Copyright © 2007 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

Captain Javan B. Irvine and the 1871 Eastern
Yellowstone Surveying Expedition

M. JOHN LUBETKIN

Following the Mexican War and the acquisition of California by the
United States, public interest in and support for a transcontinental
railroad grew rapidly. Sectional hostility before 1861 insured that no
railroad would be built at that time, but once the Civil War began, the
need to link California with the North jump-started the process and
resulted in the first transcontinental track being completed between
Omaha and Sacramento on 10 May 1869. As this railroad system
neared completion, America's most powerful banker. Jay Cooke, the
"financier of the Civil War," was entering into discussions to construct
a northern transcontinental route between Lake Superior and Puget
Sound. This railroad, the Northern Pacific, was little more than a
dream with a federal charter, but in the winter of 1869-1870 Cooke
agreed to underiake its financing.
More than a quarter of the Northern Pacific's estimated two-thousand-mile route lay between the Missouri River, near present-day Bismarck, North Dakota, and the Bozeman Pass. This route, which led
through the Yellowstone River Valley, had to be surveyed despite the
likelihood that American Indians led by Sitting Bull and others would
actively try to block the work. While the land had been technically
ceded with the Fort Laramie Treaty of 1868, historian Robert M. Utley
makes abundantiy clear that Sitting Bull paid littie attention to the
treaty and never considered any alternative other than to "hold to the
This article is based on Chapter 8, "The Army of the Glendive," in the author's book. Jay
Cooke's Gamble: The Northern Pacific Railroad, the Sioux, and the Panic 0/1S73 (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2006).
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old ways [of keeping] as distant from whites as possible, and to meet
any further white encroachments with force."'
By 1871, as Northern Pacific construction approached present-day
Moorhead, Minnesota, from the east, the rauroad sent two surveying
expeditions into the Yellowstone valley. The first of these to leave, the
western Yellowstone survey, was made up of surveyors and two cavalry
companies and left from Fort Ellis, Montana, near the Bozeman Pass
to work its way east.^ The second, known as the eastern Yellowstone
survey, originated in Dakota Territory. It was to move west and included some 550 soldiers, teamsters and Northern Pacific surveyors.
Little was known about western Dakota, in particular, and while it
was assumed that a railroad could be built, no one was certain just
where it would be feasible for the Northern Pacific to construct track.
Of particular concern were the badlands of the Litde Missouri River;
fauure to find a way through them might mean scores if not hundreds
of additional miles of difficult building and maintenance. Adding yet
a third layer of complexity was the fact that army topographical maps
for the area were of dubious quality, and the only available scouts—
while they cotild guide a wagon train—had no understanding of rauroad requirements.' In the end, the actual route the survey would
take, following the Heart River and continuing west, represented a
complex compromise of business and geographical considerations in
rail construction through Dakota Territory.
The eastern Yellowstone survey expedition of late summer and fall
1871 lasted forty days, survived a raging prairie fire, weather ranging
from the heat of summer to heavy snowfall, and a commanding officer
1. Utley, The Lance and the Shield: The Life and Times of Sitting Bull (New York: Hemy Holt
& Co., 1993), p. 85.
2. The western surveying expedition is discussed in detail in M. John Lubetkin, '"The Forgotten Yellowstone Surveying Expeditions of 1871: W. Milnor Roberts and the Northern Pacific Railroad in Montana," Montana The Magazine of Western History (Winter 2002): 32-47.
3. There had only been one military expedition between the Missouri and Yellowstone that
roughly paralleled the Heart River, that of General Alfred Sully in 1864. However, there had
only been one army topographical engineer attached to the command. Captain John Fielner,
and he had been killed by Indians while Sully's column was still following the Missouri.
Micheal Clodfelter, The Dakota War: The United States Army Versus the Sioux, 1362-1865 (Jefferson, N.C.: McFarland & Co., 1998), p. 160.
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who appears to have been unable to read a compass. The diaries, letters, and reports of four expedition members reveal the hardships, humor, personalities, and irritations—all magnified by the constant fear
of Indian attack—they experienced in traversing the unknown route.
Of these writings, none is more thorough than the unpubhshed
1871fielddiary of Captain Javan Bradley Irvine (1831-1904), whose papers reside in the State Archives Gollection of the South Dakota State
Historical Society.* Irvine, a New York native, moved to Saint Paid in
the 1850S and worked as a building contractor. When the Givil War began, he volunteered for the red-shirted First Minnesota Volunteers.
Passed over to be an officer, he nevertheless joined on an ad hoc basis.
At Bull Run on 21 July 1861, Irvine went into combat. In the smoke
and conflision, a Confederate colonel, Bartley B. Boone of the Second
Mississippi, mistook the First's men for his own red-shirted troops.
When Boone approached Irvine and started to give him orders, Irvine
asked whether he was a secessionist. Boone, bewildered, answered
that he was a Mississippian, and Irvine, armed only with a bayonet,
took him prisoner, making Boone the highest-ranking Confederate
captured that afternoon.' For this action, Irvine was made a lieutenant
in the regular army but spent most of the war as a quartermaster. Liking army life, Irvine stayed in and was promoted to captain and, in the
late 1860S, was stationed at Fort Sully vrith the Twenty-second Infantry Regiment. There he and his wife became close friends with the
commander of the Dakota District in the Department of Dakota,
Golonel David S. Stanley, and his wife.^
4. Irvine's 1871 diary measures approximately five and one-half inches by three and onehalf inches and was perhaps purchased at an army store. At up to forty-two lines per page,
and due to the fact that Irvine likely wrote by candlelight on a folding camp desk, the diary is
extremely difficult to read. In contrast, the letters he wrote to his wife did not have the same
space constraints and are usually easy to read. The letters, diary, and a copy of the author's
annotated transcript reside in the Javan Bradley Irvine Papers in the State Archives Gollection of the South Dakota State Historical Society (SDSHS), Pierre. For a detaüed description
of the Irvine Papers, see the "Dakota Resources" feature following this article.
5. Richard Moe, The Last Full Measure: The Life and Death of the First Minnesota Volunteers
(New York: Henry Holt & Go., 1993), pp. 47-49. See also Robert K. Krick, Lee's Colonels: A Biographical Register of the Field Officers of the Army of Northern Virginia (Dayton, Ohio: Momingside House, 1992), p. 60. These sources identify Boone as a lieutenant colonel.
6. Stanley's command was frequently referred to as the "middle" district, as it was be-

Copyright © 2007 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

128

South Dakota History

VOL. 37, NO.

Another rich source of unpublished material is the daily diary of the
Northern Pacific's lead surveyor, Thomas Lafayette Rosser (18361910), who also wrote a report of the survey.^ Rosser, who roomed
tween Montana and Minnesota. The Department of Dakota was commanded by General
Winfield S. Hancock in 1871 who, in turn, reported to Lieutenant General Philip H. Sheridan. Paul A. Hutton, Phil Sheridan and His Army {Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press,
1985), pp. 129-30.
7. Rosser's field diary for the entire surveying expedition is found in Collection 1171-g-h-j,
Box 17, Alderman Library, University of Virginia, Charlottesville. He also kept a journal
from 12-26 September 1871, which was published in WilHam D. Hoyt, ed., "Rosser's Journal, Northern Pacific Railroad Survey, September 1871," North Dakota Historical Quarterly 10
(1926): 47-51. A third document. Across Dakota ana Up the Yellowstone: General Rosser's Report, was submitted to the Northern Pacific Railroad on i November 1871 and printed for in-

Javan B. Irvine kept a field diary during the course of the 1871 eastern
Yellowstone expedition that details not only the route the men took but
also the conflicts that took place within the expedition's command.
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next to George A. Custer at West Point, had joined the Confederacy,
proved to be a natural leader, and by the war's end was a major general. Following years of unemployment and temporary jobs after the
war. Rosser landed a mid-level field position with the Northern Pacific
in early 1870. Once again, his leadership qualities shone, and in August 1871 he was promoted to chief engineer of the railroad's Dakota
Division. It was his responsibility to find an optimal route from the
Missouri to the Yellowstone.
A third unpublished diary is that of First Lieutenant Lafayette E.
Campbell (1844-1919).* A personable, good-looking bachelor despite
having been shot in the mouth during the Civil War, Campbell was responsible for the operation of the expedition's two Gatling guns.
While most of his diary's early entries refiect his pining for a "Miss
Mary," once the expedition began he wrote a substantive account of
daily activities. The final significant unpubhshed source of the expedition's activities is the formal, forty-one-page handwritten report of its
lead officer. Major Joseph N. C. Whistler.'
Among the primary concerns of all four men involved in the expedition was the possibility of Indian attack. Stories conceming Sitting
Bull and large concentrations of Indians along the lower Yellowstone
River Valley circtdated throughout the summer of 1871. Lieutenant
General Philip H. Sheridan predicted that trouble "is only a matter of
time, and not a very long time either." He further noted, "We are certainly not prepared for it and cannot be until next Spring."" The 26
temal circulation. The only known copy is found in Series 6, Box ro, "Printed Reports," Collection 783, W. Milnor Roberts Papers, Merrill G. Burlingame Special Collections Library,
Montana State University, Bozeman. These documents will be cited, respectively, as Rosser
Diary, Rosser Journal, and Rosser Report.
8. Campbell's 1871 diary is housed at the American Heritage Center, University of
Wyoming, Laramie. I would like to thank Campbell's great-granddaughter, Margaret
Prasthofer-Lewis of London, Great Britain, for providing me with family anecdotes and information. Obituaries appeared in various Denver, Colorado, newspapers at his death on 3
May 1919.
9. "Whistler's Report on the Yellowstone Expedition, 1871," Records of the War Depariment. Records of the United States Army Commands, Record Group 98, microfilm ed., 751
MDM 1871 (Washington, D.C: General Services Administration, National Archives, 1953).
This forty-one-page handwritten report and daily log will be referred to as Whistler Report.
10. New York Times, 13 Aug. 1871, p. i. See also ibid., 3 Aug. 1871, p. i, and 4 Aug. i87r, p. r.
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August issue of the Sioux City Daily Journal mentioned that two infantry companies had been sent up the Missouri to "protect the surveyors of the Northern Pacific Railroad, operating in the Yellowstone
Valley. A general Indian war will follow this move," the writer stated."
In fact, large numbers of Indians were concentrated in the area, but
their purpose was to hunt buffalo and had nothing to do with the
Northern Pacific activity.
By late August and early September, in order to safeguard the surveyors against the perceived threat, soldiers and supplies began to
converge on Fori Rice, the expedition's jumping-off post some twentyfive miles south of present-day Bismarck. On i September, Colonel
Stanley, annoyed that the steamer Silver Lakes had not yet arrived at
Fort Sully, chartered the Far West from his old friend Grant Marsh,
and at least two companies and their supplies were quickly loaded.'^
Irvine, on the Far West, noted that the fort's band played "The Girl I
Left Behind Me," just before the steamer pulled out at 3:00 p.m. The
Far West arrived at Fort Rice on 5 September and was joined the next
day by more troops and supplies arriving on the Peninah- That same
day, Irvine recorded in his diary that the surveyors were spotted
marching over a distant hill across the river to the east.''
Rosser's surveying team had left Saint Paul in late August, and
most of the men had marched on foot from fifty miles east of Fort
Abercrombie. The Northern Pacific had a small supply depot in westem Minnesota, and the forcefid Rosser, who knew a thing or two
about "liberating" Yankee supplies, had taken the requisite food and
equipment but also cleaned out most of its liquor and cigars. As the
meek depot manager plaintively wrote, "I knew not how to refuse
him.""t On 7 September, Rosser's sixteen surveyors, six teamsters, a
11. Sioux City Daily foumal, 26 Aug. 1871.
12. Marsh's steamer, the Josephine, was named after Stanley's oldest daughter. Joseph
Mills Hanson, The Conquest of the Missouri (1909; reprint ed., Mechanicsburg, Pa.: Stackpole
Books, 2003), p. 184.
13. Irvine Diary, 15 Sept. 1871.
14. E. G. Winnie to Assistant Ghief Engineer Daniel C. Iinsley, 11 Sept. 1871, Secretary's
Unregistered Letters Received and Related Records. 1864-1876, Northern Pacific Railway
Co., Railroad Records, Microfilm M-459, Minnesota Historical Society (MHS), St. Paul. See
also Rosser Report, p. 4.
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Thomas L. Rosser, arms crossed and leaning on the doorway, stands with his surveying team in this photograph, believed to have been taken in Fargo, Dakota Territory, in the spring of 1872.

cook and handyman, six four-horse wagons, and four saddle horses
reached the river. Rosser noted that the wind was "blowing a perfect
gale and the river so rough that I could not cross."^5 He likely had little
idea how deadly the Missouri was. A few days earlier an overloaded
yawl with twenty soldiers had hit a submerged tree stump and
swamped, drowning all the men in the treacherous currents.^^
The next moming Rosser, disgusted at having to pay the Peninah's
captain an outrageous one hundred thirty-nine dollars, had the sur15. Rosser Report, p. 6.
16. Linda W. Slaughter, Fortress to Earm, or Twenty-three Years on the Frontier, ed. Hazel Eastman {New York: Exposition Press, 1972), pp. 9,49-50. .Slaughter was the wife of Benjamin F.
Slaughter, an army surgeon stationed at Fort Rice beginning in 1871, and witnessed the sinking. She incorrectly states that the company was commanded by Captain Clarence E. Bennett,
who was at Fort Rice in 1872, not 1871. Her account contains other inaccuracies in regard to
dates, making it possible ihat she was mistaken about the year of the yawl's sinking.
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veyors ferried across the Missouri. He later met with Stanley, who had
accompanied his men from Fort Sully and gave him bad news of Indians burning the grass west of Fort Rice. Stanley made some of his
grain supplies available to compensate for the scarce forage and also
sold him two wagons, but Rosser still had to leave behind clothing
and equipment to accommodate the extra grain.'? That evening Stanley, Rosser, and the commandant at Fort Rice, Colonel Leonadis Grittenden, had a private dinner. One member of the expedition, however,
was conspicuously absent: commanding officer Major Joseph Nelson
Gariand Whistler.'*
Whistler (1822-1899) belonged to the famed West Point class of
1846 that included Thomas J. ("Stonewall") Jackson, George B. McClellan, A. P. Hül, and George Pickett but had graduated forty-seventh
out offifty-nine.Whistler, whose first cousin was artist James McNeill
Whistler, had served with distinction in the Mexican War, but his career soon faltered. Stationed in Texas, he was captured when the Givil
War began and, while exchanged, saw only administrative duty until
1864, when he was wounded at Petersburg. Whistler was breveted a
brigadier general at the war's end, but he lacked the connections
needed for a desirable posting and was stationed in Dakota from January 1866 until October 1872.'' Army diarist Phüippe Régis de Trobriand considered him a decisive, "fine man," but noted that with the
cost of educating children in the East, "the whole family is in poverty, a
poverty in which not even appearances can be kept up." De Trobriand
correctly predicted that Whistler would likely never gain an eastern assignment, for "the old soldier who has spent his life on the plains far

17. Rosser Report, p. 7. Stanley, stationed at Fort Sully, commanded the Twenty-second Infantry Regiment as well as Forts Sully, Rice, Randall, and Stevenson in addition to infantry
stationed at the Whetstone, Lower Brule, Gheyenne River, and Grand River Indian agencies.
In all. his command totaled 1,213 officers and men. See U.S., Department of War, Report of
the Secretary of War Communicated to the Two Houses of Congress... (Washington, D.G.: Government Printing Office, 1871), pp. 25-26.
r8. Rosser Diary, 8 Sept. 1871.
19. See standard military and West Point data, a brief profile in National Cyclopaedia of
American Biography, microfilm ed., s. V "Whistler, Joseph Nelson Garland," and his New
York Times obituary, 22 Apr. 1899. Whistler officially commanded Fort Sully, but with Stanley headquartered there his responsibilities had to have been limited.
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from the political world and sources of favor cannot exert enough influence." By 1871, like so many officers. Whistler was drinking heavily.^" At age forty-nine, he appears burnt out; his leadership, certainly
in the eyes of Irvine and Rosser, was ineffectual and self-indulgent.
Another key officer was quartermaster Henry Inman {1837-1899).
The son of a gifted but penniless artist of the same name whose
20. Phihppe Régis de Trobriand. Military Life in Dakota: The journal of Philippe Régis de
Trobriand, trans, and ed. Lucile M. Kane (St. Paul. Minn.; Alvord Memorial Commission.
1951), pp. 49. 52-53. See also pp. 270, 328.

Major Joseph N. C. Whistler posed for this portrait a few years before leading the military escort for the 1871 eastern Yellowstone surveying expedition.
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mother was from the well-known New York Dutch family who owned
Rikers Island, Inman squandered a good education and enlisted as
a private in 1857. He rose rapidly during the Civil War and was
breveted a lieutenant colonel before being assigned to the Quartermaster Corps, the wrong place for a financially irresponsible person.*'
In 1870, Inman was court-martialed for selling two army horses and
pocketing the money. Whue the facts were likely true, the popular Inman was acquitted. In early 1871, however, an angry Brigadier General
John Pope took the unusual step of reversing the court's findings. Inman appealed but joined the expedition under a cloud."
The expedition's army scouts included Basil Clement and Isaiah
Dormán, the African American who later died with Custer at the Little
Bighom.^5 Of Dormán, Irvine wrote his wife, "We have good guides
and interpreters, one, Isaiah Dormán, the best in the country, honest
and reliable was with Gen. Sully through this country during his campaign in 1864 and [i86]5.""t Dormán had likely been a slave in Texas
who escaped during the war and made his way to Dakota Territory. A
tall man, he made friends easily, both Indian and non-Indian. He
married a Hunkpapa Sioux woman in 1865 and briefly lived with her
people, purportedly becoming friendly with Sitting Btdl. By 1871, Dor2r. For Inman, see Dictionary of American Biography, s. v. "Inman, Henry:" National Cyclopaedia of American Biography, s. v. "Inman, Henry;" and Dan L. Thrapp, Encyclopedia of
Frontier Biography (1988; reprint ed., Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1991), p. 704.
For his father's paintings, see Catherine Hoover Voorsanger and John K. Howat. eds. Art and
the Empire City: New York, 2S2J-1S61 (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 2000}, pp.
382-83. A number of the elder Inman's American Indian portraits are displayed at the Buffalo Bill Historical Center, Cody, Wyo.
22. For the court martial and Pope's decision, see Army and Navy Journal, 25 Feb. r87l.
Whistler tried to help Inman, stating in his report, "Capt. Inman has been very energetic
since his arrival, and his [wagon] train was in excellent condition and ready for the march"
(WhistlerReport, p. I).
23. Isaiah Dormán was at the Little Bighorn and with Major Marcus A. Reno in the opening attack. In the panicky flight that ensued, Dorman's horse was shot and fell over on him.
Evan S. Connell gives the details of the captured scout's last hour, writing that "nearly every
description of his death emphasizes that the Indians killed him slowly" {Son of the Moming
Star [San Francisco, Calif: North Point Press, 1984], pp. 25-26).
24. Javan Irvine to Margaret Irvine, 8 Sept. 1871. Sully's 1864 campaign had resulted in a
catastrophic defeat for the overconfident Sioux at Killdeer Moimtain. The following year the
Sioux gave him a wide berth. See Clodfelter, The Dakota War, pp. 165-77.
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man owned a "wood yard," a place where timber was cut and sold for
fuel to passing steamboats.^'
Clement (1824-1910) was the prototypical trapper and scout, a man
of French, Spanish, and Indian blood.^^ Raised in Saint Louis, he
joined the American Fur Company at age sixteen and moved to the
Rocky Mountains and Upper Missouri, where he spent the rest of his
life. Like Dormán, Clement owned a wood yard and did government
work when possible.^^ Clement had Stanley's confidence, the colonel
writing, "I think that the half breed, Clement, understands the country at the head of the Heart River."»'
While Clement knew the region, he was of limited help in assisting
with the surveyors' engineering needs. Clement could take the column from point to point, but his experience was limited to wagons
that could be turned within the radius of a few feet, not the hundreds
of feet that a railroad required to make a "sharp" turn. Upon reaching
a steep hill, wagons could always be unloaded or pulled up by rope.
Railroads, on the other hand, were limited to gradients of 2 percent.
Wagons could cross streams and small rivers in a variety of ways, but
trains needed bridges. Soil conditions, especially along the sandy,
fiood-prone LitUe Missouri River, for example, would only add to the
Northern Pacific's construction problems. Clement was not about to
get anyone lost, but he was incapable of selecting an optimal railroad
route between the Missouri and the Yellowstone.^^
To support the Northern Pacific surveyors, the army had assembled
a force of seven infantry companies. Although the expedition's exact
manpower is uncertain, the figure likely stood in the range of 500
Stanley's Twenty-second Infantry Regiment supplied compa25. Ibid.; Gonnell, Son of the Morning Star, pp. 27-28.
26. Gharles E. DeLand, "Basil Glement (Glaymore): The Mountain Trappers," South
Dakota Historical Collections 11 (i922):245: Thrapp, Encyclopedia of Frontier Biography, p. 281.
27. David S. Stanley to Winfield Scott Hancock, 21 Sept. 1871 (copy to Northern Pacific
President J. Gregory Smith), Secretary's Unregistered Letters Received and Related Records,
1864-1876, Northern Pacific Railway Go., Railroad Records. MHS.
28. For a discussion of pre-constmcüon engineering, see Lubetkin, Joy Cooke's Gamble, pp.
40-42.
29. Whistler Report, pp. 1-4; Army and Navy Journal, 26 Aug. 1871; Railroad Gazette, 2
Sept. 1871. The 500 figure is based on the seven infantry companies averaging some 45 to 50
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nies A, C, H, and I, along with two Gatling guns. There were also
companies D and H from the Seventeenth Infantry, Company B of the
Twentieth, twenty-six Indian scouts, 114 wagons with their teamsters,
two surgeons, the handful of army scouts, the Northern Pacific's men
and wagons, beef herders, and perhaps a few others. Adding to the armament, each teamster was issued a breech-loading rifle and a hundred rounds of ammunition. For fresh meat, a cattle herd followed the
formation.'"
The logistical requirements of such a large expedition made Quartermaster Inman's job difficult. In addition to carrying food, clothing
(including bulky buffalo coats for cold weather), tents, blankets, ammunition, axes and entrenching tools, blacksmithing materials, and
the officers' belongings (large tents, cots, portable writing desks and
chairs, clothing, and other items), he also had to provide grain for approximately 650 horses and mules.'" To supply each animal with its
required seven pounds of grain per day for an estimated sixty days,
some 375,000 pounds of oats and barley, or more than a ton of feed
per wagon, was packed and sent upriver by steamer.'^
As they waited for the surveyors to arrive, the soldiers went through
final preparations: drilling, testing weapons and equipment, letter
writing, and readying themselves for a final inspection. Most expected
to see combat. "Close to the post," Campbell wrote in his diary, "I am
out with my mules and horses and in the afternoon try my [Gatling]
guns. Find that they work very fine and I am confident that I can work
them very effectively against any living thing."" Irvine was less confi-

officers and men (total 315 to 350); 114 to 120 teamsters (teamsters, wagon master and
cooks), 26 Indian scouts and their officer, 25 in the surveying party, an estimated 15 to 20 officers and men for the Gatling guns, and 25 to 40 others; Whisder, his staff, cook, physicians, Inman and quartermaster personnel, other scouts (e.g., Clement) and beef herders.
30. [avan Irvine to Margaret Irvine, 10 Sept. 1871. The number of cattle was likely in the
low hundreds.
31. The estimate of horses and mules is based on a minimum of four mules for each of
the 122 wagons (or 488), sixty to ninety horses for the scouts, officers, Gatling guns, surveyors and others. Ifevenhalfofthe wagons required six mule teams (another 120), as is likely,
the number jumps to well over 650.
32. Rosser Report, pp. 7-8.
33. Campbell Diary, 7 Sept. 1871.
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Lieutenant Lafayette E. Campbell, pictured here around 1885, did
not play a major role in the expedition, but his diary is one of the
few that survive. Unfortunately, other papers, including his diary
of the 1873 Stanley-Custer surveying expedition, are missing.

dent, believing there were not enough troops to guard the train. "Our
greatest difficulty will be to protect our [wagon] train and animals," he
vsrrote his wife. "I am of the opinion we will meet with disaster in this
regard, "'t
Hie ninth of September was surprisingly chilly, but by 9:00 a.m.
everyone was lined up on the plain northeast of Fort Rice. As the band
jauntily played "The Girl I Left Behind Me" and the less familiar "Sister to the Walking Bird," soldiers and wives waved and the entire col34. Javan Irvine to Margaret Irvine, 6 Sept. r87r.
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umn marched off.'s Half of the Indian scouts led, followed by four
companies of infantry with a Gatling gun. Next came the wagons, in
four columns, flanked on both sides by an infantry company in skirmish formation. At the rear was a final company, the second Gatling
gun, and the rest of the scouts. The same formation was kept daily,
with the companies rotated. When the surveying began, one company
would accompany the surveyors in the field. "The precautions taken
by the prudent commander of the escort to guard against a surprise,
gave every assurance of perfect safety," Rosser graciously wrote in
November.''^ In fact, the truth was just the opposite.
Whistler was apparently suffering from a hangover as the column
left Fort Rice, perhaps explaining his absence from the StanleyRosser-Crittenden dinner the previous evening. Sutlers had bribed
him with liquor into letting them join the expedition. Stanley, however, overruled Whistler and refused to let these sutlers on the trip, although similar items appear to have been carried by Inman's quartermasters.'' Irvine wrote his wife to report that "for two days after our
arrival the Major commanding devoted himself exclusively to testing
that five gallon demijohn of brandy sent him on the Peninah, and got
very much fatigued; aside from him we have not a soaker in the command, and if success depends upon the sobriety of officers, fhis expedition, with the exception of the military head thereof, ought to be entirely successful."'*
Three miles from the fort, the column ran into its first problem, a
series of steep, rugged hills that forced them to double-team the
wagons. "We were led out of our way by the Commanding Officer
[Whistler]," Irvine wrote his wife, "who thought he was a better guide
than the one we employ at $100 per month." The breakdovvm of one or
two wagons almost daily also slowed down progress, for the expedition traveled only as fast as its slowest wagon." While one of the draw35. Javan Irvine to Margaret Irvine, 10 Sept. 1871.
36. Rosser Report, p. 8.
37. Javan Irvine to Margaret Irvine, 8 Sept. 1871. In his diary entry for 11 September 1871,
Irvine tells of a Mr. Dickenson reporting the theft of some soap from a quartermaster wagon.
Whether Dickenson was a sutler, a civilian employed by Inman. or another scout is unclear.
38. Javan Irvine to Margaret Irvine. 8 Sept. r87i.
39. Javan Irvine to Margaret Irvine, 10 Sept. r87i.
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backs of a September start date was that the days grew increasingly
shorter and cooler, drier ground and lower streams made tiavel easier.
Irvine's complaints about Whistler were the first of many. If his diary is accurate, the commander sent the main column in the wrong
direction at least nine times in thirty-two days of marching, adding
some fifty miles and three days to the trip.4° Whether Whistler's problems were caused by alcohol, a faulty sense of direction or inability to
use a compass, a stubborn insistence on following existing maps that
were filled with errors, or some combination cannot, of course, be
known. The end result, however, was that nerves were badly frayed
over the entire course of the expedition.
The surveyors and Whistler's wagon train followed slightly different dauy routes, and on 10 September, Whistler failed to meet Rosser
at an agreed-upon location. Rosser noted bitterly that his men had to
sleep that night "out on the prairie without food, forage, or blankets."''' Nevertheless, having seen no signs of the Sioux, the entire
command began to relax as it passed through a countryside with good
water, lush grass, and plains teeming with antelope. Rosser noted seeing a buffalo on 10 September, but they would be rarely sighted in the
weeks to come.
Irvine, already impatient with Whistler, noted in his diary entry for
the tenth, "Commanding officers not with column while marching but
off hunting and cavorting over the country. . . C O . [Whistler] acts as if
he were on a general hunting excursion. Gives no attention to the order
of march but lets everybody look out for himself "t^ That night he
wrote his wife, "No one has any confidence in him and he has faued to
exhibit any good sense or judgment so far in his conduct of affairs."""
Whistler was not the only one to lose his way. Problems were quickly developing for scout Isaiah Dormán, who appears to have been uncertain as to their location, thus angering and embarrassing Whistler,
whose report states evasively that they "encamped on a river emptying
40. These figures are based on a day-by-day analysis of Irvine's diary.
41. Rosser Diary. 10 Sept 1871.
42. Irvine Diary, 10 Sept. 1871.
43. Javan Irvine to Margaret Irvine, 10 Sept. 1871. llie Irvine Papers contain no other letters from Irvine to his wife until 17 October 1871.
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into the Missouri."« Rosser noted that the army scouts had "mistaken
a small creek for the Heart River," leaving him "dreadfully annoyed
about this matter."ts Dormán thought they had reached the Heart, but
it appears the column stopped on a stream now called the Littie Heart
River. In hindsight, at least part of the problem in identifying the
Heart lay in the fact that the army's maps incorrectly showed it running west to east when, in fact, near the Missouri, it turned north."*^
The real Heari River was reached 11 September. The column was
just west of present-day Bismarck when the surveying work began. In
his report. Rosser described the shallow, fifty- to one-hundred-footwide Heart River as a "tortuous stream," full of twists, turns, and
bends in a valley one-half to three-quarters of a mile wide, with a
"healthy grovrth" of cottonwood and maple trees as well as some scrub
oak, ash, and elm. The water was clear, but slightiy alkaline. Everywhere the land was "susceptible of cultivation, "t?
Although there were no indications of large numbers of Indians,
most members of the expedition remained apprehensive. That night,
as the sentinels were being relieved, someone imagined seeing a lurking figure, and the sentinels and their relief began firing at each other.
The incident, Irvine dryly noted, "created some excitement in camp."''*
Years later, one surveyor recalled that Rosser had told them that, as
civilians, they were not to get involved in fighting Indians. As the sentiies fired into the dark, however. Rosser himself sprinted out of his
tent "half dressed and rushed round so that if there was any fighting to
get in he would be in it.""*' Daylight revealed no signs of Indians, and
although everyone lost a few hours' sleep, there were no injuries.
44. whistler Report, 10 Sept. 1871,
45. Rosser Diary, 11 Sept. 1871.
46. Sioux City Daily Journal, 31 Oct. 1871.
47. Rosser Report, pp. 8-9. See also Whistler Report, 11 Sept. 1871.
48. Irvine Diary. 12 Sept 1871.
49. '"The Yellowstone Expedition of 1871." The author found three copies of this manuscript, which appears to have been written for a 1906 reunion of the expedition's surveyors.
There appears to beno relationship among the three, nor is there any way to tell whether the
likely authors, Edward G. Jordan or Robert M. Patterson (or both), wrote the document See
Mark Jordan Collection, Gorham, Maine; Manuscript 681, B-433, State Historical Society of
North Dakota, Bismarck: and P-1547, George A. Brackett Papers. MHS.
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Charles ("Shorty") Graham, a self-taught artist and topographer for the Northern
Pacific, sketched this view of the Heart River Valley about twenty miles west of Bismarck when a second surveying expedition went through the area in 1872.

This modern-day photograph depicts the Heart River just west of its sharp turn,
some eight miles north of Flasher, North Dakota.
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For the wagon train, 12 September was miserable; the weather was
hot, and every wagon had to be double-teamed for the difficult climb
out of the steep Heart Valley. Rosser was following the Heart upstream, a route temporarily taking him due south. The train paralleled
the surveyors but stayed atop the plateau overlooking the river. Nevertheless, the wagons had to cross the numerous small streams that fed
into the Heart and often became stuck in the soft ground. Whistler's
solution to the problem was to establish a "pioneer corps" of enlisted
men who constructed crossings or "corduroyed" the soft ground with
tree trunks and branches. "We go on and find some almost impassable roads [buffalo trails]," wrote Gampbell. "We cut down the banks
and get along the best that it is possible to do."'° The size of the pioneer corps varied dauy between a few dozen to more than a hundred
men wielding picks, shovels, and axes. The work was wretched as the
men labored under a strong sun, fighting off gnats and mosquitoes.
On 13 September, the column marched seven miles in the wrong direction, for which Whistler blamed Dormán, writing in his report,
"We found our guides had misled us and we had to make a turn almost back on our track."'' Whistler, however, might have been the one
at fault, for Rosser wrote the next day, "Had to walk eight miles back to
camp. . . . The commanding officer is worthless."s= Irvine noted that
Rosser had "repeatedly designated him [Whistler] an 'old fool' and
spirited him to warmer regions." On top of the bickering came the
disturbing news that scouts had spotted two Sioux Indians, causing
Irvine to worry that the surveyors were advancing too far ahead of the
main column to receive protection in case of attack."
Meanwhile, Dormán quit and disappeared on 14 September, likely
returning to his home. Whether Whistler's attitude toward the African American was racially driven will never be known. Stanley, however, clearly liked and respected Dormán, for he hired the scout in
50. Campbell Diary, 14 Sept. 1871.
51. Whistler Report, 13 Sept. 1871. Neither Rosser nor Irvine mentioned the incident, but
Campbell wrote, "So we change directions and march down [and] back in the very way we
came" (Campbell Diary, 13 Sept. r87i).
52. Rosser Diary, 14 Sept. 1871.
53. Javan Irvine to Margaret Irvine, 17 Oct. i87r. See also Whistler Report, 14 Sept. 1871;
Irvine Diary, 14 Sept. r87i.
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871 Rossei>Whistler Eastern Yellowstone
Surveying Expedition - Eastern Half
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1873 when the army again escorted Northern Pacific surveyors into
the Yellowstone Valley. (It was on this expedition that Dormán met
Custer, who was sufficiently impressed to hire him in 1876.) Irvine,
angry at Dorman's treatment, noted, "The officers in charge gave but
little attention to his counsel, made no provisions for his comfort and
cast a great deal of opprobrium on him for calling Fawn Creek Heart
River. They first disregarded him as a guide and misled the column
two or three miles themselves and rendered him no assistance in his
endeavor to find a practicable route for the train." Irvine further reported that Whistler had kept Dormán "near the train when he should
have been permitted to ride ahead with two or three scouts.... All fhis
disgusted him and he left."'''
That same night, Irvine's company stood guard, manning ten locations with four men each. Officers and noncommissioned officers
54. Irvine Diary, 15 Sept. 1871.
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shared the responsibility of staying up and, as Irvine wrote, "walking
the rounds every two hours."" Rosser's hands-on leadership style is
shown in his diary entry the next day: "It requires almost super human efforts on my part to keep things going. I have carried picket all
day afoot and am very tired tonight."'^ The following day, however.
Rosser had enough energy to kill a deer the Indian scouts had wounded by running it down on horseback, shooting it with his pistol, and
then dismounting and finishing it off with a stone.'^
On 16 September, Whistler again misdirected the main column.
Irvine's diary entry that evening offers this bizarre picture: "Having
reached the table land we proceeded some distance without difficulty
and approached the river. . . . Suddenly the train was halted and the
major commanding commenced prancing around frantically declaring that the guide did not know the country and he was going to be his
own guide. He then turned the train and taking a wide circuit to the
left to avoid some coulees led us at least six or seven miles out of our
way. The train, escort, guide, scouts, guards and all got frightfully
scattered and had there been hostile Indians we wotild have been cut
up without the possibility of effective defense."'*
The next day, the men spotted prairie fires to the west as well as
Heart Butte, the area's dominant landmark, which rose some twentyfive hundred feet above sea level. A small party rode to the butte and
climbed it, Campbell writing that he "found the top to be stone and
fiall of wolves."'' The column was now on the Heart River and would
stay to its north side until the river ended in a series of tiny, nearly dry
stream beds more than eighty mues to the west.
On 18 September Rosser wrote that he had asked Whistler "for his
mounted force [of Indian scouts] that I may establish his line of march
for him so as to suit it to the work of my party of engineers."''" Rosser's request illustrates the communication problems between the
55. Ibid., 14 Sept. 1871.
56. Rosser Journal, r5 Sept. 1871.
57. Ibid., 15,16 Sept. 1871.
58. Irvine Diary, r6 Sept. 1871.
59. Campbell Diary, 17 Sept. 1871. Heart Butte is located thirteen miles due south of present-day Glen Ulhn.
60. Rosser Journal, i8 Sept. 1871.
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two men and parallels Irvine's 18 September comment that the officers were "indignant at his want of judgment and lack of administration" as well as his "weak and churlish direction." Surprisingly, Irvine
had not introduced himself to Rosser until that day, possibly refiecting
some postwar animosity and subconscious ambivalence towards the
able ex-Confederate.''' In the weeks to come, Irvine's diary reveals that
he and Rosser spent more time together, and, if Irvine were half as irreverent in person as he was in his writing. Rosser would have found
his company delightfiJ.
The day of the eighteenth was long, with a total of eighteen miles
marched, and the Heart had become so narrow that Irvine called it a
61. Irvine Diary, i8 Sept. 1871.

i-ln^

Charles Graham made this image of Heart Butte, easily the most prominent landmark between the Missouri and Little Missouri rivers, on his 1872 trip.
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creek. The column was now moving northwest and camped some
eight miles south of present-day Richardton. The following day Whistler gave everybody a much-needed break. The weather was becoming
cold, Irvine noting that "the vapor from our breath [was] distinguishable." On their day off, some of the men washed their clothes and, not
bothering to put out the fire with which they had boiled water, started
a large grass fire that would clearly have signaled their position to any
Indians within twenty to thirty miles.^^
Despite consuming seven pounds of oats per day along with good
grass, the horses and mules began to weaken. Fortunately, the firm
ground facilitated marching, and for the first time the wagons moved
faster than Rosser's men surveyed. On 21 September, Rosser and Inman rode forward and noticed with apprehension some "large fires in
the west," which everyone believed the Sioux had set.^' The next day
52. Ibid., 19 Sept. 1871.
63. Rosser Report, 21 Sept. 1871.

Thomas Rosser, a former
Confederate officer and lead
surveyor for the Northern
Pacific, was the expedition's
most dominant personality,
at one point having army officers foilow his directions,
not Whistler's.
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the column "crossed a large tributary [that] comes into the Heart River
from the northwest," placing the expedition at present-day Gladstone.
Lignite coal was seen, the fields increasing in size and, although no
one knew it, stretching far into Montana.'''»
Of increasing concern were the prairie fires that were moving east
but, fortunately, burned on the south side of the Heart River. Whistler's report for 21 September stated that after the sun set, the clouds of
smoke were eerily lit by the burning grass, while the area to the southwest "was one vast ocean of ftame rolling on like some troubled sea."'''
Given the absence of buffalo and having had the entire summer to
grow, the prairie grass was likely quite high, thus making any prairie
fire more intense and dangerous than it wotild have been ordinarily.
The next day, 22 September, the survey faced the horror of being
trapped by the fire. The column began the day on the north side of the
Heart, moving west, whñe the fires were south of the river, moving
east. Up to this time there had been no apparent danger, but in midmorning the wind suddenly changed to the southwest. The fire
quickly jumped the Heart and headed northeast, directly toward the
expedition, driving crazed antelope before it. Whistler, displaying
leadership that Irvine and Rosser had not thought he possessed, acted
promptly and rode ahead to reconnoiter. Having determined the fire's
path. Whistler came racing back, shouting instructions for some men
to start a backfire on a nearby hill.''^ "We soon had a vast confiagration
of our ovrai, burning the grass off" to give the wagon teams a place to
escape the ñames, he reported.^?
'The wagons followed a path through a low ravine filled with thick,
dry grass—no place to be in a fire. Over a hundred vehicles piilled by
frightened horses and mules bounced forward as fast as they could go
toward the hül and through the backfire's smoldering grass. Men,
wagons, and livestock reached their hultop sanctuary none too soon.
64. whistler Report, 22 Sept. 1871. Based on the description, the "large tributary" must
have been the Green River. For years maps referred to the junction of the two rivers as
"Whistler's Crossing." Today there is only a minimal fiow of water at the junction.
65. Ibid., 21 Sept. r87t.
66. Irvine Diary, 22 Sept. 1871.
67. Whistler Report, 22 Sept. 1871.
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Whistler's report states that the escape was difficult, "the wind blowing fearfully carrying ashes, cinders, and smoke into our eyes, ears
and nostrils, but there was no help for it, as the prairie was one black
mass."^' Surprisingly, just one accident occurred. One of Rosser's
wagons came up a steep hill, tried to make a sharp turn, and, "despite
all our efforts," he wrote, "it continued to descend until it passed over
the bluff of 75 feet, wagon, horses, cargo, etc.—carrying off stumps,
brush, saplings and making several revolutions landed at the bottom,
without injuring the horses or load, but broke the pole."^5
When the fire had passed, Whistler realigned the column, moving
diagonally forward and aiming for areas that had been burnt earlier.
In a twist of irony, one of the cooks lost control of his fire that evening.
Before the flames could be extinguished, they consumed an entire
company's blankets and clothing, while the animals "began to show
signs of stampeding."7° Wifh immediate danger past, the column began to relax, everyone apparently enjoying watching the prairie fire
slowly move east. In Whistler's report for the next day, he called the
scene "a panorama for which many would pay well to see. The fires
would run up the valleys resembling long streets lit up with gas."?'
On 24 September, the expedition camped near present-day Belfield.
As the men neared the badlands, the soil began changing to a red or
white brick-like clay. Whistler commented about a coal vein that had
been ignited by the prairie fires, describing it as "giving off smoke resembling the bituminous coal of Indiana and Illinois." Indian signs
were numerous and fresh, indicating as many as thirty warriors, but
the pragmatic Indian scouts were not worried; with the grass burned
off, large bands of Sioux could not feed their ponies and thus posed no
immediate threat.'*
68. Ibid.
69. Rosser Journal, 22 Sept. i87r.
70. This incident is described in Irvine's diary entries for 22 and 23 September but receives only vague mention in Whistler's report. Coincidentally, the western Yellowstone expedition had a similar incident a few weeks later, with half of that column's tents, blankets,
and clothing destroyed. See Lubetkin, "Forgotten Yellowstone Expedition," p. 44n.46. p. 45.
71. Whistler Report, 23 Sept. 1871.
72. Ibid., 24 Sept. 1871.
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As the days passed. Whistler's sense of direction seemed to become
even worse. Irvine noted with relish that at one point the commander
had decided that "we were marching in the wrong direction and
stopped the train." He then ordered it turned and had the pioneers begin to dear obstructions so that the expedition could proceed. A few
hours later, the surveyors appeared, headed in the direction the column had initially been going. Whistler then "endeavored to lie out of
his blunder," and the train and frustrated infantry returned to their
original route.?'
The twenty-fifth of September saw the column reach the badlands,
which Irvine described as "a grand spectacle of broken bluffs taking
on the most fantastic forms imaginable." Whistler called the sight
"magnificent beyond anything we had yet seen or that we hoped to
see." Rosser, in his report, stated that upon topping the ridge that divided the Heart and Little Missouri River valleys, "the 'Mauvaises Terres' [badlands] come so suddenly into view as to shock the vision of
the beholder by their strange and wild grandeur! The prairie is cut
short off at your feet, and dropped two hundred feet below the plain
on which you stand! "'t
Heading west through the badlands, the column marched a few
miles before coming to a stream Rosser named "Da'vis' Creek."?'
Whistler's report noted that this valley "so resembled a street that the
men were calling the different points after large hotels which were familiar to them, some vast dome-shaped hills rose out of the valley re73. Irvine Diary, 24 Sept. 1871.
74. The three quotations are from Irvine Diary, 25 Sept. i87r. Whistler Report, 25 Sept.
1871, and Rosser Report, p. 10, respectively. Today, driving west on Interstate 94, the prairie
appears to be rising slightly when it suddenly drops some 250 feet to the Little Missowi
River below, revealing the awesome beauty of the badlands' multicolored formations. The
expedition's route was just south of present-day Interstate 94, likely where Sully Springs is
today. Here there is an equally dramatic view, but the descent is gradual, the land opening
up on a small plateau that marks the beginning of the badlands. John P. Bluemle, The Face
of North Dakota, rev. ed. (Bismarck: North Dakota Geological Survey, r99r), p. 16: North
Dakota Atlas (Yarmouth, Maine: DeLorme, 1999), p. 43, quadrant 6-D.
75. Rosser Report, p. 10. This stream may have been named for Henry C. Davis, a surveyor and friend of Rosser's who was given credit for driving the NP's first (1870) and last
spike (1883). For more information on Davis, see National Cyclopedia of American Biography,
s. V. "Davis, Henry C."
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1871 Rosser-Whistler Eastern Yellowstone
Surveying Expedition - Western Half
Map by Vicki Trego Hill adapted from 1875 Department of Dakota map, courtesy National Archives.

sembling Mosques, others looked like gasometers do."'^ Rosser noted
that following Davis Creek west to the Little Missouri was a "very easy
descent" for constructing track and "the work of changing its channel
is so light as to be of small consequence. "'?
Meanwhile, the scouts reporied seeing signs of the Sioux just a few
days old. With steep bluffs on all sides and the deep channel of a creek
in front of them, Irvine again became apprehensive. "If we pass
through these dangerous locations unharmed it vrill be through [luck],"
he wrote, "and not through any precautions or preparations made by
the Major Commanding for he has given no thought to the subject but
directed his whole mind to antelope hunting."^* Had there been hostile
Sioux, they would have had no trouble finding the column; the men
76. Whistler Report, 25 Sept. 1871.
77. Rosser Report, p. 10.
78. Irvine Diary, 25 Sept. 1871.
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were acting like little boys, delighting themselves by sounding bugle
calls that "re-echoed from one [hül] to another until you could here [sic]
it half a dozen times, the effect of which was truly grand. "'5
The main task confronting Rosser, however, was to discover whether Davis Creek would also lead to an exit on the western side of the Little Missouri. The valley floor, seldom even a half mile wide, was a series of loops, oxbows, and bottom land of sand and gravel that turned
into quicksand when wet. The badlands were a maze, the river a trap,
and getting in and out of the valley with the shortest mileage possible
was a necessity. While Basil Clement had taken the expedition to the
best crossing for wagons, the route was not good for a railroad. For the
survey to succeed, finding a railroad exit to the west was a necessity,
and no one knew whether such a route out of the Little Missouri Valley existed.
Here, however. Rosser was to be exceptionally lucky. What might
have taken weeks to find was quickly "discovered." General Stilly's
1864 trail crossed the Little Missouri a few miles south of present-day
Medora, and just to the north, diagonally opposite, was a gap in the
hills through which Andrews Creekflowed.This little valley ran in virtually a straight line from just west of Sentinel Butte east to the Little
Missouri and could easuy be connected to Davis Creek with four or
five miles of construction. By finding Andrews Creek, the 1871 sixrvey
became a complete success. Rosser could breathe a sigh of relief, for
the Northern Pacific now had a functional route from Duluth, Minnesota, to the Yellowstone River. Although Rosser would spend several days finding the optimal branch of Andrews Greek to exit the
western side of the Little Missouri, he now had a suitable route
through the badlands.*"
Meanwhile, the weather grew increasingly colder, the infantry having to don "long Johns" on 26 September. The next day, the pioneer
corps began cutting brush with which to build a corduroy bridge
across the Little Missouri. The work was completed by mid-morning,
and the wagons managed some seven miles, following Stilly's trail
and crossing what later became known as "Custer's Flats," before
79. whistler Report, 25 Sept. 1871.
80. Rosser Diary, 26, 29 Sept. 1871.
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This modern-day photograph of the Little Missouri River was taken a few miles
south of Davis Creek and Medora.

Charles Graham made this sketch on the east side of the Little Missouri River, just
south of Davis Creek. To the left center is likely the area where Sully camped in 1S64
and Custer in 1873 and 1876.
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stopping in the afternoon. There the men entertained themselves by
examining the debris Sully had left behind at the site of the 1864 Battle of the Badlands, including a twelve-pound cannonball, faulty ammunition, and discarded equipment.*'
By 29 September, Rosser was suffering so severely from piles (hemorrhoids) that he had to ride in an ambulance.*^ September ended
with the column in Montana, just over ten miles west and slightly to
fhe south of present-day Wibaux. The column had crossed the fertile,
but narrow. Beaver Creek Valley and entered the Yellowstone Basin.
The next day, Irvine commented in his diary that Rosser was suffering
from fever and piles. He also noted that the day before Whistler had
"managed to lead us eight miles north out of the direct line and we
were compelled to turn and come back again.... Yet at the same time
he had his compass before him and was endeavoring to make a scientific [reading]."*'
After crossing the Little Missouri, the country had become progressively barren. While the water in Beaver Creek was good, the only water to be found afierward was laced with soda or alkali. Irvine wrote
that "the animals are almost famished for water." Five of Rosser's
horses were useless, one having to be shot^t Irvine believed that the
lack of water was causing discipline to break down. Whistler was no
longer sending the Indian scouts out in advance, and the wagon train
was becoming "very much strung out and scattered. "*s Nerves were
frayed, and Irvine wrote that on the morning of 28 September an angry Whistler stormed into the teamsters' camp yelling, "You drunk,
lazy sons of bitches, why haven't you got these teams harnessedf?]"
Whistler pushed one teamster, a brief shoving match followed, and
the man was placed under arrest.^^
81. Irvine Diary. 36 Sept. 1871: Whistler Report. 27 Sept. 1871.
82. Rosser had discontinued his journal with a final entry on 26 September. His diary entries for 30 September and r and 2 October each contain only one word. "Sick."
83. Irvine Diary, 30 Sept. 1871. Beaver Creek was originally known as the North Fork of
the Little Missouri River. Whistler changed it to Inman's Fork, but Beaver Creek, its current
name, was in use by t9i6.
84. Ibid.. 30 Sept. i87r.
85. Ibid., 29 Sept. r87i.
86. Ibid., 28 Sept. 1871.
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With Rosser incapacitated, men and livestock exhausted, water and
grass poor, and the country ahead difficuh. Whistler did not move his
camp on i October but instead sent the Indian scouts ahead to pick
the best route to the Yellowstone. That night the scouts returned
and also reported no signs of Siotix. Whistler then assembled a force
of one hundred seventy-five men to march to the Yellowstone: three
companies (including Irvine's), a Gatling gun (with Campbell), most
of the scouts, the surveyors, seventeen lightly loaded wagons, and an
ambulance for Rosser, all led by Captain John C. Bates.*? Why Whistler did not fulfill his responsibility and accompany Rosser to the expedition's goal is not known, but he stayed with the larger force, which
turned back to a site with good water, grass, and shade. In a letter to
his wife, Irvine wrote sarcastically that the commander's "brave heart
failed him."** Whistler's report contains no details conceming the
march to the Yellowstone; it apparently held no interest for him.
The Rosser-Bates column marched west, soon reaching Glendive
Creek. In contrast to Whistler, Rosser, who was too sick to sit up,
nevertheless went forward in an ambulance.*' With Whistler gone, Irvine's mood improved, and he enthusiastically recorded the day's
events, writing, "The valley we surveyed today is beautiful."'" Most of
the country was barren, but Glendive Creek was fed by numerous
springs offering good water, and cottonwood and box elder were fairly
abundant. Campbell noted in his diary, "The bad lands are far more
grand here than on the Little Mo. One hill on our right looks like the
ruins of an Abbey while to the left the hills rise in majestic grandeur almost kissing the skies." Although the men made only thirteen mues
on 2 October, Irvine was pleased, no doubt cheered by the fact that they
were marching gradually downhill toward the Yellowstone.''
87. whistler Report, i Oct. i87r; Irvine Diary, 3 Oct. 1871. The number of men is an estimate based on the three companies of infantry, the Gatling gun's crew, eighteen Indian
scouts and their ofHcer, eighteen teamsters, and all the surveyors. Whistler chose Captain
John C. Bates as the column's commander. Bates was the son of Abraham Lincoln's attorney
general and a reliable officer who enjoyed a distinguished career. See Dictionary of American
Biography, s. v "Bates, John C."
88. Javan Irvine to Margaret Irvine, 17 Oct. 1871.
89. Rosser Diary, 3 Oct. r87i.
90. Irvine Diary, 2 Oct. 1871.
9r. Campbell Diary, 2 Oct. 1871. See also Irvine Diary, 2 Oct. 1871.
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The next day, the column neared the river in the vicinity of what is
now Makoshika State Park. For Irvine, 3 October was a red-letter day.
"REACH THE YELLOWSTONE RIVER[!]," he wrote excitedly, "The
battle is fought, the victory won, today we see the Yellowstone." On arriving at the river, which Irvine described as beautiful, the men also
"found the largest prairie dog town I have yet to see, it is more than a
mile long and of nearly equal width." The river itself was estimated to
be "about 1/4 of a mile wide and about three feet deep, clear and cold,
with an abundance offish."5^
The surveyors arrived shortly after noon and had completed their
work by early afiernoon when Rosser, wanting more documentation,
sent two surveyors and two Indian scouts wading across the river to
sketch the area that is now the city of Glendive.S3 Rosser calculated
92. Irvine Diary, 3 Oct. 1871.
93. One of the surveyors was Frank Eastman, a son of Seth Eastman, the famed Army officer and artist who depicted the Dakota Indians. The following year. Rosser, in his 1872 diary (also housed at the Alderman Library, University of Virginia), describes how he reluctantly fired Eastman for drunkenness. None of the sketches from the 1871 survey apparently
survive.

While expedition members did not see this particular vista of vihat is now
Makoshika State Park near Clendive, Montana, in 1871, they had similar dramatic
vievis at the point where they did descend into the YellovïStone River Valley.
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that from the Missouri River opposite Bismarck to the point where
Glendive Creek entered the Yellowstone, the distance was exactly
226.96 miles. When the Northern Pacific finally reached Glendive in
1881, despite having been altered by subsequent surveys, the route
consisted of 221 miles of track, clearly indicating that Rosser had conducted an excellent initial survey.5i
ilie next morning the Rosser-Bates column broke camp early and,
as Irvine wrote, "took a last, long, lingering look at the beautiflil Yellowstone and turned our faces homeward."^5 The day's march was to
be the expedition's longest, some twenty-eight miles to Whistler's new
camp. The column was soon strung out and arrived exhausted; the
first surveyors at 2:00 p.m. and the last wagons three hours later. The
next day "the Army of the Glendive," as Irvine sarcastically called the
group, marched a scant seven miles to a better campsite on Beaver
Creek and prepared for the two-hundred-mile march back to the Missouri.''' Irvine noted that he and Rosser, who was feeling much better,
had a conversation concerning railroad construction costs. As to
Whistler, Irvine's comments were highly critical. "Here we rest today," he wrote in his diary, "to enable the troops to wash their clothes
a n d . . . reload or equalize their loads in the train—nothing of the kind
having been done during the three days we were absent at the Yellowstone, the time of the Major Commanding too fully occupied hunting
and playing poker for him to give attention for something so unimportant . . . as preparing the train and command for the return."97
Excellent time was made vrithflfty-ninemiles marched on 6, 7, and
8 October. The morning of the ninth, however, saw the first truly bad
weather of the season—some ten hours of driving rain, sleet, and
snow that had begun the previous evening. The original plans had
been to break camp at eight o'clock in the morning, but Whistler gave
orders not to march until it stopped raining. In the meantime, Irvine
94. Rosser Report, pp. 13. Rosser's report gives no details on the trip back to Fort Rice.
95. Irvine Diary, 4 Oct. 1871.
96. Javan Irvine to Margaret Irvine, 17 Oct. 1871. The "Army of the Glendive" is a play on
words referring to Union army designations during the Civil War, such as the Army of the
Potomac.
97. Irvine Diary, 5 Oct. 1871.

Copyright © 2007 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

SUMMER 2007

Eastern Yellowstone Survey

| 157

reported, "the Major Gommanding got engaged in a game of poker
and around 11 a.m. Orders were given not to move until tomorrow
morning; it cleared off about 11 a.m. and the wind soon dried the
ground sufficient to enable the command to march had they been directed to do s o . . . . I have no doubt we could have made ten mues this
afternoon and we would have been so much nearer home and the end
of our trials under so imbecile a commander "5*
On II October, Irvine wrote that everyone had a good laugh when
hunting dogs chased a jack rabbit under a long line of wagons, scaring
one set of mules after another The next day Gampbell noted, "All the
buffalo coats appeared this morning," referring to the heavy overcoats
soldiers on the northern plains wore in winter. He also remarked, "I
am ahead today with Geni. Rosser. I find him to be a very agreeable
companion, a fine engineer and the stamp of the southern gentleman."55 'The day's twenty-five-müe march began in snow that became
sleet and then rain before ending at noon. Whistler let the men ride in
the wagons, half in the morning and the rest in the afternoon, perhaps tacitly acknowledging his mistakes of the previous two days. Bad
weather or not, the column marched seventy mues in three days, and
everyone knew they were in the backstretch when Heart Butte came
into view.'°°
Tensions, nevertheless, lurked just below the surface. On 14 October, Rosser wrote, "The train went the wrong way and I turned it back,
which threw the Gommand into quite a rage.""" Rosser had countermanded Whistler by force of personality, and the commander, on returning from a hunt, found himself humiliated. His officers had followed a civilian's orders and, worse yet. Whistler could do nothing, for
Rosser was not under his authority. The incident ended with the two
deciding to separate, the main body continuing to Fort Rice, while
Rosser and one company surveyed down the Heart. Whistler's error
added ten mues of marching and left Irvine livid. "Mismanagement
or rather want of management," he concluded, "... condemns him as
98. Ibid., 9 Oct. 1871.
99. Campbell Diary, 12 Oct. i87r.
100. Irvine Diary, 12 Oct. 1871.
101. Rosser Diary, 14 Oct. 1871.
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a man and officer of no capacity, judgment, or common sense whatever.""*
The last evening the surveying expedition spent together was near
the "great bend" of the Heart River, due south of present-day ¡udson.
The next day Campbell recorded the only comment to be found about
Irvine on the expedition: "All anxious to get into the Post and of course
they march right along. Even Capt. Irvine pulls out at a fine gait."™'
Campbell's use of the word "even" indicates the caution with which
Irvine's comments about Whistler should be taken; Irvine obviously
had his own detractors and might not have been the exemplary, objective officer he pictured himself.
After marching forty-eight miles in two days, Irvine excitedly vnrote
in his diary on 16 October, "BACK AT FORT RICE," although he also
mentioned that disputes concerning the easiest route to take had continued through the very last hours. Whistler, furthermore, had not informed Colonel Crittenden of his imrrünent arrival. Because he was
not expected for weeks, the garrison at Fort Rice was stunned to see
his column.'°t
Two days later, on 18 October, the surveyors had finished their extra
work and arrived at Rice, where they were met by the fort's band.
Rosser and his men were too anxious to get home to bother vrith any
but the most perfunctory thanks. The surveyors' escort "marched to
their quarters inside of Fort Rice," wrote Irvine, "while the Engineers
crossed the Missouri and went into camp on the other side: thus
ended the far famed Yellowstone Expedition.""' A little over a week
later Irvine was back at Fort Sully, exhausted and pleased to be home
without casualties.
After reaching Fort Rice, the military personnel and surveyors returned to their respective posts and homes throughout Dakota and
Minnesota. While Whistler's leadership resulted in no long-term
102. Irvine Diary, 14 Oct. i87r.
ro3. Campbell Diary. 15 Oct. 1871.
104. Irvine Diary, l6 Oct. r87r.
ro5. Ibid. 18 Oct. 1871. Irvine differs with Linda Slaughter's recollection that "a hop was
given that night in honor of the engineers and officers" {Fortress to Farm, p. 52). Slaughter,
however, correcdy recalled the company that escorted Rosser as well as their return to Fort
Rice after Whistler.
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harm. Rosser, still angry, leaked the story of his drinking to the Saint
Paul Press, which reported, "General Whistier himself is said to have
exhibited some considerable scarcity of piety, especially when he had
no water for drinking purposes, considering that his wants in this respect were limited."""^ Despite his personal distaste for the commander. Rosser wrote a glowing official letter thanking Whistler for his
support and adding the profuse embellishments typical of the era. Far
more negative were Irvine's comments to his wife, which he undoubtedly passed on to Colonel Stanley, as well. Calling Whistler's administration of military affairs a "decided humbug and farce," he wrote,
"We owe it to a kind and watchfiil Providence that we are all safe back
at Fort Rice, for if God had not been on our side and there had been
any Indians against us, we never would have survived.. . . Everybody
is completely disgusted with his imbecility, incompetency and mismanagement." Alluding to Rosser's letter, he concluded, "Such is the
manner in which West Point whitewashes its imbecue graduates."'"'
In regard to the Indians, Sitting Bull, the Hunkpapa Sioux leader,
had been aware of the expedition's presence but chose not to confront
it. He may have been appeased somewhat by the extra gifts and rations
that appeared at his agency thanks to the joint efforts of the War and
Interior Departments.'"* Although everyone blamed the Indians for
starting the prairie fires that imperiled them, gigantic fires throughout
Dakota, Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, Michigan, Minnesota, Nebraska, and
Wisconsin bumed müHons of acres, destioyed entire communities,
and killed more than two thousand people that fall. Even if the fire the
expedition faced was set by the Sioux, its intensity was magnified by
the dry conditions that stretched across large parts of the cotmtry.
After 1871, Stanley had little use for Whistler. While his actions during the prairie fire clearly indicate that Whistier could command effectively in crisis situations, his disjointed handling of the column
ro6. Saint Paul Press, 9 Nov. i87r. A number of other newspapers copied the article verbatim. While Rosser was the story's centerpiece. Whistler had to have been humiliated.
107. Javan Irvine to Margaret Irvine. 17 Oct. 1871.
108. Utiey, Lance and tfje Shield, pp. 95, 106-7. At their 190S reunion, some of the i87r
surveyors expressed modest disappointment that they had not "smelled powder," but one
gets the impression that they were just as pleased that they "saw no more of Indians than as
if we had been on Broadway" ("The Yellowstone Expedition of i87i"J.
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might have proved disastrous had his men been ambushed in force.
During a follow-up survey the Northern Pacific conducted the next
year, the Hunkpapa Sioux chief Gall laid two small ambushes that
killed two officers.'"? Whistier, who invariably went hunting with just a
handfial of men, was personally fortunate that Sitting Bull chose not to
take an aggressive posture in 1871. In leading the 1872 survey, Stanley's careful deployment and thoroughly professional relationship with
Rosser stands in marked contrast to Whistler's day-to-day leadership
and strained relationships. Whistler went on to play a minor role in the
1876-1877 Sioux campaigns and continued to serve at isolated western
posts until he retired in 1886. When he died 20 April 1899, ^^^ West
Point obituary generously portrayed a side that had not been on display
in 1871: "To those who served under him he was like a father."""
The diarist and officer responsible for the Gatiing guns, Lafayette
Campbell, married the niece of fulia Dent Grant, wife of President
Ulysses S. Grant, in 1875 and soon afier was transferred to the quartermaster corps. He retired as a major in 1892, moved to Denver, invested wisely in silver mines, and died there on 3 May 1919, a few days
shy of his seventy-fourth birthday.'"
Quartermaster Henry Inman's court martial was sustained, and he
was cashiered from the service in 1872. He went on to become a newspaper editor, a close associate of William F. ("Buffalo Bill") Cody, and
a highly popular writer on western themes {The Old Santa Fe Trail) by
the time he died on 13 November 1899."^
Rosser continued to lead Northern Pacific surveying expeditions. In
1872 he barely survived one of the ambushes led by Gall in which a
first cousin of President Grant's wife was killed. Rosser remained employed with the Northern Pacific until 1881, when he was fired for engineering deficiencies. A series of personal and financial frustrations
continued until 1905, when President Theodore Roosevelt appointed
him to the Charlottesville, Virginia, postmastership, a sinecure. Later
109. See Lubetkin, Jay Cooke's Gamble, pp. 123,126-30.
no. Obituaries of Whisder appear in the New York Times, 22 Apr. 1899 and the 7 Jime
1899 Annual Reunion of the Association of the Graduates of the United States Military Academy.
111. Denver Post, 4 May 1919; correspondence with Margaret Prasthofer-Lewis.
112. See Inman's New York Times obituary, 14 Nov. 1899.
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that year he suffered a stroke that left him unable to speak, and he
died 29 March 1910."'
favan Irvine was nearly murdered on 19 December 1872. While
hunting alone near Fort Sully, Irvine was joined by a Siotix Indian
who then ptilled out a pistol and shot him in the head. The bullet
passed through his sktill and brain, partially emerging from his forehead. Amazingly, Irvine was not even knocked out of his saddle.
Whirhng his horse around, he charged the now-terrified Indian.
Irvine managed to return to Fort Sully where the post surgeon removed the bullet and sent it to the army medical museum."''
Despite the wound, Irvine stayed in the military for nineteen more
years and won a number of target-shooting contests, but he was regarded as something of a curiosity. In describing a trip up the Missouri River in 1873 for the Army and Navy Journal, one officer specifically mentioned seeing "Gaptain Irvine, who was shot in the head by a
treacherous Sioux.""5 While lucky to be alive, Irvine likely suffered
brain damage. One of Colonel Stanley's daughters recalled in 1939, "I
have heard that sometime afterwards, when he was left in command
of a post, he put every officer under arrest! It may have been the bullet!""'' In 1891 Irvine was promoted to major, retired, and moved to
Los Angeles. Active in Presbyterian affairs for the remainder of his
life, he died on 20 January 1904 at the age of seventy-two. Irvine's
only daughter, Margaret Louisa, married Thomas L. Riggs, the first
Protestant missionary in southern Dakota Territory to work with the
Lakota Sioux. She lived at the mission near Fort Sully until her death,
at age ninety-two, in 1951."'
The 1871 eastern Yellowstone survey expedition was a decided suc113. For Rosser's later years, see William G. Thomas III, "Under Indictment: Thomas L.
Rosser and the New South," Virginia Magazine of History and Biography 100 (Apr 1992).
114. Irvine Papers, SDSHS.
115. Army and Navy foumal, 29 Nov. 1873.
116. Sarah Stanley Rumbough, "'The Regular Army O!'" (copy of luncheon presentation to
Daughters of the United States Army, Washington, D.C), 1939. Sarah Stanley Rumbough
Folder, West-Stanley-Wright Family Papers, U.S. Army Military History Institute, CarHsle, Pa.
117. Information on Louisa Irvine Riggs, including her remembrances, can be found in
the Irvine Papers, SDSHS. A short biographical profile and photograph of her appeared in
South Dakota History 28 (Spring/Summer i998):i22-23.
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cess for the Northern Pacific Railroad. Ironically, the achievement received little notice, the public being more interested in news of Indian
fighting than in descriptions of a landscape filled with large coal deposits. A relatively straight rail line between the Missouri and Yellowstone rivers was proven to be possible, a passage through the badlands
of the Little Missouri was found, and the surveyors and their escorts
suffered no Indian attacks. While little of the track that was later built
between present-day Bismarck and Gladstone precisely followed the
route of the 1871 survey, Rosser's original work served as the basis for
perfecting the final route in subsequent survey expeditions in 1872
and 1873. The line today is roughly paralleled by both operational railroad track and Interstate 94.
Despite the survey's success, the Northern Pacific squandered millions of dollars through inept and dishonest management in 18701871. By mid-1872, [ay Gooke had forced out the railroad's president,
but the damage could not be repaired. The following year Gooke's
New York business partners, fearing that the railroad would bankrupt
Jay Gooke & Go., shut down the New York office, thereby triggering
the Panic of 1873. In fact, the Northern Pacific had just enough cash
now to survive, and on 8 September 1883, it completed its transcontinental road, the nation's third."*
118. The Southern Pacific Railroad had been completed earlier that summer.
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