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evident. Hith r:hc establishment of this background, the 

narration of this ~vork then be2:ins to focus specifically on 

the tonic of Fort Uallace, describing how t.he site of the 

post \\1as este.bllshed, oroblems in cons tructing Dost [aci11­

ties, and the role of the fort in defending the wesLern 

portion of the Smoh.-y Hill Trail. With the cOffiPleLi011 a 

this mission, the work concludes with a description of the 

ecision to close the post and to dispose of the property. 
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CHAPTER II 

THE PIKE'S PEAK GOLD RUSH
 

AND THE
 

OF THE SMOKY HILL TRAIL
 

The discovery of gold at Pike's Peak created revolu­

tionary changes for the Great Plains. As this d'Lscovery 

was much closer to the Indian reserve, it would have a 

direct effect upon the relationship between the '.lbite man 

and the Indian. Various events developed as a result of 

the Pike's Peak gold rush and sounded the death knell for 

the life style and the very existence of the Indians on the 

Great Plains. 

The initial discovery of gold did not creaLe much 

excitement at first, as rumors of gold in this area had 

existed for ite some time. In the spring of 1850, these 

nunors became an established fact, although the discovery 

was small and rather insignificant when compared to the 

California gold fields. As the California gold rush was in 

the height of its glory, ve little attention was given to 

the gold in the Pike·s Pea ea. By the end of the decade, 

however, new deposits were discovered and the gold rush to 

Pike's Peak caused almost as much hysteria as the earlier 

discovery in Califomia. l 
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As news of the strike spread eastward, it reached 

avalanche proportions and stirred the imagination of those 

who believed in the pot of gold at the end of every rainbow. 

As reports of the strike passed from one person to another 

It ••• the magnitude of the discovery had kept steadily 

increasing. liZ At the time of the discovery, the country 

was in the grips of a severe economic depression. There 

were many evicted farmers and unemployed laborers who were 

taken in by these stories and appeared to lose all contact 

with reality and rational thinking. 

The mass hysteria created by the gold rush was assist ­

ed by newspaper journalists who wrote exaggerated stories 

about the wealth of the strike. :len it started, ·.no one had 

the slightest inclination of what would result from this new 

discovery of gold. The gold rush was the forerunner of a 

series of events which would alter the life style of the 

Great Plains and contributed much to expel the belief that 

the Great Plains was an uninhabitable desert. 3 

As the economic potential of the gold rush began to 

grow and develop, there arose with it a desire for a shorter 

route to the new gold fields. Logical reasoning showed the 

geographical location of the Kansas territory could fulfill 

this need. It did not take long for the merchants of east­

ern Kansas to recognize this fact and they began to promote 

the idea of a new and shorter route. The fact that there 

were already two established routes did not deter them from 

their goal. hese two routes, the Santa Fe and North Platte, 
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which had been in existence for a number of yen_"'::"s, wet':= not 

conveniently located for travel to the gold fields, as they 

were north and south of the gold region. This meant that 

they took travelers several hundred miles out of their way 

before they reached their destinations. It \'las this fact 

that encouraged the merchants of eastern Kansas to promote 

the idea of a new route, one leading to the establishment 

of the Smoky Hill Trail. 

Although the merchants eventually succeeded in their 

task, they did not reap the immediate economic benefit they 

expected. In the end they were rewarded indirectly, a.s the 

Smoky Hill Trail allowed numerous settlers to move into and 

develop the interior of Kansas. 

The task in establishing a new trail was by no means 

an easy one. Because of the hardships suffered by some of 

the early travelers over this route, the Smoky Hill received 

a large amount of adverse publicity. A good share of the 

problems encountered by the users of this new route was the 

result of their own ignorance. Many of those who chose to 

us"e the Smoky Hill embarked upon their journey comple.tely 

oblivious to the hazards they would encounter. Although 

forewarned of the dangers, they failed to heed this advice. 

A portion of these travelers were so naive in their attitude 

that "\-Jhen asked how they would live on their long journey, 

they blithely answered that they would kill game and sleep 

in barns. tl4 There are numerous example.s recorded of the 

rsuffering which these innocent travelers encountered. Pe ­
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haps the most pathetic is of the Blue brothers who II • • 

gained questionable fame when one reached the mines only 

after subsisting on the bodies of the two who had succumbed." S 

Because of the hardships and personal disaster ex­

perienced by some of the early travelers of the Smoky Hill, 

there was a certain amount of controversy over the merits 

of this particular route. Although the trail was condemned, 

and those who advocated the use of it were severely criti ­

cized for encouraging the use of it, there were some wno 

believed the Smoky Hill could be deve10ped into a practical 

route. The defenders of the Smoky Hill Trail were ruled by 

the spirit of competition. Their motive in this effort was 

to receive for their communities the economic benefits which 

would be generated by traveLe who used this route. 

Although they were criticized for their belief, the 

advocates of the Smoky Hill defended their actions and 

countered the arguments against the new trail by publishing 

guidebooks describing the advantages of the Smoky Hill rout~. 

These guidebooks stressed the fact that certain precautions 

and preparations should be made before starting on tne 

journey. Had this advice been taken serious ly, most of the 

hardships and dangers could have been avoided. A portion 

of this situation was created by newspapers in the towns 

which would benefit from the business 2enerated by the trail. 

These newspapers printed numerous stories which contained 

many fabrications, concerning the lack of danger to travelers 

using the Smo'ky 1. Although these newspaper stories 
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contained erroneous information, they all offered the same 

general set of facts and expounded UDon the idea that Kansas 

offered a direct route to the gold fields. 6 

The perseverance of those who supported the trail 

would eventually produce results. The credit for this ac­

complis~~ent must go to a dedicated group of people in 

Leavenworth. Because of its geographic location, these 

individuals recognized that Leavenworth could benefit exten­

sively from the business produced by people on their way to 

the gold fields. If the strike continued to grow and devel­

op, as many expected it to do, the profits from this busi­

ness would be phenomenal. It would not be easy to accom­

plish this task because of the adverse publicity which was 

created from the hardships the early travelers over the 

Smoky Hill had encountered. In spite of this, there were 

numerous suoporters of the route \vho remained dedie-nted to 

their cause and would establish the idea that the Smoky Hill 

was a safe route. 

Although the immediate objective was to establish the 

road, there were others who were looking at future develop­

ments that could possibly be created by placing a permanent 

trail through the Smoky Hill Valley.7 It was at this time 

that railroads were beginning to captivate the interest of 

the American public. A side result of the gold strike was 

the development of the proposal to build a transcontinental 

railroad. ny establishing the Smoky Hill Trail, the chances 

of building a railroad across Kansas would be enormously 



19
 

increased. Supporters of the p,lan to construct the trail 

were well aware of this fact. To influence others on this 

idea a newspaper in Lawrence suggested". • . that if the 

Smoky Hill Route were not opened the Pacific Railroad would 

go by way of the Platte Route. uS 

This idea soon spread to other communities and began 

to grow in popularity. The idea was to be further expanded 

by newspapers in these areas. This is illustrated by an 

article in the Manhattan Express which emphasized " ... 

that the road . • . would be the forerunner of a railroad 

which would soon be demanded by the importance which the 

1I9gold mines on our western border are beginning to assume. 

It would be several years before the railroad would become 

a reality, but the efforts of this group helped to imDle­

ment the idea that Kansas would make a good location for 

this future railroad. 

Before they accomp 1i shed their goal, the supporters of 

the Smoky Hill Trail would face failure, but they continued 

at the task until their efforts succeeded. In their haste 

to establish the trail, the first attempt was a disappoint­

ment which ended in a complete failure. Because of this 

eagerness to establish the road, the people of Leavenworth 

contracted the services of William Greene Russell who ;t • • • 

offered to locate a road over the Smoky Hill Route for 

$3,500."10 For this fee Russell agreed to provide a guide 

for the road" .•. giving the distance bet\l1een camping 

grounds and information on the supply of wood, grass and 
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tillwater. After completing any necessary prepara­

tions, Russell was ready to commence his task and left 

Leavenwor late in the month of rch. Uoon the c letion 

of his expedition, he answered the agreement by returning a 

report to Leavenworth. en this information was made 

public, there was a large amount of eKcitement over it. 

However, there were some who recognized that the information 

sent back by Russell was of limited value. In his report, 

Russell did not provide enough satisfactory information for 

the successful establishment of a permanent road. 12 

No doubt there were some in Leavenworth who were 

discouraged and disillusioned with the project when the 

failure of the Russell ey:pedition was fully recognized. 

HO\\lever, there were others who were determined to see the 

project through to a successful completion. Although a 

costly mistake, the planners \.\lere to profit from the exoe­

rience. l..Jithin a short period oft.ime a second expedition 

was organized to establish the road. The planning and prep­

aration for this attempt was more carefully thought out and 

better org&lized. 

Because of their earlier mistake, the Leavenworth 

merchants were more discreet\o1hen they he to formulate a 

plan for another expedition. For this attempt they selected 

individuals who possessed the skills needed for the task. 

This expedition was organized into an efficient operation 

which included a superintendent, a guide, an engineer and a 

practical surveyor. hese individuals we provided witl 
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the necessary wagons and equipment and were assisted by 

approximately forty other men "Jho did the work needed to 

construct a usable road. 13 

e.Lected for the j 0' f superintendent was Henry 

Greene and the job of chief engineer w, awarded to O. M. 

Tennison. After these two individuals were selected, they 

were given the responsibility of organizing the expedition. 

By mid-June, Greene and Tennison had completed t:l.L3 task 

and their Darty was formed and ready to go. In ar.:-;.>roxi­

mately six weeks, Greene and his party had accomplished what 

they set out to do. 

By early August, reports were received from Greene 

and Tennison which were satisfactory in their description 

of the trail and proved to the people of Leavenworth that 

their goal had been achieved. The information received 

from Greene and Tennison was encouraging and soon began to 

circulate into other areas. 

The chief engineer, Tennison, assisted in circulating 

information about the practicality of the Smoky Hill Trail 

by publishing in the Western Mountaineer a lengthy article 

describing the journey and what the expedition had accom­

plished. In his article, Tennison stat,ed the expedition 

• • . found an abundance of water and grass 
and wood and fuel more than sU£ficient for 
camping purposes. We have found a first 
rate road..•• 14 

The authenticity of the road and the description of 

it was soon backed up by people returning from the go1 

fields ,....ho traveled back over the new route. escribing 
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their j oum,ey, thes e travelers sustained the enthus iasm 

that h.ad been started by the report of Tennison and Greene 

for the Smoky Hill Road. 15 

The combination of the re'Ports by members of the ex­

pedition and the favorable statements by those who traveled 

the new road were instrumental in dispelling earlier beliefs 

and attitudes that the Smoky Hill was a dangerous and naz­

ardous route. 

As a promotional e.ffort and to publicize this ne,'] and 

promising information, the city of Leavenworth used the 

reports of Greene and Tennison as the format for a pamphlet. 

This pamphlet, UReport and Map of the Superintendent and 

Engineer of the Smoky Hill Expedition," t'l1<3.8 des igned to make 

it kno\~ that there was now an established road through the 

Smoky Hill Valley and it e>"'"Pounded upon the advantages of 

this net... route. The pamphlet als ointed out that the city 

of Leavenworth offered numerous advantages for traveLers 

who chose to use this new route. To illustra his, the 

pamphlet describes fl. . . om the position whic Leaven­

worth Ci"ty occupies • . . the emigrant, in his journey to 

the gold regions of Kansas, can be furnished with everythin 

necessary for the trip at this poi.nt. nL6 For anyone contem.. 

plating a trip to the gold fields, the p, hlet would hel 

to convince them that Leavenworth was the VJe lace to 

start and the Smoky Hill would be the best route to trave.... 

Al thou2:h it \vaS designed to promote the city 0'"­

Leavenworth, the Gr e--Te son expedition vJaS instrumental 




