














August 28, thinking they had a better chance of
survival by going overland, only to be killed by
Indians—they apparently took all copies with
them.

The “Exploration of the Colorado River of
the West” published in 1875 is even today ex-
citing to read, but it contains observations of
both the first and later trips without distinction.
The Major’s observations, however, are sup-
plemented by existing letters and diaries of
other members of the party.

Powell considered himself primarily a geol-
ogist in 1869, and his geologic observations
are naturally most frequent. He gives many
descriptions of the rocks, and here and there
mentions fossils.

Contributions to Geology

Most interesting, however, are references to
the rivers and land sculpture, for Powell’s
greatest personal contributions to geology—
so novel and important in their time—have
been in a classification and explanation of the
behavior of streams and the processes of ero-
sion.

As he later explained, some rivers cut straight
into mountain ranges rather than go around
them. Water does not flow uphill, so it must
be concluded that the rivers are older than the
mountains, and cut through the mountains as
they slowly rose across the river’s path, much
as a log is cut when it is held against a revolving
saw.

From these ideas he developed a classifica-
tion of streams and stream valleys, some inkling
of which must have been in his mind even in
1869. Because as early as June 2, while they
were in camp at Flaming Gorge, he described
to the Chicago Tribune how the mountains
were carved by the waters and that a canyon is
a river channel cut through the range. Later,
as they approached the junction of the Green
and the Grand, he referred to the river in terms
of cutting through an anticlinal axis.

The second fundamental concept credited
to Powell is that of the “base level of erosion,”
which he sensed in 1869 when he told an audi-
ence at Salt Lake City that the low lying areas
of the Mississippi valley were examples of the
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Powell gets earnest attention of this Paiute Indian while
conversing about water supply location. Arizona 1873.

greatest erosion, and the Colorado, on the
other hand, an example of the least possible
erosion.

Powell’s contributions to geology, of course,
were not limited to his personal achievements.
He gave freely of his ideas to the specialists who
worked with him as both G. K. Gilbert and C.
E. Dutton recalled.

Geology Indebted

But geology is also indebted to him for his
service in the organization and administration
of science. Geology in the late ninteenth cen-
tury was in a period of rapid growth, maturing
and becoming fully professional. In 1869 when
Powell made his first trip down the river, there
were already three surveys under government
auspices in the western territories. The Pow-
ell survey would become the fourth.

Eventually, the interests of the different sur-
veys began to conflict. A Congressional investi-
gation in 1874 did not bring about a change, but
in 1878 Congress called on the National Acad-
emy of Sciences for advice.

The plan which the Academy submitted was
very close to that proposed by Major Powell
and led directly to the establishment of the
United States Geological Survey on March 3,
1879. Powell was not the first director of the
Survey—it was left to Clarence King to organ-
ize the new bureau—but he became director
in 1881.

Then for thirteen years, Powell guided the
Survey as it became national in scope, and its
program extended to include topography and
water resources investigations.

Attention to Indians

The Major gave considerable attention to
Indians, an interest that went back to his child-
hood. He had been encouraged by Joseph
Henry, Secretary of the Smithsonsian Institu-
tion, to make observations and collections
during his trips to the Rocky Mountains in
1867 and 1868. During the winter of 1868-69
he camped close to a tribe of Utes and had
made friends with them, studying their lan-
guage and way of life.

This interest is noted several times in his
diary, beginning with the first entry on July 2
about the trip to the Uinta Agency. Also on
July 3 he made a visit to observe the Indians’
fields. The Major noted that irrigation of the
fields had been done by white men, and some
sowing as well, but that the Indians were learn-
ing fast.

(At this time, most of the Indians had gone
to see the railroad which the white men had
recently completed at Promontory Point,
Utah. This also is a Centennial celebration
this year.)

On July 29, just below the junction with the
Dirty Devil, he examined the ruins of a house
or houses and fragments of pottery. Several
times during August he made references to old
Indian camps or the remains of old Indian vil-
lages.

On September 13, in his lecture at Salt Lake
City, one of the interesting discoveries reported
by Major Powell was that part of the country
had been thickly inhabited by a tribe of the
diminutive Moqui (now called Hopi) Indians
driven by stronger tribes to the region of the
Colorado.

On later explorations in the region, the Ma-
jor devoted considerable time to learning about
Indians. He gained information on their hand-
crafts and language, their way of living, mythol-
ogy and beliefs.

So widely did his ability to get along with
the Indians become known that in the fall of
1872 he was called on by the Indian agent to

address a great council, in their own language,
on the advantages of adopting a more settled
way of life.

Commissioner to Indians

The following year, he was appointed a Spe-
cial Commissioner to visit the Indians of Utah
and eastern Nevada as part of a program to
relocate them on reservations. The report of
this trip includes a plea for greater justice for
the Indians and for educating them, an idea
which was otherwise ignored at the time.

Ethnology had become a serious preoccu-
pation and life-long interest, superseding even
geology at times. When consolidation of the
surveys was under consideration in 1878, he
pleaded for support of ethnologic research by
the government. The rapid spread of civiliza-
tion had placed the white man and the Indian
in direct conflict, and while many of the diffi-
culties were unavoidable, many were unneces-
sary and caused by a lack of knowledge of the
Indians.

The Academy made no recommendations
about government research in ethnology, but
the bill which contained the legislation discon-
tinuing the western surveys and establishing
the United States Geological Survey also con-
tained an appropriation for publication of
Major Powell’s ethnologic researches.

On this basis, the Bureau of American Eth-
nology was established in the Smithsonian
Institution and Major Powell became its first
director, continuing to serve in that office until
his death in 1902.

Major Powell is best known for his ‘“‘Report
on the Lands of the Arid Region of the United
States.” This report had been transmitted to
the Commissioner of General Land Office on
April 1, 1878, and published later that same
year. Bernard DeVoto, author, called it one
of the most remarkable books ever written by
an American, ‘“‘a book which of itself opened
a new era in western and national thinking.”

It was more than a report, it was a program,
including even proposed legislation.  Land
west of the 100th meridian, about 40 percent
of the country, was arid except in a few areas.
Annual rainfall was not enough to sustain an
economy based on the traditional patterns of
the humid regions. Within this arid region,
only a small portion of the country was irriga-
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