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O
The Expedition

O

n July 13 the Macomb command commenced its adventure into unmapped territory to reach the junction of the
Colorado and Green rivers. Briefly, their journey beyond
Santa Fé took them up the headwaters of the Rio Grande
and across the Continental Divide into the upper drainage of the San
Juan, a major tributary of the Colorado River. After they crossed the 37th
parallel into today’s Colorado, they entered the eastern limits of Utah
Territory, formed in 1850, with this area ceded to Colorado in 1861. They
followed a west and northwest course across the headstreams of the San
Juan and dropped into the sandstone wilderness of Utah’s canyonlands,
south of present-day Moab. From the Colorado River, their homeward
path ran southward to the San Juan, which drainage they followed back
into New Mexico. They finally reached the upper Rio Grande Valley and
returned to Santa Fé two and one-half months later, a journey of eight
hundred miles.
On the day of departure, presumably near the east end of the plaza
in Santa Fé, Macomb’s men loaded mule packs with bedrolls, tents, and
other camp equipment, as well as survey instruments and provisions, to
begin the long journey northward. Charles H. Dimmock noted “the starting point of our Pack train” on a pencil sketch he had drawn of “the
House of Padres,” an adobe Spanish colonial building similar to one that
still stands on East Palace Avenue.
Like a scene out of a Wild West story, reminiscent of the Old Spanish
Trail era, Hispanic packers and herders launched the seventy-mule train,
led by a bell mare, with several sheep in tow. Some twenty men, including the cook and the common laborers, accompanied the train as it
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Section of map of the “Territory and Military Department of Utah,” 1860,
showing the outward and homeward route of Macomb’s party.
Note the “Spanish Trail,” which, in part, the Macomb Expedition
followed to reach the Grand (Colorado) River.

lumbered out of the city and, in all likelihood, commenced a steady gait
up the Santa Fé to Taos Road via Bishop’s Lodge Road.
Macomb, Dimmock, and Newberry apparently gave the pack train a
good head start before they mounted their sure-footed walking mules.
Dimmock recorded that they “visited with Gov. Rensher [sic] & lady, took
a glass of wine & bade them good bye. The Capt[ain] dined at the Fonda
with us.” Following dinner, they set out for their short tour of duty. (The
Army had arranged for their military escort to join them later.) They
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Sketch of the “House of Padres” by Charles H. Dimmock. The adobe building
marked “the starting point of our Pack train,” wrote Dimmock.

Spanish colonial structure on East Palace Avenue in Santa Fé.
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Sketch of the “Scotchman,” today’s Camel Rock, by Charles H. Dimmock.

The landmark Camel Rock, in Tesuque, New Mexico.
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Sketch of “Singularly Poised Rocks,” twenty-five feet high and one mile from
Abiquiu, New Mexico, by Charles H. Dimmock.

Balanced rock, near Abiquiu Elementary School, one mile north of the town
of Abiquiu, New Mexico.
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traveled eighteen miles up the wide dirt road to Pojoaque Pueblo, via
Tesuque, where they set up their first camp.1
They made their second night’s camp near San Juan Pueblo, now
Ohkay Owinge Pueblo, just above the confluence of the Chama and Rio
Grande rivers. The following day they pushed up the valley of the Chama
to the village of Abiquiu, some fifty miles north of Santa Fé. Here they
met Ute Sub-agent Albert H. Pfeiffer and his guide Nepomuceno Valdez,
who would accompany them through Ute country. They also met the
Capote Ute leader Temuché, whom Dimmock portrayed unfavorably.
Historically, the village of Abiquiu, founded by genizaros, or Hispanicized
Indians, had served as a buffer between the Spanish cities on the upper
Rio Grande and the American Indian tribal region beyond. Outside
Abiquiu, the existing wagon road ended. Beyond this point, the path entered the Old Spanish Trail, a horse and mule trail leading to California.
En route to their destination, Macomb’s men traced more than two hundred miles of the historic trail.
At Abiquiu, the infantry soldiers under the command of Lieutenant
Cogswell joined them. Since the Macomb expedition crossed a region
simmering with tribal hostilities, it was important they have a military escort. In the beginning stretch, and at the tail end of their journey, their
route ran through peaceful tribal pueblos. Much of their wilderness
course, however, passed over the main route of the Old Spanish Trail
through the homelands of the Ute and Navajo, or Dineh, tribes. Growing
tensions among the various native groups threatened to spark widespread
armed conflict.
About the initial trail segment, Dimmock stated, “Between Santa Fé—
the rendezvous and starting point of the Expedition & Abiquiu, the distance and topographical features were so fully known, that it was deemed
Superfluous to begin the notes of the expedition until after leaving the
latter place.” On Dimmock’s field map, however, he penciled in the exact
route taken by the party. Furthermore, in his diary, he provided additional details of the route.2
Throughout the reconnaissance, Newberry made several side trips
to explore geologic wonders and gain a broader perspective of the region. In these excursions, he engaged in scientific pursuits with matchless zeal. (Newberry had worried before the expedition that the presence of the military escort assigned to the expedition would restrict his
1.

2.

Dimmock, Diary, July 13, 1859, VHS. The starting point of the pack train may have been in
front of the house built by Maj. Jose Sena, the home of today’s Casa Sena Restaurant. The old
plaza in Santa Fé originally extended farther east than it does today and may have encompassed the historic house. See Charles H. Dimmock, Sketchbook, 1859, VHS.
Dimmock, Topographical Memoir, 1, LOC.
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Sketch of an American Indian boy from San Juan Pueblo, by
Charles H. Dimmock.

movements.) Near Abiquiu Newberry undertook his first exploratory
journey away from the main party. With Indian Sub-agent Albert H.
Pfeiffer, he trekked nine miles beyond the Rio Chama to the ancient
Cobre copper mines and gathered several fossil specimens to add to the
Smithsonian collections.
Newberry’s account of the Cobre mines reads: “To reach the most important of the ancient mines of this vicinity, we climbed up the face of the
southern cliffs of the valley. . . . Here we found an entrance five by six feet
in dimensions, which led to a series of galleries, having a combined length
of perhaps a hundred yards. The work exhibits considerable skills in the
use of tools, and with a familiarity with the business of mining. The roof is
carefully braced where weak, and old galleries are closed by well-laid walls
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Cerro del Pedernal or Abiquiu Peak, New Mexico

of masonry. From the style in which the excavation is done, and from the
perfect preservation of the woodwork, I attribute this and other similar
mines in this region to the earlier Spanish explorers.” Newberry adds,
“The most interesting incident of our visit to this copper-mine was the
discovery in the shale roof-stone of thousands of impressions of plants, of
which abundant species were procured.”3
Another excursion took Newberry and his fellow travelers to Cerro del
Pedernal (Flint Mountain), or Abiquiu Peak, a prominent flat-topped
landmark, which they mostly accomplished on muleback. “When we arrived within 500 feet of the summit, we left our mules and commenced
the ascent on foot. This part of the mountain is very steep, and the upper
200 feet is a perpendicular wall of trap-rock.”4 They climbed to its top
(elevation 9,862 feet) and examined the Pueblo ruins nearby.
3.
4.

Macomb, Report, 68–69.
Macomb, Report, 70. On Abiquiu Peak on July 20, 1859, Dimmock made the following notations in his sketchbook:
Magnetic Reading of Compass
Object
53˚—N. 53˚ E.
Santa Fé Mountains, The Bald
16˚—“16˚”.
Taos’ Mountains, behind Taos
1˚—“1˚”.
The Spanish Peaks or “Wachatojas”
92˚—S. 88˚ E.
The “Valles” (The North Western Peak)
Course of the Summit of Abiquiu Peak 60˚ = N. 60 E.
Length of Summit about ½ mile, top a “chuchilla” & notched.
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Sketch of the “Cachucha” (cap) rock formation, by Charles H. Dimmock.

Of the scenery alongside the Old Spanish Trail near Abiquiu, Dimmock
lavishly gave the following observation: “The magical variety of outline &
shape to be seen in the Sandstone formations around Abiquiu—from a
distorted Titan, to the minute vagaries of a Chinese fancy; from the castellated towers of architecture run mad, to the shadowy traceries of a Fairy’s
home—must lead every traveller to wander awhile from the beaten trail.”5
In the twentieth century, nationally famous artist Georgia O’Keeffe made
this area her home and the subject of many desert landscape paintings.
Beyond Abiquiu the survey team pursued the Old Spanish Trail pathway more than thirty miles to reach the Rio Cebolla. En route, they
stopped at the historic crossing of the Rio Chama, “in a beautiful locality . . . about 100 miles from Santa Fé,” wrote Dimmock. Rain set in and
prevented them from moving on to the next camp. At the Chama River
ford, Dimmock “gathered at least 20 different varieties of most delicately beautiful flowers.” The men also “occupied [themselves] in mending
rents & adding patches” to the tents.6
5.
6.

Dimmock, Topographical Memoir, 1, LOC.
Dimmock, Diary, July 22, 23, 1859, VHS.

47

Photo by author

The Expedition

Landmark formation Orphan Rock, near Ghost Ranch, New Mexico.

At this camp, Cogswell made a favorable impression on Macomb’s
men. Dimmock wrote, “Lieut. Cogswell dined with us & amused all by
his punning proclivity.” Over time, however, their opinion of the commander began to deteriorate. Macomb, on the other hand, considered
him a friend. “We have messed together ever since I came into Santa
Fé . . . and I wish very much he could go with me into the states after our
summer[’]s journey.”7
After a two-day delay the expedition pushed on through intermittent
rain and followed the Rio Cebolla three miles until Macomb decided
to detour from the historic route and take his command northward to
Pagosa Springs. Dimmock noted, “the old Spanish Trail thus far travelled
is diverged from.” On their field map Dimmock carefully marked the
parting of the ways.8
7.

8.

Ibid., July 23, 1859, VHS; John Macomb to “Nannie” Macomb, August 5, 1859, LOC. David
Remley noted that Cogswell served as “post commander at Fort Marcy . . . for several months
in 1859.” He explained that the “active military post, Fort Marcy, [was] situated north of the
governor’s palace and east of the old Baptist Church.” David Remley, “Adios Nuevo Mexico,”
95, n. 15 and n. 17.
Dimmock, Topographical Memoir, p. 2, LOC; Charles H. Dimmock, “Map of Explorations
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Section of Dimmock’s topographical field map showing the
Old Spanish Trail at the Rio Cebolla.

(The historical record provides no solid evidence to explain why
Macomb diverted from the Old Spanish Trail. Possibly, since the Ute Subagent Albert H. Pfeiffer had accompanied the expedition, the party decided to visit the Ute bands along the San Juan and negotiate peace with
them and their Navajo neighbors.)
Marching northward, they passed over the Continental Divide at
Laguna de los Caballos (Horse Lake), elevation 7,600 feet, straddling the
eastern edge of today’s Jicarilla Apache Indian Reservation. The lake derived its name “from the drowning of some traders’ horses which were
swamped in its margins in an effort to cross it,” reported Newberry. On
the lake’s south side, near its outlet, they pitched their tents. Dimmock
wrote, “Scarcely in camp before a heavy thunderstorm came up driving us
and Surveys in New Mexico and Utah, made under the Direction of the Hon. John B. Floyd,
Secretary of War by Capt. J. N. Macomb, Topographical Engineers,” 1859, Manuscript Map,
Record Group 77, NA.

Charles Dimmock Papers, Special Collections Research Center,
College of William and Mary
Photo by author

Sketch of the “Laguna de los Caballos,” or Horse Lake, in New
Mexico, by Charles H. Dimmock.

Modern view of Horse Lake, in the Jicarilla Apache Nation, from Charles H.
Dimmock’s perspective in 1859.
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& dinner tables into tents. Lightening struck the cliff just above us.” Here
Macomb’s men killed “a half dozen Rattle Snakes around camp.”9
Beyond Horse Lake the party continued to the Rio del Navajo and
camped just below “a magnificent wooded gorge” through which the
stream flowed “in its exit from the mountains.” Encamped in an idyllic
setting, the men feasted on the now-endangered “Gila Trout.” But not
everyone experienced the sublime. Something triggered resentment
among the herders that day. The expedition’s chroniclers failed to explain
why. “Stamped[e] of Mexican sheep herders,” according to Newberry.
Dimmock wrote, “Mexicans discontented & threaten to leave.”10
“Mule travelled well,” reported Dimmock the next day as the survey
party moved on to the Rito Blanco (Little White River). “A detachment of
Utes” visited their camp, “received tobacco & were off,” he noted.11
The following day Macomb’s command marched to the San Juan River,
near today’s Pagosa Springs. Men and animals, including sheep, faced
a hazardous crossing. Newberry stated, “San Juan forded with difficulty.
Soldier narrowly Escaped drowning.”12
Above the crossing, the river emerges in Colorado’s San Juan
Mountains on the Pacific side of the Continental Divide. In its upper
reaches, the San Juan (and this includes its major branches—Los Pinos,
Animas, and La Plata rivers) is a typical mountain stream. From Pagosa
Springs, it flows southwesterly into New Mexico where it turns to the west
and northwest, and its character changes. Crossing northern New Mexico
the river occupies a broad, winding channel in an arid valley bordered
by low, terraced mesas. In the Four Corners area the waterway enters the
southwestern edge of Colorado before reaching Utah. Near Bluff, Utah,
the San Juan runs into a deeply entrenched canyon through which it
flows to the Colorado River some fifty miles distant.
Camped on the upper San Juan, Newberry described Pagosa as “one
of the most remarkable hot springs on the continent, well known, even
famous, among the Indian tribes, but, up to the time of our visit never
having been seen by the whites.” For Newberry, “scarcely a more beautiful
place [existed] on the face of the earth.” He accurately predicted that in
the future “it will become a celebrated resort.”13
9.

10.
11.
12.
13.

Newberry, Abridged Diary, July 25, 1859, NA; Dimmock, Diary, July 25, 26, 1859, VHS. The
Jicarilla reservation, created in 1887, is generally wooded, rough, and possesses few distinguishing landmarks. The Jicarilla Apache once occupied the Dry Cimarron Valley and nearby
mesas in northeastern New Mexico. Comanche raids in the eighteenth century forced them
onto colonial New Mexico’s outskirts.
Newberry, Abridged Diary, July 26, 1859, NA; Dimmock, Diary, 26 July 1859, VHS.
Ibid., July 27, 1859.
Newberry, Abridged Diary, July 28, 1859, NA.
Macomb, Report, 74.

Charles Dimmock Papers, Special Collections Research Center, College
of William and Mary
Photo by author

Sketch of Pagosa Spring, by Charles H. Dimmock.

The hot spring at Pagosa Springs, Colorado, surrounded
by modern development.
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Tasting the water, Newberry wrote, “When cooled, the water has a
strong mineral taste, though rather agreeable than otherwise. It was freely
drank [sic] by all our party while in this vicinity with no unpleasant effects,
but, on the contrary, a decided sharpening of the appetite.”14 Drinking
from the spring, Dimmock reported, “Water strongly impregnated with
sulphur, magnesia &c.” Macomb’s party pulled out a thermometer to
determine the spring’s temperature—150 degrees Fahrenheit. Its basin
measured “40 by 50 feet in diameter” and was “of unfathomable depth.”
“The deep-blue water seethes and surges as in a boiling caldron, giving
off a column of vapor which in damp weather is visible for miles.”15
From the hot springs, the party turned westward twelve miles to their
next camp, in the heartland of the Utes. Here “some 30 Utes” visited
them. Dimmock reported that they “shot their arrows for a Coat & drove
them deeply into an oak block. Gave them all tobacco &c—& bade them
adieu. Souvetah [Sowiette], the chief of this attachment, will accompany us to Rio las Animas.” (Macomb would later carry the oak block
home with him on his return to Washington.) Ironically, by this time
Sowiette, the civil head chief of the Northern Ute bands, had joined the
Mormon Church and gained the friendship of Brigham Young. Several
bands formed the Northern Ute confederation that occupied an area
of some 225,000 square miles. With no fixed borders, they inhabited
much of northern New Mexico, eastern and southern Utah, and most
of Colorado.16
The day after their encounter with the Utes, they passed the rock sentinel Piedra Parada—“a singular pinnacle,” wrote Dimmock. Newberry
described the “well-known landmark” as “a chimney-like column of rock,
rising with its base to the height of eight or nine hundred feet above the
surrounding country.” He and Dimmock stopped long enough to make
a sketch of the monolith, near their camp on the Rio Piedra.17 (Located
about seventeen miles west of Pagosa Springs, the stone pillar is visible
from today’s U.S. Highway 160.)
An interlude of peace appears to have occurred in the San Juan Basin
among the Ute bands and the Navajo at this time. On the Rio Piedra,
Dimmock recorded the following event: “A delegation of Utes, from one
14. Ibid., 75.
15. Dimmock, Diary, July 28, 1859, VHS; Macomb, Report, 74. Macomb had success with his “astronomizing” after he was “aroused by the Sentry when the sky cleared at midnight,” stated
Dimmock. Dimmock, Diary, July 30, 1859, VHS.
16. Ibid., July 30, 1859; John Alton Peterson, Utah’s Black Hawk War (Salt Lake City: University
of Utah Press, 1998), 90; Clifford Duncan, “The Northern Utes of Utah,” in Forrest S. Cuch,
A History of Utah’s American Indians (Salt Lake City: Utah State Division of Indian Affairs and
Utah State Division of History, 2000), 173–74.
17. Dimmock, Diary, July 31, 1859, VHS; Macomb, Report, 78.

Courtesy of Margaret Jones Perritt and the Virginia
Historical Society
Photo by author

Sketch of “Piedra Parada,” by Charles H. Dimmock.

Chimney Rock, west of Pagosa Springs, Colorado.
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of the tribes ahead of us, came in to day, headed by Delgarito their great
man. Had a long talk professing most friendly relations to the whites.
Delgarito dressed beyond measure, a proud supercilious but dashing
fellow.” To foster warm relations, Albert Pfeiffer and Nepomuceno
Valdez apparently orchestrated a meeting of Ute and Navajo leaders that evening. Included in the party were: Capote chief Temuché,
Navajo leader Manuelita, and chief of the Northern Ute confederation,
Sowiette. Dimmock wrote: “Tamuché, Souvetah[,] P[f]eiffer, Tomasonia
[Nepomuceno], & all the party around a cheery fire to night, also
Manolita.”18
Another meeting with tribal leaders occurred the following day, after
Macomb passed by “the lodges of Delgarito’s tribe.” Macomb’s men
paused and “took a pipe,” a token of peace, “with Delgarito who[m] they
found shorn of all his yesterday’s finery,” wrote Dimmock. Later that day,
“Delgarito’s & Cabazon’s tribes” arrived in camp; “by delegates & all received either Blankets[,] Shirts or Cotton.”19
On the bank of the Rio Florida, Macomb observed “an occultation
of a small star near Lower limb of moon on dark part of moon immersion [sic].” Frequent poor weather throughout the march had, however,
limited his ability to take astronomical observations and slowed his pace
to a crawl. Macomb muttered, “The progress of the march has been very
considerably delayed by the necessity of waiting at some points for clear
weather to get an opportunity to make the requisite astronomical observations. We have had more rain than I have seen during my whole residence at Santa Fé.”20
From their camp on the Rio Florida, Newberry launched another
side trip, traveling thirty-five to forty miles downstream to “the ruins
on the Animas,” the site of today’s Aztec Ruins National Monument in
northern New Mexico. But before he ventured out, he fretted over the
possibilities. Writing to his friend Spencer F. Baird at the Smithsonian,
Newberry stated, “Tomorrow morning I am off to an ancient Pueblo of
great interest—near our present camp—& on our return—if we return,
for it is a trip of some danger—Pfeiffer the Indian agent returns to
Santa Fé and will take our letters.” He continued, “We are now more
18. Dimmock, Diary, August 1, 1859, VHS. Manuelita (1816–1894) had become head chief of the
Navajo in 1855. Albert H. Pfeiffer (1822–1881) sailed from the Netherlands to America in
1844 and arrived in New Mexico the year it was annexed into the United States. He joined the
U.S. Army and rose to the rank of colonel. For several years, he served as an Indian Agent in
the region. Pfeiffer later played a controversial role in assisting Kit Carson against the Navajo.
19. Ibid., August 2, 1859.
20. “San Juan River Survey: Astronomical and Barometrical Observation, 1859,” Bureau of
Topographical Engineers, War Department Records, NA; Macomb to Humphreys, August
5, 1859, NA.
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Albert H. Pfeiffer, Sr., Indian agent.

than 200 miles N.W. of Santa Fé in a region never before explored by
whites.” He further stated, “We are among Indians—but so far all are
Utahs & friendly[.] We hear rumors of war from the Indians but hope
to get through safely.”21
The Macomb men, however, heard a more disastrous sounding rumor
on August 5 when Hispanic Indian traders spread the unfounded news
that the U.S. Army had attacked Salt Lake City and had engaged in houseto-house combat.
With a small exploring party that included Ute Indians, Newberry
reached the ancient ruins the next day and gave this description: Pueblo
Indians had constructed and occupied the “handsomely built” large
pueblos made of well-preserved stone buildings. Their smooth external
walls, “unbroken by door or window,” stood twenty-five feet high. The
building interiors contained numerous small rooms “in a perfect state
of preservation and handsomely plastered.” “Mounds and fragments of
masonry” surrounded the larger structures, “marking the sites of great
numbers of subordinate buildings.” In the vicinity of the structures, with
21. Newberry to Baird, August 3, 1859, SIA.
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a “peculiar style of architecture,” Newberry found abundant “fragments
of ornamented and glazed pottery” covering the ground.22
On his trip to the ruins, Newberry made a geographical discovery. He
found that the Rio Florida forms “a branch of the Animas and does not
flow directly into the San Juan as was before supposed.”23
At the Rio Florida camp, Dimmock reported, “Temuché, Rio Vajo,
Nutria & another Ute sent to Kyatano, the renegade Navajoe, desiring him
to come in.” Temuché and Rio Vajo brought the following news: “Last night
the rascal Nutria assisted by the other Utes ran off all of Kyatano’s horses.”24
With his small body of men, Newberry “visited the Camp of Kiatano
from whom . . . some of our Utes stole several horses with which they escaped to their own country and we saw no more of them.” On hearing this
news, the expedition immediately took a precautionary step. “Temuche
was dispatched with presents to remove any suspicion of a want of good
faith on our part which might have been excited in the mind of Kiatano.”
Nutria’s actions could have had serious consequences in the region.
The customary practice of intermarriage among the region’s major tribes
(Ute, Navajo, Apache, and Hopi), meant that if one band initiated a fight
all the others might enter the fray.25
Following Newberry’s safe return, the expedition struck camp. Less
than two miles beyond the Rio Florida, they rejoined the Old Spanish
Trail in Utah Territory in what is now southwestern Colorado. Once
again, Dimmock carefully recorded the trail route on his field map.26
From here, the expedition would travel more than 125 miles along the
famous pack trail on their approach to the Colorado River.
In his geological notes, Newberry wrote about an exploitable resource in the area: “Below the crossing of the Spanish trail the valley of
the Animas is susceptible of cultivation to the junction of the Florid[a],
though the belt of arable land is narrow, and, in part at least, can only be
cultivated by irrigation.”27
Macomb’s men pitched their tents on the banks of the Animas River
“at the point where it is crossed by the old Spanish trail.” Newberry wrote
that the crossing, located on the southern outskirts of modern Durango,
extended “nearly a hundred yards” and ran “deep and rapid, and, at present stage of water, not easily forded.” (Upstream from the Old Spanish
Trail crossing, near the mouth of Lightner Canyon—a natural opening
to the west—the Denver & Rio Grande Railroad established today’s city of
22.
23.
24.
25.
26.
27.

Macomb, Report, 80.
Newberry, Abridged Diary, August 4, 1859, NA.
Dimmock, Diary, August 5, 1859, VHS.
Newberry, Abridged Diary, August 5, 1859, NA; Peterson, Utah’s Black Hawk War, 82.
Dimmock, “Map of Explorations and Surveys in New Mexico and Utah,” 1859, NA.
Macomb, Report, 81.

Charles Dimmock Papers, Special Collections Research Center,
College of William and Mary
Photo by author

Sketch of the Sierra La Plata, near Macomb’s camp on the
Rio Florida, by Charles H. Dimmock.

The La Plata Mountains near the Florida River, east of Durango, Colorado.
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Durango in 1881.) In camp, Dimmock observed the following incident:
A party of “4 Mexicans came in to day, most pitiable objects . . . on the
eve of starvation. Temuché yesterday extorted from one of them his coat
& $16 (all he had) for a piece of dried meat as large as one hand. Just
the scoundrel we should have believed & doubtless is an aider [sic] in the
horse stealing.”28
Once across the river, Macomb’s team climbed an adjacent steep, gravel and boulder terrace, covered by thick foliage, about three hundred
feet high. From the terrace top, the party passed through a sparsely wooded, open country for about nine miles to reach the La Plata River near
the present site of Ute Junction, an abandoned station on the Denver &
Rio Grande Railroad.
At the Rio de la Plata, Dimmock enjoyed a luxurious bath in the “beautifully clear, rock stream,” surrounded by “fine grama grass & a waste of
flowers upon which we bedded.” Nearby, just above the present town of
Hesperus, Colorado, he sketched the striking La Plata Mountains.
Newberry found the mountain paradise exhilarating:
the Rio de la Plata is a beautifully clear, cold, mountainbrook . . . well-stocked with trout. The valley in which it flows,
as it issues from the mountains, is exceedingly beautiful, and
our camp, one of the most delightful imaginable. Our tents are
pitched in the shade of a cluster of gigantic pines, such as are
scattered, here and there, singly or in groups, over the surface
of the valley, separated by meadows thickly coated with the finest gramma grass. Stretching off southward, a wall of verdure,
tinted with the fresh and vivid green of cottonwoods and willows, marks, while it conceals, the course of the sparkling stream
whose murmuring flow comes softly to the ear. On either side of
the valley rise picturesque wooded hills, which bound the view
both east and west; between these on the south an open vista reveals, far in the distance, the blue chains of the Sierra la Carriso
and Tunecha [Carrizo and Chuska mountains]. On the north
the bold and lofty summits of the Sierra de la Plata look down
upon us in this pure atmosphere with an apparent proximity
almost startling.29
Encamped at the base of the La Plata Mountains—later the area of
rich mineral operations—the party ironically found no metallic evidence
to suggest that the nearby range merited the Spanish name Sierra de la
Plata, or Silver Mountains. Dimmock wrote, “vainly the eye peers among
naked, hopeless crags for some gleaming of that metal the name of the
28. Ibid., 80; Dimmock, Diary, August 6, 1859, VHS.
29. Macomb, Report, 81.

Courtesy of Margaret Jones Perritt and the Virginia Historical Society

Sketch of Temuché, leader of the Capote Utes, by Charles H. Dimmock.
Dimmock captioned the sketch with a scathing critique of Temuché: “T[e]
muché is a most incorrigible rascal, the husband of five successive wives. . . .
His former wives, when sick were attended by . . . Indian medicine men who
were killed when failing to cure. The last one T[e]muché put out of the way
before his wife died. T[e]muché makes it a religious duty to get drunk
whenever the material therefor[e] is accessible. As T[e]muché is to
accompany us for the next month this memorandum is but due to
him & a just appreciation of his worth.”

Charles Dimmock Papers, Special Collections Research Center,
College of William and Mary
Photo by author

Sketch of the La Plata Mountains towering over the valley of the La Plata
River, by Charles H. Dimmock.

The La Plata River valley near Hesperus, Colorado.
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Sierra indicates, until heavy and wearied it sinks in the conviction that
the steel-clad Hidalgo must have seen with an eye of faith, strengthened
by avarice, the inaccessible hoard deep buried in the bowels of the grand
old mountain.”30
In the La Plata high country, at the present-day hamlet of Hesperus, the
expedition turned westward and crossed the divide between the La Plata
River and Cherry Creek at an elevation of about 8,330 feet. From the divide, they marched downstream to Thompson Park, a lush, green mountain valley skirting the extreme southern base of the La Plata Mountains.
Newberry described the park as “a natural pass, or puerta, through which
the Spanish trail leads.”31 Their path crossed the upper end of the park,
running parallel to the route of modern U.S. Highway 160.
The ridge west of Thompson Park divided the La Plata and Mancos
rivers and offered a spectacular viewpoint along the trail. Standing on
this threshold in 1859, Newberry described the mountaintop perspective:
Here we were to leave the lofty sierras of the Rocky Mountain
system, which had so long looked down on our camps and
marches, the picturesque scenery of the foot hills, their flowery
valleys and sparkling streams, the grateful shade of their noble
forests, and take our weary way across the arid expanse of the
great western plateau; a region whose dreary monotony is only
broken by frightful chasms, where alone the weary traveler
finds shelter from the burning heat of a cloudless sun, and
where he seeks, too often in vain, a cooling draught that shall
slake his thirst.32
Not long after their luxuriating respite at the La Plata, Lt. Milton
Cogswell launched a military routine, sounding the bugle at an early
hour. And whenever clear skies appeared, Macomb engaged his men in
observations, calculations, and, at times, demanding survey work.
From the La Plata River to Utah’s Abajo Mountains, the Macomb expedition passed through the present Four Corners country, a region extending outward from the common point where the boundaries of Utah,
Colorado, New Mexico, and Arizona converge. In the Four Corners
region, beyond the La Plata-Mancos divide, they followed the geologic
trough that separates the La Platas and the great sedimentary tableland
of Mesa Verde.
Inhabited by the Ancestral Pueblo people for thousands of years before
the arrival of the Spaniards, the region is famous for its prehistoric cultural
30. Dimmock, Topographical Memoir, 7, LOC.
31. Macomb, Report, 83.
32. Ibid.
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resources. Ancestral Puebloans cultivated crops of maize, beans, and squash
and resided in villages and in apartment houses, including many imposing
cliff dwellings, typified by those in Mesa Verde National Park. They abandoned their homeland in the Four Corners about AD 1300, and their great
urban centers at Mesa Verde and elsewhere became the first ghost towns
in the Southwest. Some distance south from the Old Spanish Trail, the
Ancestral Pueblo ruins at Mesa Verde—the largest archaeological preserve
in the United States—was not discovered until the 1870s.33
Descending the western slope of the La Plata-Mancos divide in the
shadow of Mesa Verde, the Macomb party crossed the main forks of the
Mancos River in an open valley two miles above the town of Mancos.34
Near this point, Newberry left the main party and hiked to the top of a
rampart on the north face of Mesa Verde to investigate the surrounding
countryside. He observed, “The Mesa Verde is, geologically, but a portion
of the high table-lands which border the Upper San Juan; the northern
margin of which is followed by our route from the ford of the Chama to
the Mancos.” He added, “This mesa we completely encircled; examined
it at a thousand points, and can speak of its structure and extent with confidence.”35 However, Newberry, who recorded the Hispanic name of the
high tableland, failed to discover the celebrated ruins of the present park.
Although he missed the famous cliff dwellings, Newberry found important prehistoric sites throughout the San Juan River Basin. He wrote the
first scientific descriptions of the crumbling remains near the Rio Dolores
and the Yellowjacket Pueblo Ruins in Colorado, as well as the ancient
ruins of Aztec Ruins National Monument in New Mexico.
From the headwaters of the Mancos, the Macomb party continued
west-northwest, closely following the modern route of Colorado Highway
184 to the Big Bend of the Dolores River. Where Macomb’s command
reached the Dolores, the river makes a broad bend to the north. Puzzled
by the name “Rio Dolores” (River of Sorrow), Dimmock observed, “The
Rio Dolores sparkling & clear, 70 feet in width, flowing in a rapid shallow
& winding stream, through flowery meadows & rich green cotton-woods,
bending in leafy exuberance, seems but illy named, as too fair a scene for
one to ‘come to grief.’”36
33. Madsen, “Retracing the Spanish Trail: Across Colorado’s San Juan Basin,” Spanish Traces 2,
no. 2 (Fall 1996): 6.
34. Ibid.
35. Macomb, Report, 85. In this vicinity, Newberry observed the effects of fluvial erosion: “An
unbroken table-land once stretched from the base of the Sierra de la Plata all the way across
to the mountain chains west of the Colorado, and . . . from this plateau, grain by grain, the
sedimentary materials which once filled the broad and deep valleys of the Colorado and San
Juan have been removed by the currents of these streams.” Macomb, Report, 84.
36. Dimmock, Topographical Memoir, 8, LOC.

Charles Dimmock Papers, Special Collections Research Center,
College of William and Mary
Photo by author

Sketch of the Rio Dolores near Macomb’s Camp 21, in present
Colorado, by Charles H. Dimmock.

The Dolores River valley west of Dolores, Colorado, from the
hills overlooking McPhee Reservoir.
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En route to the Dolores, Newberry found the area “everywhere covered with fragments of broken pottery, showing its former occupation by
a considerable number of inhabitants.” South across the stream from the
present town of Dolores, on the rim overlooking the Dolores River, the
party halted. “Our Camp a noted stopping place on the Spanish trail,”
stated Newberry. Here he observed “extensive ruins of Stone structures
on the hills overlooking Camp, (the same mentioned by Padre Escalante
in 1774 [sic].)” The 1776 Dominguez-Escalante expedition had explored
the ruins near the river’s Big Bend.
After setting up camp, “Dr. N[ewberry] & Fisher [set] off to visit an old
Pueblo some two miles up the river,” noted Dimmock. Newberry apparently rediscovered and explored the Escalante Pueblo, built during the
AD 1100s, on the hilltop above today’s Anasazi Heritage Center within
the Canyons of the Ancients National Monument. The U.S. Bureau of
Land Management has curated at the museum millions of artifacts from
the surrounding area.37
Macomb’s men also found other ruins near their camp. According
to Dimmock, “All went to the top of the m[e]sa adjacent to see an old
Pueblo & enjoy the view. Found ruins indicative of greater antiquity than
any we have seen. Mingled with the stone is much pottery, broken & of a
ruder stamp than previously collected.”38
Back in camp, the pack train’s bell mare gave birth to a colt. “This induces hesitation as to moving to day,” reported Dimmock. He continued,
“Capt. finally resolves to kill the young one & move on. The Ute with us
prevents this cruel necessity by making his squaw take it, with her, on her
horse.”39 (Tragically, the following morning the party awoke to discover
that the pack mules had bitten the colt to death.)
Dimmock noted that the route beyond the Dolores River passes “over
a gently broken sage plain, spreading far to the right interspersed with
stunted pinons.” Tired by the “monotonous Cretaceous geology” along
the route, Newberry named the plateau the “Great Sage Plain,” a name
that prevails on modern maps.40 The entire area dips to the south, which
allows for additional warm weather during the winter—a kind of oasis
that the Ancestral Puebloans exploited in their dry farming. Off to the
37. The Bureau of Land Management claims that “this area has the highest known archaeological site density” in the United States. Thousands of archaeological sites occupy the nearly
164,000-acre area within the Canyons of the Ancients National Monument in southwestern Colorado. Artifacts collected from Ancestral Puebloan sites on the Great Sage Plain in
Colorado are preserved at the Anasazi Heritage Center, near Dolores.
38. Macomb, Report, 86; Newberry, Abridged Diary, August 10, 1859, NA; Dimmock, Diary, August
12, 1859, VHS.
39. Dimmock, Diary, August 13, 1859, VHS.
40. Dimmock, Topographical Memoir, 8, LOC; Macomb, Report, 84, 90.
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Escalante Pueblo, on the hill above the Anasazi Heritage
Center, Dolores, Colorado.

south, Ute Mountain, vaguely resembling a recumbent woman, relieves
the monotony of the Great Sage Plain.
Today the route followed by Macomb over the Great Sage Plain crosses
an extensive dry farming region—open, rolling country consisting of dry
farms interspersed with scrub pine and sagebrush. Much of the land is
under cultivation, which has obliterated most traces of the Old Spanish
Trail Macomb followed. Cultivation may have also stirred many of the
“thousands and millions” of fossils scattered across the plain. Newberry
noted that the fossils provided “conclusive evidence that the Middle
Cretaceous shales once covered the sandstone floor of the Sage-plain
from which they have been nearly removed by aqueous [watery] action.”41
Standing on this elevated plain, Newberry caught a sweeping glance of
the countryside. “Directly west the Sage-plain stretches out nearly horizontal, unmarked by any prominent feature, to the distance of a hundred
miles. There the island-like mountains, the Sierra Abajo and Sierra LaSal,
rise from its surface. South of these is the little double-peaked mountain,
called by the Mexicans Las Orejas del Oso—the bear’s ears.”42
41. Macomb, Report, 84.
42. Ibid., 85.
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From Dolores the expedition continued on to the head of a canyon,
watered by a bountiful spring, called Yellow Jacket by those in modern
times who found the place to be the preferred habitat of wasps. Here the
group passed to the right of acres of crumbling Ancestral Pueblo ruins. In
prehistoric times, Yellow Jacket was one of the important regional centers
of the Ancestral Pueblo culture north of the San Juan River. Newberry
first described the ruin, located on a flat stretch of land north and west
of Yellow Jacket Creek, and labeled it “Surouaro,” a Ute word meaning
desolation. (The name of the site appears today on the National Register
as a subtle reminder of the Macomb expedition.)
Newberry examined the “ruined town” and speculated about its former
inhabitants. Evidence suggested that a large Pueblo population had inhabited the ruins over centuries and abandoned them “several hundred years
ago.” Newberry puzzled over “how they managed to exist” and “how their
town was depopulated.” He found abundant “remains of metates (cornmills),” corn obviously the “staple article of their existence.” Acequias
or ditches, “through which water was brought perhaps from a great distance,” led to “several large reservoirs, built of masonry.” Here had lived
ancient Pueblo Indians—“peaceful, industrious, and agricultural”—residing in large houses “built of stone, hammer-dressed” on their surfaces.
Numerous fragments of pottery “like the buildings, show great age.”43
From the ruins at Yellow Jacket, their route took them along a narrow, flat strip of land, crossing a number of intermittent streams flowing
southwest to the San Juan River. Just south of present-day Dove Creek,
Colorado, they camped at a large tributary, Cross Canyon, which contained good water, trickling from the base of a low sandstone cliff, whitened by mineral salts. The Macomb expedition named the place Tierra
Blanca (White Land), due to the presence of alkali in a tributary stream.
Beyond Tierra Blanca, Macomb crossed into what is now Utah on a
sloping plain near today’s Ucolo, a community of farms some fifteen miles
east of Monticello. His party camped at a spillway on Piute Draw, which
they identified as Guajalotes, meaning salamanders.44 Here the overflow
from Piute Spring, upstream from the spillway, formed pools in a “canyon
slimy with water-lizards,” noted Dimmock.45
Leaving behind the pools of “water lizards,” Macomb ascended the
sage and grass-carpeted Great Sage Plain to a spring near a long gash furrowed into its northwestern rim. In camp, Dimmock reported, “To our
surprise Souvetah (the dispatch from Santa Fé & Pfeiffer) came in.” He
43. Ibid., 88–89.
44. See Ruben Cobos, A Dictionary of New Mexico and Southern Colorado Spanish (Santa Fé: Museum
of New Mexico Press, 1983), 78.
45. Dimmock, Topographical Memoir, 9, LOC.

67

Courtesy of Margaret Jones Perritt and the Virginia Historical Society

The Expedition

Sketch of a scorpion, by Charles H. Dimmock.

added: “Souvetah given presents, with which he seemed much pleased,
& bidding us adieu took the back trail.” (Sowiette was quite familiar with
the Old Spanish Trail route that Macomb’s men were following. The historic path led northward to the La Sal Mountains, or “Elk Mountains” as
the Mormons called them, and beyond. Historian John Alton Peterson
writes, “Sowiette’s Northern Utes spent so many winters near the Elk
[La Sal] Mountains that Colorado whites often referred to them as ‘Elk
Mountain Utes.’” Around the camp, the men caught a rattlesnake and
a scorpion.46
Dimmock later depicted the venomous desert arachnid in his drawing
book and minimized the threat it posed. “These little fellows evince an
amount of spirit worthy of a larger & sharper sting. A stick thrust at them
they seize with their claws & endeavour, time after time, to let it feel the
venom of their tails. Failing in this they open their pinchers & stand prepared for the approach of something more vulnerable. Their sting has
much the power & effect of that of the Bee.”
46. Dimmock, Diary, August 16–17, 1859; Peterson, Utah’s Black Hawk War, 196.
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From the Great Sage Plain the expedition plunged into South Canyon,
dropping a thousand feet in about three miles to the floor of East
Canyon—a long, narrow canyon opening out into Dry Valley. Newberry
recorded the name of the canyon of vividly colored rock as Cañon
Pintado, or Painted Canyon. Dimmock called the canyon Cañon de las
Pañitas—a canyon of little rocks.
In the midst of the canyon, Newberry made history. Referring to himself in the third person, Newberry modestly noted, “Dr. N. finds bones
in cliff.” Awed by the discovery, Dimmock recorded the following: “Dr.
N. up in the wall of the cañon excavating a fossil Icthyosaurus, whose gigantic bones are our wonder.”47 (In the geologic deposits of the Morrison
Formation, high on the cliff face one quarter of a mile from Camp No.
26, Newberry had found a massive fossilized dinosaur encased in sandstone. He would return to the quarry ten days later to continue digging.)
Using the inadequate tools at hand, he began removing the bones. “Our
start somewhat retarded by this,” wrote Dimmock.
Down the wash from Newberry’s dinosaur discovery site, the San Juan
Exploring Expedition made its abrupt entry into the wild, red rock country east of today’s Canyonlands National Park, a region typified by scattered monuments of bald sandstone domes, wind-shaped into fanciful
forms. The men were awed by the “intricate mass of irregular bluffs, detached buttes & sinuous canyons” whittled by nature’s forces.48
Following the Old Spanish Trail to the upper end of Dry Valley,
Macomb’s command halted at the intricately carved landmark rock,
Casa Colorado (Red House), jutting up more than two hundred feet
from its broad, undulating base. The deeply grooved alcoves cut into
the southern wall of this “detached butte” of Entrada sandstone reminded passersby of the windows of a massive house. Although nineteenth-century travelers seldom appreciated the natural allurements
alongside the Old Spanish Trail, Newberry described Casa Colorado
as “one of the most striking [formations] seen from our route.” Both
Newberry and Dimmock stopped to sketch the “immense mass of sedimentary rocks.”49
At the richly contoured slickrock base of Casa Colorado, the expedition
found large tanks carved into a sandstone surface. Newberry recorded
the name of the site, El Tenejal, the Place of the Tanks. In the heart of the
47. Newberry, Abridged Diary, August 17, 1859, SIA; Dimmock, Diary, August 18 1859, VHS. In
his topographical memoir Dimmock noted: “Saurian fossils of exceeding interest were exhumed—with most inadequate implements—by the indefatigable order of an enthusiastic &
accomplished Geologist* (*Dr. John S. Newberry).”
48. Dimmock, Topographical Memoir, 10, LOC.
49. Macomb, Report, 92; Steven K. Madsen, “Retracing the Spanish Trail: Across the Colorado
Plateau,” Spanish Traces 4, no. 1 (Spring 1998): 7.
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Detail of Dimmock’s topographical field map showing Camp 26 in Cañon de
las Pañitas, or Cañon Pintado. In this canyon Dr. John S. Newberry discovered
in 1859 “Fossils,” noted on the map, of a giant sauropod dinosaur.

expansive slickrock mass below Casa Colorado was La Tinaja (The Tank),
an enormous pothole—having a capacity of about two thousand gallons
of water—formed by erosion and surrounded by several natural basins.
Newberry described it as “a deep excavation in the red sandstone, which
retains so large a quantity of surface-water, and for so long a time, as to
become an important watering-place on the Spanish trail.” Dimmock recorded, “Walked to the top of an adjacent sandstone hill where we had an
extensive but sterile view.”50
From La Tinaja, Macomb sent three men—a Shiberetch Ute chief,
John Campeau, and Armijo—to scout out a suitable route to the west.
(It is possible that Sowiette had arranged for the Elk Mountain, or
Shiberetch, Ute chief to guide the Macomb party to their destination.)
Juan P. Martin led another team of scouts headed south. (In 1855, a
Mormon scouting party, sent to explore the region south of Moab,
50. Macomb, Report, 92; Dimmock, Diary, August 18, 1859, VHS. Dimmock reported that the
men used kegs to obtain water from sandstone waterholes nearby. Dimmock, Diary, August
19, 1859, VHS.

Sketch of Casa Colorado, by Charles H. Dimmock.

Casa Colorado, south of Moab, Utah.
Photo by author

Courtesy of Margaret Jones Perritt and the Virginia
Historical Society
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had traversed Dry Valley and southward along the route followed by
Macomb’s second team of scouts.) In addition, “Sargent [Hathaway?]
& Stephen [Conroy?]” struck out through the desert to find “a favourable camp ground.” They returned and reported on a “good Camp 10
miles west,” said Newberry., Following an easy grade below La Tinaja,
the Macomb expedition crossed the “dry barren country to Ojo Verde”
(Green Spring), a “fine spring” with “good grass,” said Newberry. The
historic spring was located in present Hatch Ranch Canyon, one and a
half miles from its junction with Hatch Wash. (“Massive erosional cutting into the alluvium” has drastically altered the site, according to Fran
Barnes. Barnes provides us with its precise location: NW ¼ of SE ¼ of
Section 35, T29S, R22E, Salt Lake Meridian.)51
Five miles west of Casa Colorado, they diverged from the Old Spanish
Trail route. (Again, the War Department had instructed Macomb to locate the junction of the Colorado and Green rivers along with a supply
route suitable for wagons. Since the Old Spanish Trail northwest of Casa
Colorado could not accommodate much more than pack animals, certainly not military wagons, Macomb veered from the trail to find an alternate route.) About the Old Spanish Trail, Macomb said, “The greater
part of our journey from Abiquiu to this point was by the old Spanish
trail, which has not heretofore been accurately laid down upon any map.
This trail is much talked of as having been the route of commerce between California and Mexico in the days of the old Spanish rule, but it
seems to have been superseded by the routes to the north and south of it,
which have been opened to modern enterprise.”52
At Ojo Verde, Macomb established a depot camp from which to explore the wild canyonlands to the west in hope of finding the confluence of the Colorado and Green rivers. The scouting party, led by the
Shiberetch Ute chief, came into camp here and reported its findings. The
trail leading to the Grand River was “utterly impracticable for our packs.
Distance about 55 miles to the junction, which they did not reach. They
report fresh Indian signs.”53 With that information, Macomb prepared
for his exploratory adventure.
Leaving the main body including the military escort in camp, nine armed
men embarked on a reconnaissance to the rivers’ confluence. In the party
51. Dimmock Diary, August 19, 1859, VHS; Newberry, Abridged Diary, August 19, 25, 1859, NA;
Barnes, The 1859 Macomb Expedition into Utah Territory, 82, 83.
52. Macomb, Report, 5–6. Macomb’s manuscript map of 1860 clearly shows the Old Spanish Trail
bypassing Ojo Verde as it curves to the north. “Map of Explorations and Surveys in New
Mexico made under the direction of Hon. J. B. Floyd, Sec. of War by Capt. J. N. Macomb,
Topl. Engrs. assisted by C. H. Dimmick [sic], C. Engr, &c. 1860,” scale 1:800,000, NA.
53. Dimmock, Diary, August 21, 1859, VHS.
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Sketch of a “Horn of the Rocky Mountain Sheep,” at
“El Ojo Verde,” Utah Territory, August 26, 1859, by
Charles H. Dimmock. The length of the horn’s outer
curve measured 30 inches, recorded Dimmock.

were Macomb, Lieutenant Cogswell, Dimmock, Newberry, Campeau,
Hathaway, Armijo, and “two Mexicans.” (The latter were probably “cooks
&c” that Dimmock had indicated would join the party.) The ride was “hot
& fatiguing,” wrote Dimmock. Moreover, the route was so treacherous
that Newberry wrote of their “horrible time generally.” Thickets, quicksand, and rocks slowed their march. Along the way, Newberry found a
“ca[ñ]on formerly inhabited,” containing “ruined stone houses in cliffs.”54
54. Ibid., August 22, 1859. See also Dimmock’s entry for August 21, 1859; Newberry, Abridged
Diary, August 22, 1859, NA.
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Dimmock noted that the route to the confluence was “by a path the
trembling mule hesitates to pursue.”55 Macomb added, “it is fortunate
that no attempt was made to bring forward our pack train as we must have
lost many mules by it, and moreover there was not sufficient pasture for
the few animals that we had with us.”56
Newberry described the route to their next camp: “On leaving camp
we struck southwest, gradually ascending for six miles, when we reached
the brink of a magnificent cañon twelve hundred feet in depth, called,
from the prevailing color of its walls, Cañon Colorado, into which with
great difficulty we descended.”57 According to Barnes, Cañon Colorado is
today’s Hart’s Draw.58
Downstream from the junction of Hart’s Draw and Indian Creek
Canyon, “in the lower stretch of Indian Creek Canyon,” the Macomb party
arrived at their Camp No. 29. In lower Indian Creek Canyon, Newberry’s
“Labyrinth Cañon,” they “reached a point where water was found in holes
at 4:15 pm where we conclude to stop for the night,” stated Dimmock.
That night, Dimmock “aided the Capt. in observations by light of a newspaper lantern.”59
From their camp, the scouting party, reduced seemingly to six men—
Macomb, Newberry, Dimmock, Cogswell, Campeau, and Armijo—proceeded on toward the Colorado. Heading for today’s Canyonlands
National Park, Dimmock wrote of the challenges the party faced: “Plodding
down through the mazes of the Cañon Colorado, through which passes,
at times, a rapid, muddy stream, we find our journey most arduous from
the steepness of the bank & frequency of crossing the stream. The banks
of the stream vary from ten to fifteen feet in height & are so perpendicular that when our mules slide down we cling by the cantle of the saddle
to avoid going over their heads. This stream, going & coming, we crossed
270 times.”60 Dimmock kept a count of the crossings since he had to run
a surveyor’s line of measurements to the next campsite.
Newberry and his companions paused to embrace the red rock wonderland as they approached the heart of today’s Canyonlands National
Park. He wrote, “[Its] appearance was so strange and beautiful as to call
out exclamation and delight from our party.”61
55.
56.
57.
58.
59.

Dimmock, Topographical Memoir, 11, LOC.
Macomb, Report, 6.
Ibid., 93.
Barnes, The 1859 Macomb Expedition into Utah Territory, 85.
Ibid.,88, 89; Dimmock, Diary, August 22, 1859, VHS. At Camp 29, they were eleven and a half
miles upstream from the mouth of Indian Creek.
60. Dimmock, Diary, August 23, 1859.
61. Macomb, Report, 94.
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Sketch of the North and South Sixshooter Peaks, by Charles H. Dimmock.

North and South Sixshooter Peaks near Canyonlands
National Park in southern Utah.
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Macomb, however, took a contrary view. Repulsed by the wild landscape, apparently since it lacked exploitable resources, Macomb wrote, “I
cannot conceive of a more worthless and impracticable region than the
one we now found ourselves in. I doubt not there are repetitions and varieties of it for hundreds of miles down the canon of the Great Colorado.”62
A seemingly insurmountable challenge awaited Macomb’s men as they
continued down Indian Creek Canyon. Within two miles of the Colorado
River, a high pour-off or “perpendicular fall” blocked the explorers’ passage. Arrested in their attempt to reach the river, they decided to obtain
a vantage point to survey the stone wilderness that surrounded them. On
reaching a high butte overlooking the Colorado, Newberry, Dimmock,
and Cogswell “resolved to climb” it to “see the Grand River” and “its junction with the Green.” Macomb “attempted to follow but failed.”63
On August 23, a “perfectly clear and intensely hot” day, Macomb’s
intrepid explorers began their approximately 1,200–foot ascent of the
“pinnacle overhanging [the] river” near the confluence of the Green
and Colorado rivers. The temperature reached ninety-two degrees
Fahrenheit in the shade. “Stripping off nearly all our clothing,” said
Newberry, the party continued to scale the steep sandstone slope. He
added: “After two hours of most arduous labor, we succeeded in reaching the summit.”64 Dimmock wrote, “[The] difficulties of ascent soon
forced us to shed by degrees article after article, until at last the summit
was reached & exultingly stood upon, by three men stripped to shirts,
draws & boots.”65
After surmounting the high promontory, Dimmock discovered a land
of stunning grandeur. Amazed at the depth of the canyons and the exceeding beauty of the wilderness of massive upright rocks, he wrote,
“looking around there met our eyes such a view as is not to be seen elsewhere on earth. But few, if any other whites, were ever the beholders of
so magical a variety of towering sierra-like m[e]sas, deep cut by canons,
penetrating in all directions, into whose depths the rays of the sun at mid
day can only fall. In the distance—to the south—the m[e]sas, broken
into isolated pinnacles & clustered, castled, summits gave the effect of a
grander city than dream land contains.”66
Newberry wrote of the astonishing scene that “burst upon us”: “It baffles
description.” He later reflected that the area was the wildest and most fantastic scenery on the surface of the globe.” The Grand Canyon, he reported,
62.
63.
64.
65.
66.

Ibid., 6.
Dimmock, Diary, August 23, 1859, VHS.
Macomb, Report, 96; Newberry, Abridged Diary, August 23, 1859, NA.
Dimmock, Diary, August 23, 1859, VHS.
Ibid.
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Sketch of sandstone formations near the Abajo
Mountains, by Charles H. Dimmock.

Sandstone formations east of Canyonlands National Park.
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had “far less variety and beauty of detail than this.” His “eye swept over
an area some fifty miles in diameter. Not a particle of vegetation was anywhere discernible; nothing but bare and barren rocks of rich and varied
colors shimmering in the sunlight. Scattered over the plain were thousands
of . . . fantastically formed buttes . . . pyramids, domes, towers, columns,
spires, of every conceivable form and size. Among these by far the most
remarkable was the forest of Gothic spires.” His was the first written description of the Needles in present-day Canyonlands National Park, and he
struggled to capture its essence: “Nothing in nature or in art offers a parallel
to these singular objects, but some idea of their appearance may be gained
by imagining the island of New York thickly set with spires like that of Trinity
church, but many of them full twice its height. Scarcely less striking features
in the landscape were the innumerable cañons by which the plain is cut. In
every direction they ran and ramified deep, dark, and ragged.”67
Ahead, an enormous tangle of sandstone, intricately carved by wind
and water, created an insurmountable obstacle for the explorers. They
could see that the vertical sandstone walls, lining the Colorado River, effectively blocked further travel. From his vantage point atop the butte,
Dimmock was able to plot the distance down Labyrinth Creek, today’s
Indian Creek, to its junction with the Colorado River.
Ever the topographer, Dimmock took sightings of “the courses to various points.” He recorded in his topographical memoir that the total distance from Santa Fé to the Colorado River by the route the expedition
had followed was 375.75 miles, from Abiquiu 323.75 miles. (Perched
high above the canyons, Dimmock visually carried his surveyor line to
the Colorado River. And he discovered that “the perpendicular breaks in
the bottom of the [Colorado River] gorge, preclude the possibility of any
farther advance.”) To the south, Macomb’s explorers thought they saw
“another great chasm coming in from the northwest, said by the Indians
to be that of Green River.” Instead, they saw “The Loop,” the goosenecks
of the Colorado River some four miles distant.68
Unable to shield themselves from the merciless sun as they stood atop
the butte (elevation 4,899 feet), which towered more than one thousand
feet above the Colorado River, Newberry and Cogswell both suffered
“from heat and over exertion.” As the heat radiated off the sandstone,
Newberry busied himself with making a panoramic sketch of the area.
(Unfortunately, his sketch is now lost to history.) Wilted by the scorching sun, he nearly collapsed. He reported. “Before I completed the circle of the horizon I was seized with dreadful headache, giddiness, and
67. Macomb, Report, 96–97; Newberry to Baird, October 1, 1859, 51A.
68. Dimmock, Diary, August 23, 1859, VHS; Macomb, Report, 97; Barnes, The 1859 Macomb
Expedition into Utah Territory, 93; Dimmock, Topographical Memoir, 12.
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nausea, and, alone as I then was, had the greatest difficulty in rejoining
my companions.”69
Defeated in their attempt to reach the mighty confluence of the
Colorado and Green rivers, Newberry stoically recorded in his field notes,
“Junction inaccessible from our position—so with Grand river.” Having
traveled so far, the men failed to express their disappointment at missing the mark. From their lofty perch on August 23, 1859, the labyrinth
of stone monuments, mesas, spires, and needles in today’s Canyonlands
National Park blocked the expedition’s path to their final destination by
a mere eight and a half miles. Cut off from reaching his goal, a disappointed Macomb would report that “no direct supply routes through to
southern Utah suitable for military purposes” existed.70 As Newberry so
eloquently put it, the deep river canyons were “impassable to everything
but the winged bird.”71
With the aid of two writers/backpackers—Raymond Wheeler and
Thomas Budlong—Fran Barnes in the late 1980s pinpointed in his publications the high pinnacle, presently dubbed “Newberry Butte,” where
Macomb’s men stood in 1859 to view what they thought, incorrectly, was
the confluence. It is precisely in the SW ¼ of the NW ¼ of Section 13,
T29S R19E, Salt Lake Meridian.72 (The GPS coordinates are N 38˚ 16’
46” W 109˚ 47’ 15”.) Today’s explorers, who wish to hike the expedition’s
route firsthand, will find precise locations through this rugged and dangerous terrain in Fran Barnes’s publications Hiking the Historic Route of the
1859 Macomb Expedition and The 1859 Macomb Expedition into Utah Territory,
based largely on Terby Barnes’s yeoman research.73 Permission to hike
and camp along the Macomb route in today’s Canyonlands National Park
must first be obtained from the National Park Service.
Descending to the foot of the butte, “composed of alternate layers of
chocolate-colored sandstone and shale,” the exploratory team paused for
a few hours of rest. Then with their strength restored, the men turned
their mules’ heads eastward, “making our first steps on our homeward
march.” A homesick Dimmock noted, “To me this was the greatest pleasure of our expedition.”74 That evening with ample time to contemplate
69. Newberry, Abridged Diary, August 23, 1859, NA; Macomb, Report, 97. See also Barnes,
Canyonlands National Park, 40.
70. Newberry, Abridged Diary, August 23 1859, NA; Barnes, Canyonlands National Park, 130;
Macomb, as quoted in Barnes, The 1859 Macomb Expedition into Utah Territory, 20.
71. Macomb, Report, 97.
72. Barnes, The 1859 Macomb Expedition into Utah Territory, 90.
73. Using “TerraServer,”at www.terraserver.com, Thomas G. Madsen pinpointed for the author
the GPS coordinates. See F. A. Barnes, Hiking the Historic Route of the 1859 Macomb Expedition
(Moab, Utah: Canyon Country Publications, 1989); Barnes, Canyonlands National Park;
Barnes, The 1859 Macomb Expedition into Utah Territory.
74. Macomb, Report, 96; Dimmock, Diary, August 23, 1859, VHS.
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Dimmock’s topographical field map showing the
Macomb Expedition route from Ojo Verde
to the Colorado River.

“the future with wife and baby,” Dimmock’s “mind grew [as] weary as my
body in scheming & suggesting.”
Back in Camp No. 29, Dimmock stood guard, “my first . . . in an Indian
country.” But Indians were not Dimmock’s greatest danger. He was about
to witness something far more menacing: a flash flood. “At the time I first
took my watch the discharge of water upon the Abajo [Mountains] came
thundering along giving for a time much uneasiness as we were in a position where the water might have reached & troubled us; these fears soon
subsided with the torrent, whose rise was in one big wave which fell, with
a cessation of the supply, as promptly.”75
Trudging back to the base camp at Ojo Verde, Dimmock reported that
his mule, as with the others, “sank deeply into quick sand from which with
mighty struggles she could barely extricate herself.” On reaching camp
with the other explorers, the “tired & heated” topographer felt “glad as
possible to get safely back, having happ[i]ly met with no Indians.” That
75. Dimmock, Diary, August 23, 1859.

Part of “Map of Explorations and Surveys in New Mexico and Utah made
under the direction of Hon. J[ohn] B. Floyd, Sec. of War,” by Captain John N.
Macomb and Charles H. Dimmock, 1860. Egloffstein based his map of the region encompassing the expedition route on this map. It shows Macomb’s route
stretching from Tierra Blanca near present Cahone, Colorado, to the Grand

National Archives, Washington, D.C.

(Colorado) River in southern Utah. Macomb’s homeward route led from “La
Tinaja” southward along the eastern base of the Abajo Mountains. Note: The
Old Spanish Trail bypasses Ojo Verde as it swings northward to reach the crossing of the Grand River, near present Moab, Utah. Macomb also delineates a
section of the 1776 Dominguez-Escalante Trail route.
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evening, the sentinel stopped “a party of 18 Utes,” headed by the father of
their Indian scout, from entering camp. Newberry noted that they were
“Savariches? [Shiberetch] Utes encamped near Sierra la Sal.”76
To get “a fair understanding” of the Ute party, “we cannot move camp
to day,” said Dimmock. On their arrival in camp, the expedition distributed presents to them “which they think to be hardly their due.” Newberry
wrote of “their insolence & importunity dissatisfaction with the presents
given them.” The Utes told them that “other Americans” had given them
“heaps of tobacco.”77
One of the scouts whom Macomb had sent to find a “practicable” route
to the south returned with favorable news, but they were unable to strike
camp the next day. Sitting at their tables for breakfast, “big drops began
to rattle a roll-call on our tin plates & cups,” said Dimmock. They donned
“India rubber coats” and “got quite comfortably through, though an infusion of rain water does not improve tea nor wetting add to the edibility
of biscuit,” observed Dimmock. That evening the sky cleared, and they
engaged in horse racing, a favorite sport of the Northern Utes.78
Departing Ojo Verde and riding back to their former camp at El
Tenejal, Dimmock relaxed. “[It was] the first comfortable ride I’ve had
for a month,” he said. There was “no necessity for again taking the topography,” which he had previously “secured in passing to the Ojo Verde.”
He spent the evening, however, completing the topography, probably on
his field map and in his notes, of the trail to the Colorado River.79
On their homeward march, Newberry spent another day “with several
assistants” feverishly extricating fossils at the sauropod dinosaur site “in
the face of the cliff,” high “above its base.” Handicapped by tools that
“were too light for such heavy work,” Newberry lamented that they “were
compelled to leave [behind] many bones.” Nevertheless, Newberry’s
party had extracted a substantial amount of the bones, which men packed
on the backs of mules that hauled them back to Santa Fé.80 From there,
76. Ibid., August 24, 25, 1859; Newberry, Abridged Diary, August 25, 1859, NA. The Shiberetches,
also spelled Sheberetches, were a “desert oriented” band of Utes that lived in southeastern
Utah. Duncan, “The Northern Utes of Utah,” 176. Another source states that they lived “north
of the Spanish trail and west of Green River.” Peterson, Utah’s Black Hawk War, 210. (Although
desert oriented, the Shiberetches quite likely depended on subsistence from the nearby LaSal
and Abajo mountains.) “By the 1870s, the Sheberetch had been reduced by disease and war. It
seems probable that the survivors joined the Uncompahgre, Weeminuche, and Uinta bands.”
Duncan, “The Northern Utes of Utah,” 176.
77. Dimmock, Diary, August 25, 1859, VHS; Newberry, Abridged Diary, 25 August 1859, NA.
78. Dimmock, Diary, August 26, 1859, VHS; Peterson, Utah’s Black Hawk War, 91.
79. Dimmock, Diary, August 27, 1859, VHS.
80. Macomb, Report, 91; Newberry to Dr. Joseph Leidy, February 8, 1860, College of Physicians of
Philadelphia. Dimmock reported that “Dr. N, Fisher, Dorsey, Steve [Conroy?], Delis [Joseph
Dély?] & a Mex.” left immediately after breakfast “to take another pick at the old petrified
monster in the m[e]sa’s bluff.” Dimmock, Diary, August 28, 1859, VHS.
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Newberry placed them in boxes. Macomb later carried the boxes in his
transit to Washington, D.C. via Fort Leavenworth. Unfortunately, the
expedition’s published report lacked information on the bone fossils.
Paleontologist Edward D. Cope submitted a study of Newberry’s dinosaur
find, including a lithographic plate illustrating the fossils, which in 1877
was buried in a ponderous volume of the Wheeler Survey publications.
The discovery eventually faded in history. (Today the partial skeleton,
dubbed Dystrophaeus viaemalae, is in the paleontology collection of the
Smithsonian Institution. Since its rediscovery by Fran and Terby Barnes,
Utah’s state paleontologist has recovered more of the dinosaur to study
its scientific significance.)81
Between their camp at El Tenejal and the San Juan River, 72.5 miles
distant, the party found few distinguishing characteristics marking the
countryside and encountered little that was noteworthy. The exception
was Church Rock, the prominent sandstone monolith on Macomb’s
route. Beyond El Tenejal, not far from the dinosaur quarry, the expedition’s return trip veered from the Old Spanish Trail and encountered
the rock, which Dimmock sketched in his drawing book. From Church
Rock the route ran through Peters Canyon along present U.S. Highway
191 and up onto the “Sage-plain.” About thirty-two miles south of Casa
Colorado and nearly six miles east of the Abajo (or Blue) Mountains,
Macomb’s men gave the name “Mormon or Silver Spring” to the campsite. Newberry had discovered two silver coins nearby, “proving the white
man to have been here before us.”82 Earlier Mormon explorations into
the region probably accounts for Newberry’s find. In 1854, the W. D.
Huntington expedition passed through the area. And the following year,
the Elk Mountain Mission, led by Alfred N. Billings, explored the highway
route south of Moab.
81. E. D. Cope, “Report upon the extinct Vertebrata obtained in New Mexico by Parties
of the Expedition of 1874, Chapter XI, Fossils of the Mesozoic Periods and Tertiary
Beds,” in George M. Wheeler, Report upon United States Geographical Surveys west of the One
Hundredth Meridian, vol. 4 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1877), 31–
36B, plate 83; E. D. Cope, “On a Dinosaurian from the Trias of Utah,” Proceedings of the
American Philosophical Society 16 (1877): 579–85; F. von Huene, “Dystrophaeus viaemalae Cope in neur Beleuchtung,” Separat-Abdruck aus dem Neuen Jahrbuck für Mineralogie,
Geologie und Palaeontologie, Stuttgart, Germany 19 (1904): 319–33; F. A. Barnes, “Utah’s
Early Place in Paleontogical History,” Canyon Legacy 6 (Summer 1990): 12. Ultimately the
Smithsonian collected the following fossils: “Scapula, ulna, partial radius, partial manus.”
The institution claims that the fossils were found in the “Summerville Formation,” not the
Morrison Formation. See David B. Weishampel, Peter Dodson, and Halszka Osmólska, eds.
The Dinosauria, 2nd ed., (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2004), Table 13.1. (In layman’s terms, the scapula represents the shoulder blade, the ulna and radius bones are found
in the lower front leg, and the manus is in the hand. Martha C. Hayden, Utah Geological
Survey, interview by author, September 4, 2007.)
82. Dimmock, Diary, August 30, 1859, VHS; Newberry, Abridged Diary, August 30, 1859, NA.

Special Collections, Marriott Library, University of Utah
Courtesy of Utah Geological Survey

Lithograph of Dystrophaeus viaemalae dinosaur fossil bones. Illustrated in
Edward D. Cope’s report in part two of the Wheeler Survey
paleontology report, 1877.

Sauropod dinosaur bone fossils discovered by Dr. John S. Newberry.
Dystrophaeus metacarpals. Dystrophaeus right scapula. Dystrophaeus right ulna.
One of the bones Newberry extracted measured 31 inches in
length, he later recounted
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Traversing the Great Sage Plain southward, the Macomb party skirted
the eastern perimeter of the Abajo Mountains. Newberry did his scientific
work “on three sides of this sierra.” He discovered that its highest point
rose “some 2,000 feet above the Sage-plain” and trended northwest to
southeast. He noted “the sierra is composed geologically of an erupted
nucleus” and has an “isolated character.”83
Beyond the Abajo Mountains, south of today’s Blanding, Utah, the expedition turned into the drainage of Recapture Creek and descended
that stream as they approached toward the San Juan. Before reaching the
creek, at the spring “Ojo del Alamo,” the men discovered “fresh Indian
tracks.” They posted and placed a guard on alert. At Recapture Creek,
Dimmock reported that he had become “quite sick.” Newberry, the physician, apparently prescribed some unsavory medicine. But the “blue mass”
Dimmock took that evening restored his health.84
At the San Juan River, some fifty miles east of its junction with the
Colorado, Newberry scoped out the striking scenery to the west and south.
Describing present Monument Valley, the scenic home to the Navajo straddling the Arizona-Utah border, he wrote, “[There] are many castle-like
buttes and slender towers, none of which can be less than 1,000 feet in
height, their sides absolutely perpendicular, their forms wonderful imitations of the structures of human art. Illuminated by the setting sun, the
outlines of these singular objects came out sharp and distinct, with such
exact similitude of art, and contrast with nature as usually displayed, that
we could hardly resist the conviction that we beheld the walls and towers of
some Cyclopean city hitherto undiscovered in this far-off region.”85
Newberry reported that the process of erosion that carved out the valleys of the San Juan, Green, and Colorado rivers “left the most surprising
monuments of its action.” He wrote, “Domes, castles, walls, [and] spires”
were among the structures “which by their vivid colors and fantastic outlines attract the attention and excite the wonder of every explorer who
beholds them.”
With the publication in 1877 of his splendid Atlas of Colorado, explorer
Ferdinand V. Hayden named a tributary stream that originated in the
Abajo Mountains and flowed into the San Juan “Macomb’s Cr[eek],”
in Macomb’s honor. Sadly, the name no longer graces modern maps.
Instead, the name Cottonwood Wash emerged and stuck. The present
town of Bluff, Utah, now rests at its mouth.
83. Macomb, Report, 100.
84. Herbert E. Gregory, The San Juan Country: A Geographic and Geologic Reconnaissance of Southeastern
Utah, U.S. Geological Survey Professional Paper 188, Washington, D.C.: Government Printing
Office, 1938, 2; Dimmock, Diary, August 31, September 1, 1859, VHS.
85. Macomb, Report, 104.
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Sketch of Church Rock, by Charles H. Dimmock.

Church Rock along U.S. Highway 191 south of Moab, Utah.
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East of Bluff, the expedition turned up the north bank of the San Juan,
which they ascended for about 120 miles. On September 5 at Camp No.
36, the Macomb party feasted on mutton for breakfast. “Our sheep a
great institution,” noted Dimmock.86
The following day, Dimmock witnessed the increased “turbidity” of the
San Juan, swollen “by late rains.” The rushing waters nearly swept away
the mule train. He wrote, “[As the pack train passed] around the river
bluff the mules fared badly. Several fell in the river & one we feared would
be a loss[;] he, however, extricated himself. The mule with the Capt’s box
& my trunk fell from the path rolling over into the water’s brink[;] here
he was rescued.” Dimmock noted that they had reentered New Mexico,
en route to their camp, across from which they spotted “extensive ruins.”
(Newberry had observed, “From the time we struck the San Juan we were
never out of sight of ruins.”)87
At Camp No. 40, nearly seventy miles upriver from the point where
Macomb reached the San Juan, Newberry noted the magnificent Ship
Rock formation looming above the horizon. “On the south side of the
river, now quite near to us, stand out in strong relief the picturesque basaltic pinnacles of ‘The Needles. . . .’ This is a mass of erupted rock, rising
with perpendicular sides from the middle of the valley. From all points,
where seen by us, it has the appearance of an immense cathedral, of rich
umber-brown color, terminating in two spires. Its altitude is about 1,700
feet above its base.”88
Dimmock waxed eloquent in his description of Ship Rock:
Ejected from the long low mesa upon which it rests to a height
of 1600 feet, standing alone, this mass of reddish brown trap,
with its two spires & buttressed walls, requires no effort of the
imagination . . . to distort it into a grander old cathedral than
Christendom contains. Its finialed spires, lit by the evening sun,
when the plain at the base is lost in the gloaming, seems bearing the mark of divine approbation—a shrine where assembled
nations might bow, forgetful in emotions evoked by its presence,
of the petty schisms dividing the world. Seen in the distance at
midday, looming from its reflected image in the mirage, the
fitness of its title is apparent—a phantom ship mirror’d upon a
trembling sea.89
From this location, they followed the San Juan up to a ridge known
as the Creston, a sandstone “upheaval” crossing the river at right angles.
86.
87.
88.
89.

Dimmock, Diary, September 5, 1859, VHS.
Macomb, Report, 109; Dimmock, Diary, September 6, 1859, VHS.
Macomb, Report, 107.
Dimmock, Topographical Memoir, 17, LOC.
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Section of “Drainage Map of Colorado,” in F. V. Hayden’s Atlas of Colorado,
1877, showing “Macomb’s Cr[eek].”
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(The Creston is the present-day Hogback monocline uplift eighteen
miles west of Farmington, New Mexico. The steeply dipping strata define
the western edge of the San Juan Basin.) In geologic time the river cut
through the ridge to create “a narrow passage, through which we worked
our way with extreme difficulty,” wrote Newberry.90
From the Creston, their route took them through present-day
Farmington, New Mexico. At the mouth of the Animas, within today’s
city limits, Dimmock took a bath in the muddy stream while the camp
engaged in washing their clothes.
East of the Animas, the Macomb men found human bones in a Pueblo
ruin. One of Newberry’s assistants discovered “a well preserved skull.”
One of the Hispanic hands, “with his usual facility for names[,] calls this
[pueblo] the ‘Casa de Montezuma,’” wrote Dimmock.91
Several miles upstream from the ruin, the Macomb expedition reached
the San Juan River ford, near today’s town of Blanco, New Mexico.
Opposite the mouth of Cañon Largo, the men crossed the San Juan in a
“passage swift, deep and dangerous.” The strong current swept down two of
Lieutenant Cogswell’s mules and one of his men, “who was saved, as usual,
by Antonio,” wrote Dimmock. The perilous crossing cost the expedition
“the pack of one of the mules,” containing “two sacks of bacon.” Dimmock
added, “The mules were with difficulty rescued.” The group then began
the ascent of Cañon Largo, “one of the longest dry washes in the world.”92
At Camp No. 46 within the canyon, on the Old Spanish Trail’s Southern
Route, Dimmock gathered flower seeds and petrified wood, presumably
for Newberry’s collections. Dimmock reported finding the petrified wood
“in cords.” During the night, Navajos stole two horses belonging to the
“Mex. packers.” The deed was apparently done by “some of Kyatano’s
band in retaliation for those taken from him by the Utes with us, Aug.
4th,” wrote Dimmock.93
At the next camp, the men awoke to icy conditions, “every thing out
white with frost,” noted Dimmock. “Ice in the basin,” he added. At breakfast, the men crouched by the “cook’s fire” while Macomb sat alone at
the table. “In a spirit of self martyrization,” he would not allow the men
to build a fire as they dressed and struck camp. The following morning,
at the next camp near the head of Cañon Largo, “Vail got one of the
men to make us a fire so we breakfasted comfortably,” wrote Dimmock.
90. Macomb, Report, 107; Dimmock, Diary, September 9, 1859, VHS.
91. Dimmock, Diary, September 13, 1859, VHS.
92. Ibid., September 15, 1859, VHS; Anne Marie Matherne, “Effects of Roads and Well Pads
on Erosion in the Largo Canyon Watershed, New Mexico, 2001–02,” U.S. Geological Survey
Scientific Investigations Report 2006-5039, http://pubs.usgs.gov/sir/2006/5039 (accessed May
5, 2007).
93. Dimmock, Diary, September 16, 17, 1859, VHS.

Exploring Desert Stone

Photo by author

90

The “Creston,” or present Hogback monocline, in northern New Mexico.

Warmed by the fire, Dimmock recounted a local legend: “El alto del
a Utah, across the valley, north-east from Camp 48, is a considerable
hill, from whose rocky summit the Navajoes [sic] have hurled to sudden
death their Ute captives.”94
Proceeding southeast from Cañon Largo, the men left the Old Spanish
Trail and ascended a narrow plain, gently sloping up to the Continental
Divide along today’s U.S. Highway 550. They crossed the divide at an elevation of approximately 7,380 feet and bore southeast toward the Sierra
Nacimiento, or “‘mountain of birth,’ from whence flows the water into
the Atlantic & Pacific.” Newberry reported, “Just before reaching the base
of the Nacimiento Mountain, we crossed the divide between the Pacific
and Atlantic, and reached the highest point, geologically, attained on any
part of our route.” In the early morning of September 21, within three
miles of the base of Nacimiento Mountain, Macomb observed “an eclipse
of one of Jupiter’s sattelites [sic].”95
In the valley west of Nacimiento Mountain, they reached the waters
birthed by that mountain, the Rio Puerco. Dimmock observed, “Locality
delightful &, for a treat, clear, cool, water.” Nearby, Newberry described
94. Ibid., September 18, 19, 1859; Dimmock, Topographical Memoir, 20, LOC.
95. Dimmock, Diary, September 20, 21, 1859, VHS; Macomb, Report, 112.
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Rock profile in Cañon
Largo, New Mexico.
Sketch of a rock profile in
Cañon Largo, New Mexico, by
Charles H. Dimmock.

the view of the Cabezon (or Big Head), which he sketched for the
Macomb report: “The most conspicuous” of the “many picturesque trap
buttes . . . resembles in its outline a Spanish sombrero, but it is of gigantic
dimensions, being at least 1,500 feet in height.”96 Dimmock took the cue
and made his own pencil sketch of the formation.
The following morning, camped at the junction of two Rio Puerco
tributaries, near present Cuba, New Mexico, Macomb sent out an exploratory party to find an alternate trail “through the vias,” the Sierra de los
Valles, to Santa Fé. He wished to bypass the route that ran through Jemez
Pueblo and sent Armijo, Johnson, Campeau, and “2 Mex[ican]s” to explore a pathway. But their attempt failed, and they returned to camp. “Not
finding a trail induces the Capt. to continue with Cogswell’s command,”
96. Macomb, Report, 117; Dimmock, Diary, September 20, 1859, VHS.
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wrote Dimmock. However, on the march south, crossing the headwaters
of the Puerco, the guide, “Old Jaramillo, evidenced an entire ignorance
of the country to day, carrying us over the worst places,” wrote Dimmock.
They “crossed by a steep and difficult pass” a southern spur of Nacimiento
Mountain. (Dimmock noted that from the pass, the Nacimiento “still extends some 8 miles to South.”)97 Both Newberry and Dimmock observed
white gypsum deposits on either side of the crest.
When Macomb’s men reached old Jemez Pueblo, Dimmock gave a
negative portrayal of the village and its inhabitants:
The Padre [is] a rascally Mex. Priest who practices upon the
liquor-drinking and credulity of those around him to no small
advantage to himself. The Pueblo a squalid collection of adobe
houses. Ovens, before the houses, conical in form, built of adobes. In some of these the fires for baking were seen, others were
occupied by naked, filthy children while many seemed, for the
time being, in quiet occupancy by the dogs. These dogs are disgusting objects, apparently a mingling of the meanest cur with
the still more detestable Coyote. Three bears were killed by the
Indians shortly after our arrival who were deprecating their corn
fields. Over these the Indians had a grand dance.98
The bears were “grizzly bears,” wrote Newberry. That evening, Dimmock
reported that they “were visited by Hasta the chief of the Pueblo, an intelligent, shrewd fellow, very talkative.”99 He lamented that the expedition’s
Hispanic hands “were nearly all drunk,” particularly the “old guide.”
After spending the night in a “damp & uncomfortable” camp, full of
sand burrs, the expedition parted company with the military escort, led
by Lieutenant Cogswell, —who had transformed himself into a martinet
of sorts. The departure of the escort “seemed a source of general satisfaction, as the Lieut. had, by his manner, afforded just cause for a distaste
evidenced towards him by every member of the party, save the Capt.,” reported Dimmock. He continued, “His command goes to Fort Fillmore.”
Cogswell had apparently stirred resentment throughout the march—ordering the bugler to sound reveille at an “absurd hour,” as early as 4 am.
97. Dimmock, Diary, September 22, 23, 1859, VHS; Newberry, Abridged Diary, September 25,
1859, NA; Dimmock, Topographical Memoir, 22, LOC.
98. Dimmock, Diary, September 25, 1859, VHS. Bishop Jean Baptiste Lamy on his arrival in New
Mexico Territory in 1854 found ten Catholic priests, whom he recognized as “neglectful and
extortionate, churches in ruins and no schools.” See “New Mexico Magazine’s timeline of
important dates” at http://www.nmmagazine.com/NMGUIDE/memorias4.html (accessed
June 8, 2007).
99. Newberry, Abridged Diary, September 25, 1859, NA; Dimmock, Diary, September 25, 1859,
VHS.
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Sketch of the Cabezon (Big Head), by Charles H. Dimmock.

The Cabezon in the valley of the Rio Puerco, New Mexico.
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Earlier in the expedition, Dimmock complained about the unwelcome
summons. He wrote, “All in ill humour at being waked so early” He continued, “To bed early as we are to start before sunrise tomorrow . . . This
is a notion of Cogswell’s, who feels the authority confided by the Capt.”100
Since Macomb considered Cogswell a friend, this unhappy circumstance must have been embarrassingly difficult for him.
Leaving Jemez Pueblo, the expedition “jogged along” a road built for
wagon traffic and crossed the divide between the Jemez River and the Rio
Grande. At the summit, Dimmock waxed rapturous in his description of
the countryside, “one of unusual beauty and grandeur.”
In front towered the Santa Fe Mts. whose tops were snow
crowned. Conspicuous among the confreres of the chain, the
Bald raised his superior front, con[s]cious of the awe & homage the lesser peaks seem crowded around to give as ‘Mt. Blanc
is the monarch of mountains, They crown’d him long ago, On
a throne of Rocks, in a Robe of Clouds, with a diadem of snow,’
so reigns he, supreme. To our right the Sandia swelled from the
vale in huge proportions. A mountain mass of jagged pin[n]
acles & fearful precipices raised high by the throes of mother
earth above her surface.101
Beyond the divide, the expedition followed “along the table land approaching the Rio Grande” and reached the river just opposite the pueblo
Santo Domingo. Dimmock described what happened next: “The Indians
soon thronged around us, coming over the River with melons, corn &
chilli to sell. One quite pretty girl sold her peppers for 37 ½¢ & offering
her my ring (signet) for that amount she tried it on[,] looked admirably
but refused the silver.”102
Early the next day, the expedition crossed the Rio Grande with the
help of the local tribe. Dimmock reported, “Much sho[u]ting for the
Indians to come over with their boat. Soon made their appearance with
the rudest but strongest square built affair by means of which the[y] carried us & our camp equipage across the Rio Grande in three loads. The
Indians were up to their middles in water during half or three quarters
of an hour talking vehemently all the time.”103 After crossing the river,
Macomb’s men went into the village and engaged in trading. Dimmock
bought himself a blanket for twelve dollars. Newberry, Fisher, and Dorsey
100. Dimmock, Diary, September 26, 1859, VHS. See also Dimmock, Diary, August 9, 27, 1859,
VHS.
101. Ibid., September 26, 1859, VHS. Dimmock quoted Lord Byron in his dramatic poem Manfred
(act I, scene 1, line 62).
102. Dimmock, Diary, September 26, 1859, VHS.
103. Ibid., September 27, 1859, VHS.
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Jemez Pueblo oven.

“procured mocassins.”104 Today, Santo Domingo Pueblo lies between the
I-25 corridor and the upper Rio Grande. In an obvious attempt to preserve its way of life and maintain the privacy of its people, the pueblo
posts a warning to all visitors. The large sign, prominently placed in the
center of the village, prohibits outsiders from recording their experiences in any format.
The homeward-bound expedition passed through Santo Domingo at
midday and marched along the mesa top, with “no vegetation, nothing
to mark the monotonous plain.” They camped in cold and windy conditions along the Rio de Santa Fé, on a treeless, high plain, twelve and a
half miles from Santa Fé. To build a fire, they found a corral nearby and
dismantled it. “Hungry as wolves,” they ate a late supper. The captain’s
mood reflected the dreary conditions. Dimmock recorded, “Capt. in bad
humour & cross.” The men “had to set him back to first principles.”105
Macomb’s command unraveled the following morning, on September
28. His civilian employees—Newberry, Dimmock, Dorsey, Fisher, and
Vail—left his company and hurried on to Santa Fé. Macomb and the rest
of his men marched with the mule train to Camp No. 57, at the Arroyo
104. Ibid.
105. Ibid.
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Hondo, some six miles south of the city center. (Months earlier, Governor
Rencher and his invited guests held a grand picnic at this location.)
Macomb “expressed his resolve to establish himself” at the Arroyo Hondo,
“until leaving for the States.” Newberry rushed into the city, picked up the
mail, and rode down to Arroyo Hondo to deliver the letters to the men in
camp before returning to Santa Fé.
With trembling hands and moisture-filled eyes, Dimmock carefully
opened the dozen letters from his wife and, adhering to their chronological order, read and reread them. Said he, “To me my darling little wife
has endeared herself tenfold more, if possible, by her letters & conduct
during my absence. A sense of utter unworthiness overcomes me when
thinking of her gentle, loving goodness & kindness to all, contrasted with
my habitual acerbity & asceticism.”106
That evening, Macomb rode into the city and offered Newberry and
Dimmock the “use of his room while we remain in this place.” The following evening, Dimmock reported that the captain “concludes to remain in
town himself.”107
Finally, on October 1 Dimmock wrote, “Boys from Camp in. Hands,
most of them, drunk.” Two days later, Macomb, Fisher, and Vail rode out
to Camp No. 57 to “take observations.” On October 16 Dimmock recorded that “Fisher & Co[mpany]” arrived in Santa Fé from their camp at
Arroyo Hondo, Fisher having made his final astronomical observations.108

106. Dimmock, Diary, September 28, 1859, VHS.
107. Ibid., September 28, 29, 1859, VHS.
108. Ibid., October 1, 3, 16, 1859, VHS; “San Juan River Survey: Astronomical and Barometrical
Observation, 1859,” October 8, 1859, NA.
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“Perpendicular fall” in Indian Creek Canyon that blocked the expedition’s
attempt to reach the confluence.

