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James Hervey Simpson was a career army 
offi cer, and no novice when it came to travel-

ing into unmapped territory to hunt for places 
where wagon roads could be established. Born 
in New Jersey in 1813, he was admitted to the US 
Military Academy at the age of fi fteen. After grad-
uating from West Point in 1832, his duty stations 
took him to Maine, Virginia, South Carolina, and 
Florida, where he was involved in action during 
the Seminole uprisings.1 When the Army estab-
lished its Corps of Topographical Engineers in 
1838, he was among the fi rst offi cers assigned to 
this new unit. Having been upgraded from the 
Topographical Bureau, the Topographical Corps 
was assigned a multitude of responsibilities, pri-
marily having to do with geodetic mapping, 
improvement in lake and river harbors, construc-
tion of aqueducts, and explorations and surveys 
related to wagon roads.2

During the following decade, Simpson was 
involved in various engineering projects, most 
of which related to wagon roads in a number of 
eastern and southern states. Simpson fi rst trav-
eled to the American West in 1849, when he 
received orders to join an expedition under the 
command of Col. John James Abert. The fi rst part 
of this journey began at Fort Smith, Arkansas, 
and ended at Santa Fe, New Mexico. Lieutenant 
Simpson’s assignment during this expedition was 
to locate a route that could be used by military 
wagons immediately, and could eventually be 
used by a railroad that would cross the southern 
portion of the United States. At the conclusion 
of this journey, Simpson compiled his fi rst report 
to Congress, Report and Map of the Route from Fort 

Smith, Arkansas, to Santa Fe, New Mexico. In this 
report, Simpson predicted that it would be at 
least twenty years before a railroad would be built 
across the western territories.3 Thirty years later, 
when the transcontinental railroad was fi nally 
under construction, Simpson, then a lieutenant 
colonel in the Corps of Engineers, was given the 
responsibility for determining the suitability of 
certain sections of the proposed route, and later 
acted as an inspector to determine the quality of 
the construction on various railroad projects.4

Following the completion of the Fort Smith-
Santa Fe survey, Simpson received orders to con-
duct an exploration of the Old Spanish Trail route 
between Abiqui, New Mexico, and Los Angeles. 
Although this pack trail had been in use for about 
twenty years, not much was known about it by 
anyone other than the relatively small number of 
traders who were using it. According to western 
historian William H. Goetzmann, it was regarded 
as “somewhere between mystery and legend for 
even the most informed geographers” of the time.5 
Simpson was looking forward to this assignment 
with enthusiasm, and there is little doubt that our 
knowledge of this historic trail would have been 
signifi cantly improved if he had been allowed to 
complete it. Unfortunately, this was not to be. 
As he was getting ready to leave Santa Fe, his 
orders were changed, and he was instructed to 
accompany Col. John M. Washington on a puni-
tive raid against a group of recalcitrant Navajos. 
During this mission, Simpson led a detachment 
into Chaco Canyon and discovered a number of 
Anasazi ruins, including Pueblo Pintado, Canyon 
de Chelly, and Canyon Bonito.6
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After the completion of this expedition, 
Simpson submitted another report to Congress. 
This document had the lengthy title of Journal 
of a Military Reconnaissance from Santa Fe, New 
Mexico to the Navajo Country Made with the Troops 
under Command of Brevet Lieutenant Colonel John M. 
Washington, Chief of the Ninth Military Department 
and Governor of New Mexico.7 In 1869, Simpson 
drew on his experiences during this expedition 
when he wrote an article for the Smithsonian 
Institution in which he speculated that 
Coronado’s Seven Cities of Cibola were located 
in the Zuni area.8

After the raids against the Navajos, Simpson 
was expecting to resume his exploration of the 
Old Spanish Trail, but his orders instructed him 
to remain in Santa Fe in the position of Chief 
Topographical Engineer for the Ninth Military 
Department.9

In the spring of 1851, the army transferred 
Simpson to the Territory of Minnesota, where 
he spent the next two years surveying and over-
seeing the improvement of a number of wagon 
roads in that heavily wooded country.10 In early 
1853, he was promoted to the rank of captain,11 
and in May of that year he was transferred to 
Florida again, where he spent about a year and 
a half supervising survey work with the US Coast 
Survey.12 Sometime during the winter of 1857–58, 
he received orders to join the military forces that 

were being assembled to march on the Territory 
of Utah.

In mid-1857, President James Buchanan 
became alarmed about events that were reported 
to be occurring in the Mormon-dominated 
Territory of Utah. Whether or not his concerns 
were valid continues to be a subject for debate. 
Buchanan’s reaction to these reports was to issue 
orders that would send several army regiments 
westward to put down this so-called Mormon 
Rebellion. This action became known as the 
Utah War. Under the command of Brevet Brig. 
Gen. Albert Sidney Johnston, the army reached 
Salt Lake City on June 26, 1858, and found the 
city to be deserted except for newly appointed 
Territorial Governor Alfred Cumming, the gov-
ernor’s staff, and a few of the leaders of the 
Mormon church. After marching through the 
city, Johnston and his troops set up a temporary 
camp on the west bank of the Jordan River.13 
General Johnston then met with Governor 
Cumming, and it was decided that it would be 
best for all concerned if the army would set up 
a more permanent headquarters some distance 
away from the city. Johnston then led his com-
mand to Cedar Valley, which is about forty miles 
southwest of Salt Lake City, where they estab-
lished Camp Floyd. 

For all practical purposes, this was the end of 
the Utah War. However, the army did remain in 

Camp Floyd in 1859, looking to the 
east from the parade ground. This 
photograph was taken by one of the 
two photographers that accompa-
nied the Simpson expedition. 
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Cedar Valley for another four years as a sort of 
occupying force. Although a number of individ-
ual soldiers became involved in some minor scuf-
fl es with some of the territory’s inhabitants, there 
were no offi cially sanctioned hostile encounters 
between the military forces and the civilian pop-
ulation during the time that the army occupied 
Camp Floyd.

When Simpson was attached to the Utah 
Expedition, he was assigned to the position of 
chief engineer and sent to Fort Leavenworth, 
where he began working on the maps that the 
army would need during the upcoming campaign 
in the west. Sometime during the spring of 1858, 
Simpson moved his operations to Fort Kearny in 
Nebraska, in preparation for traveling to Utah.14

On the day that General Johnston and his 
troops marched through Salt Lake City, Simpson 
was still at Fort Kearny and had missed the entire 
Mormon War. However, as soon as Johnston 
had settled in at Camp Floyd, he sent word for 
Simpson to proceed immediately to Utah. There 
was work for him to do. Simpson, and a small 
group of offi cers and civilian assistants that had 
been assigned as his staff, left Fort Kearny on July 
3, 1858. When the group was about halfway to 
Utah, Simpson decided to take two of his offi cers 
and move ahead of the rest of the party, arriving 
at Camp Floyd on August 19. The remainder of 
the group reached the post on September 15.15

Simpson wasted no time in getting started 
on his new duties, and his fi rst assignment was 
to locate, survey, and make improvements to a 
new wagon road between Fort Bridger and Camp 
Floyd. Within two weeks, Simpson had made a 
rudimentary survey for a new wagon road that 
would bypass most of the Mormon Trail between 
Fort Bridger and Salt Lake City. This new route 
descended Chalk Creek Canyon, instead of fol-
lowing the Mormon Trail down Echo Canyon. 
When it reached the Weber River, it turned 
upstream to the area of the Rockport Reservoir, 
turned west to Parley’s Park, then south to the 
Provo River and followed it down Provo Canyon. 
At the mouth of the canyon, the new road turned 
to the west, skirted the northern shore of Utah 
Lake, and turned southwest to Camp Floyd. 
Even before the improvements were completed, 
the army and its contracted freighting company, 

Russell, Majors, and Waddell, began using it to 
get to Camp Floyd.16

As soon as Simpson and General Johnston 
were satisfi ed that the new road had been put 
into usable condition, they turned their attention 
to the country west of Camp Floyd. On October 
19, Simpson set out on a preliminary reconnais-
sance into Utah’s West Desert. This was the fi rst 
step in an ambitious plan to fi nd a central route 
to California. Leading a party that consisted of 
about thirty-fi ve men and six wagons, Simpson 
traveled in a generally southwesterly direction 
for about eighty miles, before the approach of 
winter forced him to return. During this trip he 
traveled almost due west across Rush Valley and 
camped on Meadow Creek, about four miles 
north of today’s Faust railroad station.17 The 
next day he turned to the northwest and traveled 
through Johnsons Pass, which is located between 
the Stansbury and Onaqui mountains.

Upon reaching the western base of the pass, 
the reconnaissance party turned to the southwest 
and traveled another forty or so miles into the des-
ert. Just as they reached the Dugway Mountains, 
a snowstorm began to close in on them, and 
Simpson decided to return to Camp Floyd. During 
the return trip, they found what proved to be a 
much better route, which traversed a pass that lies 
between the Onaqui and Sheeprock mountains. 
Simpson named this pass after General Johnston, 
but today it is known as Lookout Pass. The simi-
larity in the names of Johnsons Pass and General 
Johnston’s Pass can lead to some confusion, but 
they are clearly two different passes, separated by 
about twenty miles.

Simpson was optimistic about what he had 
seen during this reconnaissance, and he promptly 
submitted a formal proposal for a more extensive 
expedition. The War Department accepted the 
proposal, and the following spring, with a larger 
party and provisions for a much longer journey, 
he was ready to go again.

On the morning of the second day of May 
in 1859, the men and wagons of the expedition 
formed up in the post’s assembly area, which was 
probably located just west of Camp Floyd’s head-
quarters buildings. Although Simpson’s report 
does not say anything about it, it seems likely 
that some sort of military ceremony would have 
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taken place before the expedition began its west-
ward journey.

When the expedition left Camp Floyd, it was 
composed of sixty-four persons. The offi cers were 
Captain Simpson; Lt. Alexander Murry, who was 
in command of the military escort; Lt. Haldiman 
S. Putnam, an assistant to Simpson in charge of 
geographical observations; Lt. J. L. Kirby Smith, 
an assistant to Simpson and the Ordinance Offi cer 
for the expedition; and Joseph C. Baily, the 
Medical Offi cer. There were twenty enlisted sol-
diers, ten of which were mounted members of the 
Second Dragoons, and ten soldiers from the Tenth 
Infantry. Although the latter were classifi ed as 
infantryman, they were not expected to walk, and 
they were provided with mules for their mounts.

The civilian contingent consisted of a geolo-
gist, a taxidermist, two meteorologists and chro-
nometer-keepers, a sketch-artist, two photogra-
phers, a wheelwright, a blacksmith, two packers, 
four herders, fourteen teamsters, a chief guide, 
and three assistant guides, two of which were Ute 
Indians. The names of the civilians that are known, 
along with their assignments, are as follows:

Henry Engelmann—geologist, meteorologist, 
botanical specimen collector

Edward Jagiello—meteorological assistant, 
chronometer keeper

Wilson Lambert—exact assignment uncer-
tain, sometimes scout

William Lee—meteorological assistant, chro-
nometer keeper

Charles S. McCarthy—taxidermist, specimen 
collector

C. C. Mills—photographer

Payte, fi rst name unknown—teamster, some-
times scout

John Reese—chief guide

Henry Sailing—wagonmaster

Stevenson, fi rst name unknown—scout and 
guide

Ute Pete—guide, interpreter

H. V. A. Von Beckh—artist

William Lee was under the impression that one 
of the Indian scouts would be acting as a hunter 

for the expedition, while the other was to be 
an interpreter for the Indians they expected to 
encounter.18

John Reese was a resident of the small settle-
ment of Genoa, which was located on the far 
western border of what was the Territory of Utah 
at that time, and which was the goal of the expe-
dition. Reese had a fairly extensive knowledge of 
some, but not all, of the country through which 
they would be traveling. He had traveled with the 
fi rst group that Colonel Steptoe had sent to look 
for a central route in 1854. Simpson’s regard 
for Reese seems to have varied somewhat during 
the expedition. When the expedition was travel-
ing through the valley just to the west of present-
day Austin, Nevada, Simpson was feeling good 
enough about Reese to name the river for him. 
On the other hand, it is quite clear that on sev-
eral occasions Simpson became quite irritated 
with some of the things that Reese did, and failed 
to do. Although Reese’s son is never mentioned 
by name in the report, an article published in 
the Deseret News shortly after the expedition had 
returned to Camp Floyd suggests that he was one 
of the unnamed members of the expedition.19

The party’s wheeled vehicles included 12 six-
mule quartermaster wagons, 1 six-mule spring 
wagon, and 1 four-mule ambulance, which carried 
the expedition’s scientifi c instruments. Simpson 
mentioned that the wagons were of “such superior 
character” that they seldom needed any repair.20 
This probably means that the expedition’s wheel-
wright did not have much to keep him occupied. 
On the other hand, the blacksmith seems to have 
been a very busy man. Simpson mentioned that 
whenever they went into camp, the forge would 
be fi red up and the blacksmith would go to work 
repairing and replacing the shoes on the horses 
and mules.

The expedition’s livestock included horses 
for the offi cers and dragoons, mules to pull the 
wagons and for the infantry soldiers to ride, and 
six “commissary beeves” which would be slaugh-
tered and eaten during the trip.

Throughout the expedition, Simpson kept a 
very detailed record of the distances between the 
campsites and numerous geographical features 
along the route. He was able to make an accurate 
determination of these distances because, among 



A six-mule quartermaster wagon. Nick Eggenhofer’s drawing of a Civil War–era wagon appeared in his book 
Wagons, Mules and Men. Eggenhofer quoted from the army’s contract for the wagons’ construction;

“The body to be straight, 3 feet 6 inches wide, 2 feet deep, 10 feet along the bottom, 10 feet 6 inches
at the top, sloping equally at each end.… The outside of the body and feed trough to have two good

coats of white lead, colored to a blue tint; the inside of them to have two coats of Venetian red
paint; the running gear and wheels to have two good coats of Venetian red, darkened to a

chocolate color; the hub and felloes to be well pitched instead of painted.” 

Used by permission of Evelyn E. Herman.

The Simpson expedition included two ambulance-style wagons to carry the scientifi c instruments. One was 
pulled by six mules, the other by four. This Nick Eggenhofer drawing of a Civil War–era ambulance shows only 
two mules, so it was probably somewhat smaller that the expedition’s ambulances. On July 9, when the expe-
dition was about halfway back to Camp Floyd, a wheel on the smaller ambulance was broken and the whole 

thing was dismantled and packed in one of the regular wagons. From Wagons, Mules and Men. 

Used by permission of Evelyn E. Herman.
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the instruments taken along on the expedition, 
were two odometers. These instruments and the 
procedures for using them were mentioned in the 
written orders that authorized the expedition.

Lieutenant Putman will further keep up an itin-
erary of the route, according to the prescribed form 
with which he will be furnished, the distance to 
be measured by two odometers to provide against 
error.21

Simpson did not give any additional details 
about these odometers, but they may have been 
similar, if not identical, to the instrument that 
had been used by another western expedition 
six years before. Capt. John W. Gunnison of the 
Topographical Engineers was equipped with a 
pendulum-style odometer during his ill-fated 
railroad survey of 1853. Gunnison’s party had 
explored a route across Colorado and the eastern 
part of Utah. Moving ahead of the main group, 
Gunnison and several others set up camp on the 
Sevier River about fi fteen miles southwest of the 
city of Delta. During the early hours of October 
26, they were attacked by a group of Pahvant 
Indians. Gunnison and seven other members of 
the party were killed during the short battle.22 
After the fi ght was over, the Indians seized sev-
eral items of equipment, including the odom-
eter that the survey party had been using, and 
carried them away. Several years later, the odom-
eter was found about seventy-fi ve miles to the 
north in Skull Valley. It is now on display in the 
Museum of Peoples and Cultures at Brigham 
Young University in Provo, Utah.23

These pendulum-style odometers would be 
placed into a leather case and strapped to the 
spokes of a wagon wheel. Each time the wheel 
made a revolution; the pendulum would swing 
and trip a counter. By looking at the counter, the 
operator could see how many times the wheel 
had revolved. The distance traveled could then 
be calculated by multiplying that number by the 
circumference of the wagon wheel.

For almost every day’s journey, Simpson 
recorded the distance traveled in three differ-
ent places. First, in the narrative portion of his 
report he frequently mentioned the incremental 
distances between certain geographical features 

and other arbitrary points, such as the campsites. 
As an example, he reported the very fi rst incre-
ment by saying “Our course lay slightly south of 
west, up a scarcely perceptible ascent, out from 
Cedar Valley to Camp Floyd Pass, 3 miles dis-
tant from Camp Floyd.”24 These incremental dis-
tances can usually be added together to arrive 
at the total distance traveled during a given day. 
Second, somewhere near the end of his descrip-
tion of each day’s journey, Simpson would usu-
ally mention the total number of miles they 
had traveled during that day. Third, the appen-
dix to the report includes a Table of Distances, 
Altitudes, and Grades. This table lists all of the 
campsites, along with a number of geographical 
features, and gives the distances between them. 
Although these numbers should be the same, 
more often than not they are different. The 
differences, however, are usually insignifi cant, 
generally about two- or three-tenths of a mile. 
Occasionally the discrepancy is greater, and most 
of these instances will be mentioned later.

The expedition also carried a number of sci-
entifi c instruments that were to be used to deter-
mine latitude, longitude, and altitude. Some 
of Simpson’s assistants, including Lieutenants 
Smith and Putnam, had started their training 
on the use of these instruments while they were 
still at Fort Leavenworth. During the expedi-
tion, it was the normal practice for these offi -
cers, with help from others, including Simpson, 
to take daily observations. At one point in his 
narrative, Simpson gave a detailed account of a 
part of this process.

This afternoon the astronomical transit was set 
up for observations of the transit of the moon and 
moon-culminating stars.… Also observed as usual 
for time (or longitude) and latitude. Also took four 
sets of lunar observations for longitude with sex-
tants and artifi cial horizons, two sets being on each 
side of the moon. Lieutenant Smith observed for 
double altitudes of the stars; Lieutenant Putnam, 
for double altitude of the moon; and I, for lunar 
distances, Mr. Lee noting audibly the time.… I 
would ask, “Are you all ready?” If so, each would 
reply, “Ready!” I would then say, “Count!” While 
Mr. Lee was counting, Lieutenant Smith would be 
keeping up the superposition of the refl ected and 



The area in the foreground was Camp Floyd’s parade ground and assembly area. The view is to the east, to-
ward Camp Floyd State Park. State Route 73 crosses the photo just this side of the trees.

May 2, 1859



15The Journey Begins

direct image of the star in the artifi cial horizon; 
Lieutenant Putnam, the tangential contact of the 
refl ected and direct image of the bright limb of the 
moon, also in an artifi cial horizon; and I, the 
tangency of the star and bright limb of the moon 
directly. At the proper instant, I would call out 
the time, and if the other observers would respond, 
“All right!” to my query, the angles of time were 
recorded. We got through at midnight. Also, deter-
mined the magnetic variation at this camp, by 
observations on Polaris.25

The expedition also carried along at least 
one camera, which Simpson referred to as “a 
photographic apparatus.” Two photographers 
accompanied the expedition as a part of the 
topographical party. On one occasion, Simpson 
mentioned that he had “a likeness taken” of 
an Indian woman.26 However, Simpson was not 
convinced that photographs had any real value 
for the expedition. What he wanted was good 
images of geographical features, and when he 
found that the photographs did not provide this, 
he remarked, “the enterprise has been attended 
with failure.… In my judgment, the camera is 
not adapted to explorations in the fi eld.”27 I 
have been unable to determine whether or not 
any photographs were included with Simpson’s 
report to Congress, but there are several photo-
graphs of Camp Floyd in the National Archives 
that were taken by “the photographer of the J. 
H. Simpson Expedition.”28 Simpson did feel that 
it was important to obtain some sort of images 
of the country they were exploring, and for that 
reason, an artist was a member of the expedi-
tion. This was H. V. A. Von Beckh, and he was 
assigned “the duty of sketching the country in a 
manner to illustrate its common as well as pecu-
liar characteristics.”29 Following the completion 
of the expedition, John J. Young of Washington, 
DC made watercolor copies of a number of 
Von Beckh’s sketches. At least some of these 
images accompanied Simpson’s offi cial report 
to Congress. These watercolors are now located 
in the Cartographic Division of the National 
Archives in Washington, DC.

Following whatever ceremony that may have 
been conducted, the men and animals of the 
expedition left the parade ground and headed 

west toward today’s Five Mile Pass, which is 
located at the southern tip of the Oquirrh 
Mountains. Simpson begins his description of 
the journey as follows:

Camp Floyd, May 2, 1859.—The topographical 
party under my command left this post at a quarter of 
8 A.M., to explore the country intervening this local-
ity and Carson River; at the east foot of the Sierra 
Nevada, for a new and direct route to California. 
Our course lay slightly south of west, up a scarcely 
perceptible ascent, out from Cedar Valley to Camp 
Floyd Pass [Five-Mile Pass], 3 miles distant from 
Camp Floyd; through this broad champaign pass 3 
miles, and thence, nearly southwest 12.2 miles, to 
Meadow Creek [Faust Creek], in Rush Valley, where 
we encamped. Journey, 18.2 miles.30

Today’s State Route 73 comes south from the 
town of Cedar Fort and makes a bend to the west 
at the point where it passes through what was 
once the army post of Camp Floyd. An exami-
nation of some early maps of the area seems to 
indicate that the headquarters area was located 
inside the curve of the highway, and just slightly 
south of Big Spring, which was the source of the 
small stream that divided Camp Floyd from the 
community of Fairfi eld. The assembly area was 
probably just west of the headquarters buildings.

A careful examination of Simpson’s map 
shows that for the fi rst three miles the expedi-
tion’s trail was somewhat to the north of today’s 
highway. As the expedition approached the 
southern foothills of the Oquirrh Mountains, the 
wagon train turned a little to the south until it 
merged with the highway and turned to the west, 
heading directly toward Five Mile Pass.

July 2006
Since there is no surviving road or trail along 

the fi rst three-mile section of the expedition’s 
route, it can only be followed on foot. Leaving 
my vehicle in the parking lot at Camp Floyd State 
Park, I began walking westward to the area that was 
the camp’s parade ground and assembly area. 

After taking a few photographs, I continued to 
the west along the expedition’s route. Relying on 
the latitude and longitude coordinates that I had 
previously programmed into my GPS receiver, 
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I followed what I believe to be the expedition’s 
approximate route to the spot where it joins State 
Route 73. Although this undrivable section was 
the very fi rst part of the expedition’s route, I had 
intentionally saved it for one of the last sections to 
cover on foot. Part of the reason for this was the 
fact that until that time I had not been at all cer-
tain about the location of the parade ground. It 
was not until early in 2006 that I obtained a copy 
of a map that shows the locations of the camp’s 
buildings in relation to the alignment of SR 73. 
After crossing the summit of Five Mile Pass, the 
expedition entered Rush Valley and began head-
ing slightly south of west. They were following 
what is now offi cially designated by the counties of 
Tooele and Juab as Pony Express Road. This road 
begins at Five Mile Pass and extends all the way 
across Utah’s West Desert to the Nevada state line. 
Although it does not always follow the exact route 
that was used by the riders of the Pony Express, 
it is never far away. After making its way to the 
west side of Rush Valley, the expedition went into 
camp for the night on the east bank of what was 
then known as Meadow Creek. Henry J. “Doc” 
Faust established a ranch in this area in 1860, and 

the stream subsequently became known as Faust 
Creek. It appears to me that the campsite would 
have been either right on, or possibly just to the 
south, of Pony Express Road.

As he summed up his description of the fi rst 
day’s journey Simpson made some additional com-
ments about the route they had just traveled.

Finding that the California mail party, after 
threading Camp Floyd Pass, had missed my route 
of last fall, and had unnecessarily made too great a 
detour to the northward, I struck directly across to 
Meadow Creek with the wagons, and thus marked 
out a short cut which would shorten the road a mile 
or two.31

This statement requires some further expla-
nation. When he said “my route of last fall,” 
Simpson was talking about the trail that he had 
made during the return portion of the reconnais-
sance trip he made during the previous October. 
While traveling eastward toward Camp Floyd, 
the party camped on Meadow Creek, near what 
would become the Faust Ranch. From there they 
followed a straight line in a slightly north-of-east 

The entrance to Camp Floyd State Park. The structure behind the sign was the army post’s 
commissary and is now the park’s headquarters.



17The Journey Begins

direction to Five Mile Pass. It was this section of 
the trail that Simpson was talking about when he 
said “my route of last fall.” And it was this section 
of his route that the mail company employees 
had missed when they “had unnecessarily made 
too great a detour to the northward.”

The term “California mail party” refers to 
the company that was owned and operated by 
George W. Chorpenning, who at that time had a 
government contract to carry the mail between 
Salt Lake City and California. This company was 
the immediate predecessor to the shorter-lived, 
but much more famous, Pony Express that was 
operated by the fi rm of Russell, Majors, and 
Waddell. Because Chorpenning’s mail riders 
usually used mules rather than horses, it is some-
times called the Jackass Mail. Prior to October of 
1858, Chorpenning had been using a route that 
left Salt Lake City and went around the north-
ern end of the Great Salt Lake and joined the 
California Trail near City of Rocks. But this was 
a diffi cult and dangerous trail during the winter, 
and Chorpenning was looking for a more south-
erly route.

Shortly after Simpson returned from his recon-
naissance trip, Chorpenning visited Camp Floyd, 
where he talked with General Johnston and pos-
sibly Simpson himself. As a result of this meet-
ing, Chorpenning headed west and took a look 
at the route that Simpson had followed during 
his return to Camp Floyd. He liked what he saw, 
and immediately decided that, at least during the 
winter months, it would be much better than the 
route around the northern end of the Great Salt 
Lake. By the time that Simpson started west again 
in May, Chorpenning’s agents had explored and 
developed a trail that extended well beyond where 
Simpson had turned around the previous fall. 
In that relatively short period of time, they had 
opened up a new trail that went all the way to the 

southern point of the Ruby Mountains, and then 
northwest to the Humboldt River at Gravely Ford. 
At a number of locations, they had begun to build 
some rudimentary structures to be used as mail 
stations.32 Simpson was well aware of this, and had 
mentioned Chorpenning’s activities in his report 
on the reconnaissance trip when he submitted it 
to the Secretary of War in December of 1858.

Immediately on my return, Mr. Chorpening, the 
contractor for carrying the mail on the Humboldt 
route from Utah to California, at the suggestion 
of the general commanding, went, with a small 
party, over my track for the purpose of examining 
it in reference to the transfer of his stock to a more 
southern route, a measure which had been ren-
dered necessary by the obstructions from snow on 
the Goose Creek mountains. This party returned 
some time since, and Mr. Taft, who was one of 
the number, has informed me, after a good deal of 
exploration, they could fi nd no better route to con-
nect with the Humboldt route and avoid the Goose 
Creek mountains than that I went over. Since then 
they have transferred their mail stock to this route, 
and are now making use of it as a winter route 
towards California.33

A footnote to the report stated that “since the 
above was written Mr. Chorpenning has been 
here, and reports that he has got a good hard 
wagon route all the way to the Humboldt.” It is not 
certain just when this footnote was added, but it 
would have been after Simpson had fi nished writ-
ing the report, which was December 28, 1858, 
and before the report was printed, which was 
in March of 1859. As a result of Chorpenning’s 
activities, for the next few weeks the expedition 
would not be breaking a new trail, but would be 
following a route that was already being used by 
the Jackass Mail.


