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Platte River through what is now Wyoming or south
through Santa Fe or Albuquerque in what would become
New Mexico. Therefore, before the gold rush, the land
now identified as Colorado was known only to the na-
tive population, a few trappers and traders on the eastern
plains, and inhabitants of several small Hispanic villages
in the extreme southern part of the state. Fig. 1 is an
overlay of the principal geographic features of Colorado
depicted on maps before the discovery of gold on a mod-
ern image of the topography.

The initial gold rush, referred to as the Pikes Peak
or Cherry Creek gold rush, took place around the area
that became Denver, then the western part of Kansas
Territory. This area was barely revealed on published
maps as late as 1858, just before the gold rush. Re-
markably, no part of Colorado had been illustrated on
a printed map until Baron Alexander von Humboldt
produced his great map of the Kingdom of New
Spain which made use of manuscript material from
the Dominguez-Escalente expedition of 1776.
Humboldt’s map was prepared in 1804 and was
shared at that time with President Thomas Jefferson,
but it was not published until 1811. About the same
time—1810, the findings of Captain Zebulon Pike’s
expedition up the Arkansas and into the south-central
mountains of Colorado were published. In 1823 the
South Platte was first noted on a map as a result of the
expedition by Major Stephen Long. Captain John
Charles Frémont’s great map of the West, printed in
1845, was the first to  ow the three northern parks
(providing some knowledge of the north-central
mountains of Colorado) and the first to name Cherry
Creek, a small body of water that joins the South
Platte from the southeast. Expeditions conducted in-
dependently in 1853 by Superintendent E. F. Beale
and Captain J. W. Gunnison up the Arkansas River
and through the southern mountains provided rudi-
mentary information about the western mountains.
The geographic information garnered over the first
half of the 19th century was skilfully put together by
J. H. Colton for a series of maps first published in the
Atlas of the World in 1855. Fig. 2, a close-up of one
of Colton’s maps, represents the best that was com-
mercially available before 1858, the year the gold
rush began. Note how little information was actually
known about the area of what is now eastern Colo-
rado (a region approximately the size of the state of
Pennsylvania).

Rumours Inspire Action

For decades, the presence of gold had been ru-
moured in Colorado. William Bent, the famous Indian
trader, was quoted as saying: ‘The existence of gold
had been known to the Indians ever since [my] resi-
dence among them [the 1830s]. The Indians, however,
have always remonstrated against the knowledge be-
ing made to the whites. The country is their richest
hunting grounds; their best wintering country, and as
one old chief told Bent, if the white man ever found
the gold they would take from them their ‘best and
last” home.”” In 1850 on the way to California, a Cher-
okee party found some gold in the Cherry Creek area,
but the group continued on to the West Coast bonanza.
It wasn’t until 1857 that one of them, John Beck, men-
tioned the incident to fellow gold miners in Georgia.
Beck’ell, a professional gold miner, to form a party
that included many experienced Cherokee miners to
head to western Kansas Territory. Along the way,
other parties from Missouri joined them. By June
1858, 104 men were gathered in the Cherry Creek area
to prospect. Although gold was found, it was not in
paying quantities and within a short while all except
for Russell and twelve companions had abandoned
their hopes and returned to the east. Those who re-
mained finally discovered a modest quantity of drift
gold on 4 July and began obtaining low yields that
seemed worth the effort. As one of the miners wrote,
‘Our joy knew no bounds, we huzzaed, whooped and
yelled at the prospect of being loaded with gold in a
few months, and gave vent to any amount of hisses and
groans for our apostate companions that were making
all speed for home.”

During all of July, the small company prospected
in fear of [nCantrell, a trader from Fort Laramie, hap-
pened on the miners. After a few days’ stay, he left
with a bag of gold dust to return to the civilized Mis-
souri region. Soon after his bag was assayed, an article
appeared in the Kansas City Journal of Commerce on
26 August 1858, announcing the discovery to the
world.

A month behind the Russell company, a second
group (this one from Lawrence, Kansas), came to
the Cherry Creek area quite independently. They
had acted on the rumours of Indian scout Fall Leaf,
who had accompanied Major John Sedgwick on his
campaign to subdue the Utes in 1857 and had picked
up small amounts of gold in the Front Range. The
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ing. The Oliver guide is a good example; the accompa-
nying map (Fig. 8) was drafted unabashedly to
promote travel to the mines only from Leavenworth
City (shown to the extreme right of the close-up).The
two central routes (Republican and Smoky Hill) Oli-
ver sought to promote are indicated in heavy double
lines while the Southern Route is shown in a lighter
double line. The Northern Route is not even identified
and only shown in the slightest of dashes.
Leavenworth is the only supply town even shown. The
alluring legend Rolling Prairieappears between the
Republican Route (labelled Central Route) and the
Smoky Hill Route (labelled Fremont’s Trail), while
the foreboding legend Barren Land appears near the
Southern Route. Other maps were similarly distorted.
On the Pacitic Rail map, favouring the Smoky Hill
Route, the designation of Gold Regionis seventy miles
south of'its correct location so it appears to be closer to
the Smoky Hill Route than it was. The Pratt & Hunt
map, biased toward the Northern Route, intentionally
shows Denver and Auraria north of their true location
and just below Fort St. Vrain, which makes the dis-
tance to the gold fields via the Northern Route appear
shorter. Mendenhall’s map, created for an opposite
purpose, seeks to frighten travellers from the Northern
Route by positioning legends about the Indians
nearby. The map in Parson’s guide, which favours the
Northern Route, shortens this trail by drawing the
route (boldly labelled ‘Emigrant Road’) straight
across the open prairie where it did not exist.

The Trek to the Cherry Creek Gold Fields
Distortions of routes were no laughing matter. The Re-
publican and Smoky Hill trails were largely unexplored
and extremely difficult to traverse. Imagine a 20-foot-wide
stream being the largest landmark in fifty miles of open
prairic. A comparison of different descriptions of the
Smoky Hill Route indicates how misleading they could be.
W. D. Baker provided an idyllic picture.
Added to all these advantages, the Smoky Hill
Fork route is well supplied with wood, grass
and water, and is at least three weeks earlier in
the spring than the more northern routes. But
this is not all; the streams are all bridged, and
the present settlements extend to within two
hundred and fifty miles of Pike’s Peak,
affording the greatest safeguard against Indian
depredations. Added to all this, the emigrant

will save one hundred and fifty miles of travel,
and will be able to arrive at the Mines at least
one week earlier.... In gold mining, a week is
sometimes a fortune.'®

However, validation of this route’s nickname Star-
vation Trail is found in the diary of Albert Richardson.
‘Emigrants who have come by the Smoky Hill tell us
they have suffered intensely, one traveling sev-
enty-five miles without water. Some burned their
wagons, killed their famished cattle and continued on
foot.”" Mr. Hamilton also had a terrible journey. ‘For
nine days the party had nothing to eat but prickly pear
and wild onions, and were three days and nights with-
out a drop of water. The only flesh they had during two
weeks was a rattlesnake killed and ate the day before
they reached the Arkansas.”*® A more horrendous ac-
count appeared in the New York Semi-weekly Tribune:

[A] Stage Agent reports picking up a man
named Blue, who was reduced to a skeleton
from starvation. He had started with his two
brothers. One of them had died, and the
remaining two ate his body. Another died, and
he in turn was nearly devoured by the survivor.
A man named Gibbs had reached the mines in a
starving condition, and he expressed the
opinion that his party, numbering nine, had all
perished. Many graves are reported along the
route, and much property had been abandoned
and destroyed on the road.”’

Of the thousands who made the trip by the various
routes, few were pleased. The Cherry CreekPioneer
reported: ‘Men are coming in here daily who have not
any provisions or money, and they will stay two or
three days at the farthest, and then return to the States
venting their spleen against the country and the peo-
ple.”** From February through April 1859, the number
of departures from the mines about equalled the arriv-
als. No more than one in ten stayed in Colorado and
few advanced their financial well-being. The vast
number returned disgusted, worn-out, and worse off
than when they began.

As a result, by the spring of 1859, there was
heavy traffic on the Northern and Southern routes in
both directions. Those headed west would become
discouraged by the grumblings of the so-called re-
turners.One diary recorded reactions, ‘Here we saw
a mound of dirt purporting, from an inscription on a
buffalo skull, to be the grave of Samuel Curtis, of
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