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The Fur Trade

but in geographical knowledge. Competition for furs drove trappers into the remote and
isolated reaches of southern Idaho. Trappers primarily covered the perimeter of the
crescent-shaped Snake River Plain, following the Snake and exploring its tributaries in
the mountains abutting the plain’s borders. In the process, Snake brigade leaders such as
Donald Mackenzie blazed some of the first routes across southern Idaho. Mackenzie
was known for locating the route from the Boise River through Camas Prairie and the
Wood River Valley to Day’s Defile and the Big Lost River. From there the route
crossed south toward the Snake River (and later Fort Hall), passing Big Southern and
Twin buttes, and connecting to routes up or down the Snake. Alexander Ross likewise
explored routes through the Salmon River and Sawtooth country for the first time.
Similarly, Bonneville produced two valuable maps of his western travels, one of which
included the Snake River country. Driven by utilitarian goals, though, fur traders rarely
entered the desert region except out of necessity to reach mountain rivers rich in
beaver.!! On the whole, fur hunters ignored the Craters country, describing it with little
interest, for it held little value for them, being merely a place to cross and survive.

The Fur Trade near the Craters of the Moon, 1820-1856

The era of fur hunting near Craters of the Moon mirrored the trends in the fur
trade for southern Idaho. Trappers generally circumvented this raw lava country,
preferring to travel along the fringes of the Snake River Plain. Except in one known
instance, trappers never entered the Craters landscape; they only came near it when they
crossed the well-traveled brigade route from Camas Prairie to Big Lost River and across
the plain to the Snake River. Although preoccupied with their commercial ventures, the
majority of trappers recorded similar experiences about the volcanic region, most of
which were negative. They followed similar trails, identified and used similar landmarks,
underwent similar hardships, and described similar observations about the country.
Together these shared experiences compiled the first descriptions of and related some of
the first insights about the Craters landscape.

Donald Mackenzie led the first Snake brigade near the Craters country in the
winter of 1819-1820. Following an Indian route across Camas Prairie, Mackenzie turned
up the Big Wood River, crossed over the headwaters of the Big and Little Lost rivers
and camped in the Little Lost River Valley at Day’s Defile, a landform apparently
named for a member of the party, John Day, who died there during the expedition.

' De Jong, 192-194.
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Chapter 3

the Flat Head Post."'6

Ogden also dealt with other "impediments" that were of a commercial rather than
environmental character, namely the face-to-face encounters with American trapper
Jedediah Smith. Smith’s presence in the Snake country between 1824 and 1826 irked
Ross and Ogden, who worried that this "sly cunning Yankey" might upset their share of
the trade.”” Commercial motivations, in turn, eventually drew Ogden back to this
"cursed Country." Only now, two years later, he was better prepared for the
environmental conditions. Having found the Big and Little Lost rivers mostly trapped
out, he and his party crossed the desert in November 1827. Learning from past
experience, the party aimed for the largest and most western butte, Big Southern, where
Ogden knew there was water. Like before, water and grass were scarce, and after a two-
day march, the group arrived at the base of Big Southern Butte exhausted. Ogden rested
there one day, his horses fatigued from walking the rough ground and long, dry distances.
In weather turned cold and with suffering horses, Ogden knew a forced march was
necessary and pushed on for the Snake.'®

His previous encounter with crossing the Snake River Plain had taught Ogden
that this approach to traveling across the desert was only a temporary hardship given the
alternatives. A brigade under the leadership of John Work discovered this reality in
1830. Work had spent the fall in the mountain drainages north of the plain hunting
beaver and in December led his company down the Big Lost River and embarked on the
route for the Snake River. His party entered the plain at the Lost River Sinks and
camped on a dry branch of the Big Lost River, where the grass was good for horses, and
herds of buffalo and antelope roamed within sight. Work continued southeast across the
plain toward "Middle Bute" for two days in fog, "bitter cold," and deep snow. This leg
and the remainder of the journey Work described as harsh and dangerous. The weather
remained frigid and foggy. In places the deep snow covered grass and prevented the
pack animals from grazing at all. The trappers warmed themselves with fires of burning

16 Peter Skene Ogden, Peter Skene Qgden’s Snake Country Journals, 1824-1826 (London: Hudson’s
Bay Record Society, 1950), 30-33, quotation from 33.

7 Dale L. Morgan, iah Smith h ing of the West (Lincoln: University of Nebraska
Press, 1953), 138-139, 186-187, quotation from 138. Morgan’s account draws on Ross’s and Ogden’s

journals to recreate Smith’s activities in the region. Consequently, we know that Smith followed the
brigade route across the desert between the Snake and Big Lost rivers and over the mountain route to
the Big Wood River, for example, but not what he thought about this country.

18 peter Skene Ogden, Peter Skene Ogden’s Snake Country Journals, 1827-1829, 21-27.
28
























EXPLORATIONS
AND SURVEYS






















Explorations and Surveys

Both a skilled observer and facile writer, Russell was drawn to the remote and
wild recesses of the country such as the Snake River Plain, the "wilder and rougher," in
his words, "the better." He spent about two months studying the region between July and
September, concentrating most of his efforts in the eastern section of the plain. Initially,
Russell’s work was to have been a water supply paper, but the plain’s geology captivated
him so much that it took over the report. At times, though, his report read like a
promotional document because Russell was attempting to reduce "false impressions” of
what the geologist called the "Snake River lava plains" or the "Snake River Desert." The
Snake River Plain, he asserted, was not flat but had varied relief, and despite its desert
appearance was vegetated and populated with wildlife.”

Writing to dispel common misperceptions about the Snake River Plain, he
adopted ocean imagery to describe the landscape. The jagged, "naked lava" was
surrounded by a ragged coastline, jutting headlands of mountains, and Big Southern and
Twin buttes--ancient volcanoes and uplifts--that "rise as islands through the surrounding
basalt."’ Furthermore, despite the plain’s relative flatness mountains boldly rose above
it from several hundred to six thousand feet; the mountains themselves ranged from
seven thousand to ten thousand feet above sea level. The undulating surface of the plain
also ranged in elevation, averaging about three thousand feet in the west and from four
to six thousand feet in the east. This latter section, lying between Big Southern Butte
and the Lost River country, he called the plain’s "broadest and most characteristic
portion."

Sounding more like a booster than a geologist, Russell pointed out that there
were positive aspects to the region’s environment, in spite of the extreme climate of
excessive heat and cold, wind and aridity, parched soils and dust-laden winds that "blow
with such strength and constancy" so as to try a "person’s nerves." Dry heat and cold
were easier to withstand than in humid climates; the winds cleaned the country of snow;
chinooks thawed deep freezes, and overall, "these climatic conditions,"” especially the
dryness, resulted in a "healthfulness of the land," good for those with lung ailments."’

In a similar upbeat tone, Russell spoke of the plain’s flora and fauna. Sagebrush

Archives.

¥ Quotation from Russell to Hayes, March 22, 1902; Israel C. Russell, Geology and Water
Resources of the Snake River Plains of Southern Idaho, 13.

6 Russell, 15-16.
7 Ibid., 18-19.
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OVERLAND TRAVEL
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One of several cabins and outbuildings making up the Martin Mine site which was
developed in the 1920s. Craters of the Moon National Monument, negative #272.
(1959)
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Out of view of most tourists, this warehouse was one of several log buildings at Craters
of the Moon in the 1930s, and is one of two still standing. Photo by author, 1993.
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Rock rings and other archaeological artifacts speak to a distant human past. Craters of
the Moon National Monument, negative #299. (1957)
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Opening Day, ca. 1950, reveals the monument’s built environment and its popularity.
From left to right are Crater Inn, superintendent’s cabin, and comfort station. Craters of
the Moon National Monument, negative #132.
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