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O
n Aug. 23, 1859, mem-
bers of  Capt. John N. 
Macomb’s Exploring 
Expedition stood on a 

butte overlooking the Needles 
District of  today’s Canyonlands 
National Park.

They realized 
immediately there 
was no way the 
Army could build 
roads across this 
rugged terrain. 
The landscape near 
the confluence 
of  the Green and 
Colorado rivers 
was “impassable to 
everything but the 
winged bird,” wrote 
expedition geologist Dr. John 
S. Newberry.

In April 1859, Macomb — 
with the U.S. Army’s Corps 
of  Topographical Engineers 
— was assigned to lead an ex-
pedition from Santa Fe, New 
Mexico, to the San Juan River, 
then to the confluence of  the 
Green and Colorado rivers.

In 1857, amid fears of  a war 
between the United States and 
the Church of  Jesus Christ 
of  Latter-day Saints — the 
Mormons — the Army had 
sent a large force to Utah and 
eventually built Camp Floyd 
west of  Utah Lake. It also 
built a wagon road between 
Camp Floyd and Fort Union in 
northern New Mexico in 1858.

Next, the Army began look-
ing for a path from Fort Union 
to southwestern Utah without 
having to travel north through 
the Salt Lake Valley. Hence, 
Macomb’s orders.

But that wasn’t the expedi-
tion’s only assignment. Ma-
comb’s team was to accurately 
map as much of  the Main 

Branch of  the Old Spanish 
Trail as possible. And they 
were to fill in empty spaces on 
the maps for the Four Corners 
area.

Newberry and other civilian 
scientists were to 
record the geology 
and plant life along 
their route and 
take astronomical 
and barometric 
readings. While 
doing so, Newberry 
made an important 
scientific discovery. 
He found fossils 
of  the first sau-
ropod — or long-
necked, plant-eating 

dinosaur — discovered in the 
American West.

The expedition produced a 
report with stunning draw-
ings, a detailed map of  the 
Four Corners region and 
precise descriptions of  the 
geology, fossils, plants and 
ancient ruins. But it arrived 
17 years after the fact.

The Civil War and bureau-
cratic delays meant that the 
official report of  Macomb’s 
expedition wasn’t released 
until 1876.

By then, John Wesley Pow-
ell had completed two trips 
through the Grand Canyon, 
and reports of  his journeys 
had been published in maga-
zines. Also by the early 1870s, 
government surveyors Clar-
ence King, Ferdinand Hayden 
and Lt. George Wheeler were 
busy mapping the West. 
People were more interested 
in their work than an obscure 
expedition from before the 
war.

By 1876, Macomb was a dis-
tinguished Civil War veteran 

working on Mississippi River 
projects. He displayed little 
interest in his earlier project, 
as he wrote just four pages of  
the official report. He also dis-
paraged the country they ex-
plored. “I cannot conceive of  
a more worthless and imprac-
ticable region than the one we 
are now in,” Macomb wrote of  

the area near Canyonlands.
Members of  the expedition 

gathered in Santa Fe in June 
1859. There, they met Kit Car-
son and dined with Catholic 
Bishop Jean Baptiste Lamy, 
according to surveyor Charles 
H. Dimmock. They also met 
New Mexico Gov. Abraham 
Rencher, attended church 

festivals and dances.
They left Santa Fe on 

July 13, 1859. Eventually, there 
would be about 60 men and 
70 mules and donkeys, plus 
sheep for food. There were 
civilian assistants who helped 
take scientific readings and 
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Macomb expedition of 1859 was stymied by Utah’s Canyonlands

1876 REPORT OF MACOMB’S 1859 EXPLORING EXPEDITION
Artist J.J. Young, who wasn’t part of the Macomb Expedition, painted this representation of Labyrinth Creek from a sketch drawn by expedition geologist John S. Newberry. Today the 
drainage is known as Indian Creek, and it lies primarily on Bureau of Land Management property just outside of Canyonlands National Park.

1876 REPORT OF MACOMB’S 1859 EXPLORING EXPEDITION
One view of a rock formation near the Needles District of Canyonlands National Park. Painted by J.J. Young from 
a sketch by John Newberry.

See MACOMB, page 9B  ➤
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cared for the equipment. There were also cooks and 
herders. For a time, they were joined by an agent 
for the Ute Indians, as well as a Ute interpreter and 
guides. Macomb, Newberry and Dimmock left sever-
al hours after the pack train.

About 40 soldiers, commanded by Lt. Milton Cog-
swell, joined the expedition at Abiquiu, New Mexico, 
to protect the scientists from possible marauding 
Indians. Expedition members interacted with Utes 
on multiple occasions, trading and conferring. But 
they faced no danger.

Near Abiquiu, the expedition reached the Main 
Branch of  the Old Spanish Trail. They followed it 
an estimated 200 miles, producing the first accurate 
map of  that portion of  the trail. It rained for much of  
the journey.

Having traveled through the southwest corner of  
Colorado, they camped for days at a site called Ojo 
Verde, at the edge of  Canyonlands, south of  today’s 
Moab, Utah. There, the Old Spanish Trail diverged 
north. But Macomb and a few of  his men headed 
mostly west in search of  a pathway through the 
imposing canyons.

Aug. 23 was a hot sunny day, but they rode and 
hiked almost 10 miles, dropping into what they called 
Labrynth Canyon, today known as Indian Creek 
Canyon, where they reached the base of  a butte 1,500 
feet tall. Dimmock, Newberry and Cogswell began 
climbing the steep formation. Macomb tried to fol-
low, but failed, Dimmock wrote.

The three men shed clothing as they climbed “un-
til at last the summit was reached & exultingly stood 

upon by three men stripped to shirts, draws [under-
wear] and boots,” Dimmock said.

The effort was worth it, he added, because they 
beheld “such a view as is not to be seen elsewhere 
on earth.” The mesas, eroded into pinnacles and 
castles with a multitude of  colors “gave the effect of  
a grander city than dreamland contains.”

Newberry also wrote eloquently of  the scenes be-
fore them: “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 ... Nothing in nature 
or in art offers a parallel to these singular objects.”

They could see the main canyon of  the Grand, or 
Colorado River, several miles below them. And in the 
distance to the west, they saw a large canyon which 
they believed was the Green River. More likely, they 
viewed another part of  the Colorado River where it 
makes a giant, double oxbow called The Loop, about 
five miles above the confluence with the Green.

After two hours, the small party descended. They 
returned to the main camp at Ojo Verde on Aug. 24, 
where they spent several days recuperating. They 
left that camp on Aug. 27, and began a southeasterly 
trek along the San Juan River into New Mexico.

The constant rain made it slow going, and several 
stream crossings were treacherous. They arrived 
in Santa Fe on Sept. 28. Dimmock and Newberry 
soon headed east through El Paso, Texas. Macomb 
remained in Santa Fe, then made his own way east 
along the Santa Fe Trail.

The 19th century was an era of  monumental explo-
rations, and the Macomb Expedition has been largely 
lost in the chasms of  history. Members of  the expedi-
tion made valuable discoveries, such as Newberry’s 
sauropod. They conducted important mapping and 
collecting. But perhaps their biggest revelation was a 
negative one: There is no feasible way to build a road 
through the heart of  the Canyonlands.
Sources: “Exploring Desert Stone: John N. 

Macomb’s 1859 Expedition to the Canyonlands of  
the Colorado,” by Steven K. Madsen; “Report of  the 
Exploring Expedition from Santa Fe, New Mexico to 
the Junction of  the Grand and Green Rivers of  the 
Great Colorado of  the West,” by Capt. J.N. Macomb; 
“Meet Utah’s Oldest Long-Necked Dinosaur,” by 
Eliza Petersen, Natural History Museum of  Utah, 
https://nhmu.utah.edu/articles/meet-utahs-oldest-
long-necked-dinosaur; “Macomb’s San Juan Explor-
ing Expedition,” Smithsonian National Museum 
of  Natural History, https://naturalhistory.si.edu/
research/botany/about/historical-expeditions/ma-
combs-san-juan-exploring-expedition.

Bob Silbernagel’s email is bobsilbernagel@gmail.com.

PUBLIC DOMAIN THROUGH WIKIPEDIA
John N. Macomb, the leader of the 1859 expedition.

PUBLIC DOMAIN THROUGH WIKIPEDIA
Physician Dr. John S. Newberry, who was also a geologist 
and paleontologist and served as the lead scientist for the 
Macomb Expedition.
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