on machine political methods.” Thieael been more bad press
earlier, when Congress established a special cosionign 1885 to investigate
waste and overlap among the federal governmengsse agencies. Although
Powell defended himself and the Geological Sundigieably and there was no
evidence of fiscal mismanagement, newspapers datreerumors under
damaging headlines.

The true origin of Powell’s troubles lies in Poviellemarkable
monographReport on the Lands of the Arid Region of the Wh8&tes In this
1878 document, Powell laid out a revolutionary yetgmatic plan for the
settlement of the American West. The West, Poargiled, is distinguished by
aridity, with the result that Eastern patternseiflement will not work. Beyond

the 98" meridian, where average annual rainfall dropswél inches,

"Worster A River Running Wes#23.
18 For a complete account see Sterling, “The Powsdjdtion Survey, 1888-1893,” 421-434.



homesteads of only 160 acres cannot successfyljyosua family. Furthermore,
whoever controls the water essentially controlslainel, opening the doors for
land speculators and water monopolies. Basedientdc evidence and years of
experience in the Southwest, Powell knew that lamdreform and water
regulation were essential for successful settlerogatid lands remaining in the
public domain. Topographical surveys should beecuiatken to classify all
remaining public lands according to their phys@racteristics. Since land
intended for pasturage requires water for irrigatlarge reservoirs should be
constructed at the head of streams and rivergle®ents in arid regions should
be “organized into natural hydrographic distrietach one to be a commonwealth
within itself... The right to use water should inh@rehe land to be irrigated and
water rights should go with land title§”Powell proposed two land reform bills,
one authorizing irrigation districts and the otpasturage districts, both to be
organized locally by homestead settlers. Botlsloied in committee, although
the report itself was something of a best-selkqguiring a second printing.

The authorization of the Irrigation Survey in 1§88vided Powell with
the opportunity to again address the issue of lesadand water rights. In addition
to identifying irrigable lands, the plan called toe identification of sites suitable
for building reservoirs and canals. Once iderdifihese sites would be
withdrawn from settlement. Surveyors went to wankl Powell went on a junket
with the Senate Irrigation Committee throughoutabiglains and Western
territories. In North Dakota and Montana, he adskdslelegates at their state
constitutional conventions, urging them to confdhmir political units to the
natural boundaries of watersheds. “There are watdiing by you which are
quite ample to redeem your land and you must dasetwaters...Don't let these
streams get out of the possession of the people.it. Fixour constitution that no
corporation — no body of men — no capital can gsspssion of the right of your
waters. Hold the waters in the hands of the petlléhe new states ignored his

advice. In 1889 the entire Irrigation Survey wasltla fatal blow when

19 powell,Report on the Lands of the Arid Region of the WhSeates43.
2 Official Report of the Proceedings and DebatesefFirst Constitutional Convention of North
Dakota 412.



speculators in Idaho, trailing surveying partieaked claims on prospective
reservoir sites. The Secretary of the Interiooked an amendment to the
Survey’s appropriation bill, authorizing the witlagiral from settlement of all
lands within the arid region. The effect was tmrto a halt any settlement on
hundreds of millions of acres west of the one-hadtr meridian. All claims
filed in the previous ten months were voided.

Politicians, speculators, and private interesteevierious. Though the
decision to withdraw public land was not his, Pdw@bk the blame. Congress
slashed funds for the Irrigation Survey and ressihithe authority of the Interior
Department to withdraw lands. In widely distribditgeewspaper articles, Senator
Stewart publicly charged Powell with “ruining theedt.” Powell struck back.
“The struggle that | am at presently engaged it wetation to the irrigation
guestion is a fight against the speculators pudesanple,” he said in an
interview with thewashington Staf* He took his case directly to the public in a
series of three articles publisheddentury Magazine The third article,
“Institutions for the Arid Lands,” adds a bold neimension to Powell’s vision
for Western settlement. Not only should local podil units be drawn around
hydrographic basins and governed cooperativelytHritUnited States should
retain sovereign ownership of these “commonwealdms! serve as their trust&e.

For all his efforts, Powell could no longer mustes public and political
support necessary to save the Irrigation Survayl8B2 Congress attacked the
Geological Survey, slashing its appropriation bgrhehalf. Employees were
dismissed and Powell was left powerless. By tmethe arrived at the
Columbian Exhibition in July of 1893, he was alsdffering from the pain of an
old war wound from the Battle of Shiloh, where hght forearm was shot off.
The frontier was gone; the Wild West was a carnsidéshow. But the Major
had one last fight left in him.

On October 13, Powell stood before the secondriatemal Irrigation

Congress in Los Angeles. Organizer William Smitld lsalled the Congress to

ZLWorster,A River Running Wes500-502.
22 powell, “Institutions for the Arid Lands,” 115.



advance his belief that in irrigation lay the ecmmosalvation of the working
poor and the future prosperity of the West. Wheleghates approved a platform
calling on the federal government to build irrigatiworks to water millions of
acres that would provide homes for millions of lexsd Americans, Powell
abandoned his prepared speech and spoke theheythlidn’'t want to hear. “Not
one more acre of land should be granted to indalgltor irrigating purposes,” he
said. “When all the rivers are used, when all tteeks in the ravines, when all the
brooks, when all the springs are used...there isstilsufficient water to irrigate
all this arid land. What matters it whether | agpplar or unpopular? | tell you,
gentlemen, you are piling up a heritage of conéiatl litigation over water rights,
for there is not sufficient water to supply themeds.?® The delegates shouted
him down from the floor.

Powell resigned from the Geological Survey on Mag@4, citing ill
health. He retained the directorship of the Burgladmerican Ethnology until
his death in 1902 and turned his ever-active monahnthropology and
philosophy. Though he left the battle over watgits and land reform to future
generations, John Wesley Powell’'s science and jgr@sasion continue to

inspire and inform.

% Official Report of the International Irrigation @gress 109, 111.
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