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WITHER THE FRUITED PLAIN
THE LONG EXPEDITION AND THE DESCRIPTION OF THE

“GREAT AMERICAN DESERT”

KEVIN Z. SWEENEY

The view from Pikes Peak is breathtaking.
Situated where the Great Plains meets the
Rocky Mountains, one feels as if the whole
nation is laid out before you. It is the perfect
vantage point from which to write an inspira-
tional anthem to the environmental magnifi-
cence of the United States. In the summer of
1893, Katherine Lee Bates, a Wellesley Col-
lege English professor, sat on the summit of
Pikes Peak, inspired by the panorama to pen
the words to “America the Beautiful.” Her
poem was set to the tune “Materna” by Samuel
Augustus Ward two years later to become one
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American Desert,” paleoclimatology, Stephen Long
Expedition
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of our nation’s most beloved anthems. Today
her words are so ingrained in the American
mind that one is hard pressed to read them
without recalling the accompanying tune: “O
beautiful for spacious skies, / For amber waves
of grain, / For purple mountain majesties /
Above the fruited plain!”

Many educated Americans in the first half
of the eighteenth century held an opinion
that differed greatly from Bates’s description
of America’s plains, considering the vast
steppe between the Mississippi River and the
Rocky Mountains a Great American Desert
that posed a barrier to westward expansion.!
The Stephen Long Expedition of 1820 did
more to promulgate this idea than any other
source.” Thomas Say, the mission’s zoologist,
reported that the group dreaded the journey
across “the trackless desert which still sepa-
rated [them] from the utmost boundary of
civilisation.” Dr. Edwin James, the official
chronicler of the expedition, stated that the
explorers passed through “a barren and deso-
late region.”” In his account, James claimed
that beyond the ninety-sixth meridian travel-
ers could expect a “wide sandy desert, stretch-
ing westward to the base of the Rocky
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Mountains.”* The official report was illustrated
by a map labeling the Great Plains as the “Great
American Desert.” After the accounts and re-
port of the expedition were made public, the
number of textbook references to the Plains as
adesert jumped dramatically.’ The debate over
who accepted this description and how long it
dominated geographical thought has been
hotly contested. For this reason the Long Ex-
pedition will forever be known for its descrip-
tion of the Plains as a Great American Desert.

While modern scholars have taken an in-
terest in Long’s exploration, neither they nor
earlier historians investigated the origins of
the expedition’s conclusions. When we con-
sider the factors that influenced the journal-
ists of this mission to label the Plains a “sandy
waste,” we get a more complete picture of the
military exploration undertaken by Stephen
Long and his men. Long‘s expedition greatly
influenced the perception of the Plains in the
nineteenth century.® Culture, education, and
experience influence how people perceive a
region. These factors guided the Long party’s
portrayal of the Southern Plains. My investi-
gation explores the role that culture, educa-
tion, and experience play in influencing how
people perceive a region.

Factors influencing Long and his men in-
cluded the literature available to educated in-
dividuals prior to 1819, the backgrounds of
the scientists and officers of the mission, the
occurrence of a significant drought in the Great
Plains prior to and during the Long Expedi-
tion through the region in the late summer of
1820, and the privation suffered by the jour-
nalists during the expedition. I use as sources
the literature of the region published prior to
the expedition, the writings of the Long party
journalists, dendrochronological data, Palmer
Drought Severity Index estimations, and evi-
dence of aeolian activity derived from the
writings of the explorers. I also compare the
Long Expedition’s findings with the descrip-
tions of J. W. Abert, a lieutenant detached
from John C. Frémont’s command in 1845 and
sent out of Bent’s Fort with orders to proceed
to St. Louis along the same river valley that

Long’s party traversed, but during a year of
average precipitation.

PERCEPTIONS OF THE GREAT PLAINS
BEFORE 1820

During the second decade of the nineteenth
century, little information was accessible to
the educated officer class of the United States
military concerning the plains between the
Mississippi River and the mountains of the
west. What did exist was contradictory. The
early Louisiana fur traders tended to depict
the interior plains as desertlike, but how much
of this information was available to the offic-
ers of the Long party is questionable.” Lewis
and Clark may have been influenced by this
desert image. Meriwether Lewis wrote to his
mother stating that “from previous informa-
tion[,] I had been led to believe [the region
above the Platte River] was barren, sterile,
and sandy.” He was pleased to note he found it
quite contrary and had mostly promising com-
ments about the Plains, with the exception of
a stretch along the Missouri River they re-
ferred to as the “Deserts of America.” Clark
claimed he “did not think [the region could]
ever be settled,” while Lewis referred to it as
“desert, barren country.”® Aside form this small
section, Lewis and Clark gave glowing reports
of Louisiana. Likewise, President Thomas
Jefferson presented a very positive description
in his “Official Account of Louisiana,” claim-
ing the absence of trees was caused by the soil
being overly rich.? One wonders what role the
need to justify the purchase of Louisiana to
Congress played in this overly optimistic view.

This view was not shared by Zebulon Pike,
whose findings were first published in 1810.
While crossing the Central Plains, he stated
that “the vast plains of the western hemisphere,
may become in time equally celebrated as the
sandy deserts of Africa.”’® There were also
numerous references in Pike’s writings to
deserts, aridity, and lack of vegetation.!!

Pike’s report influenced Elijah Parish to up-
date his geography text, A New System of Mod-
ern Geography. In the first four printings,



Parish made no mention of a desert, but after
Pike’s report he revised his work in 1814. In
this fifth edition he stated:

Between the great rivers, Missouri and
Rio Bravo, vast sandy deserts present a dis-
mal prospect; not a tree nor shrub relieves
the eye; the salt in the soil forbids vegeta-
tion, as in the Tehama of Arabia, and ren-
ders the wilds of Louisiana, as cheerless and
forlorn, as the deserts of Tartary or Africa.!?

[t is a description he attributes to Pike. It must
be added that Parish was opposed to expan-
sion, as many New Englanders were, and the
concept of the Plains as a desert could be use-
ful in discouraging the nation’s growth to the
west. Regardless of Parish’s motives, his text
very possibly influenced the educated mem-
bers of Long’s expedition, as it was available
in Boston and Newberryport, Massachusetts,
as well as in Portland, Maine. Various New
England universities endorsed the text.!?

In 1817 the published notes of two English
gentlemen, John Bradbury and Henry Bracken-
ridge, who had traveled through the Plains
concurred with Pike. They depicted the Mis-
souri River country as “having some resem-
blance to the Steppes of Tartary, or the Saara’s
[sic] of Africa.”'* Though it is unlikely that
Long and his men had read all of these reports,
they were probably familiar with this tradi-
tional view of the area they were about to
explore. ’

NORTHEASTERN EXPLORERS

The background of the primary chroniclers
further influenced them to exaggerate the
region’s aridity. The journalists and scientists
were all from the northeastern United States,
an area of forests and abundant rainfall.
Stephen Long was born in 1784 in Hopkinton,
New Hampshire and graduated from Dart-
mouth at the age of twenty-six. After teach-
ing for five years, he joined the army and taught
mathematics at the U.S. Military Academy at
West Point. Long laid out the town site for
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Fort Smith in 1817, received command of an
expedition to explore the upper Mississippi
Riverin 1817, and in 1819 led the Yellowstone
expedition, which was his first journey to the
High Plains.?

Edwin James, the expedition’s physician and
botanist, also hailed from the East: Weybridge,
Vermont. Born in 1797, James graduated from
Middlebury College in 1816 and went to Al-
bany, New York, to study botany, geology, and
medicine. His assignment to Long’s detach-
ment represented his first opportunity to travel
outside of the northeastern United States.
Although Long did not keep a journal, James
used Major Long’s notes to write his Account
of S. H. Long’s Expedition, 1819-1820, which
became the official report.'®

Thomas Say accompanied the expedition
as the zoologist of the mission. He was born in
1787 in Philadelphia of Quaker lineage and
was educated at the Westtown Friends’ school
near his home. Although he had traveled to
Florida and Georgia with Titian Peale and
other classmates in 1818, he had not previ-
ously ventured into the plains of the Louisi-
ana Territory.!” The journey must have
provided unique sights and experiences daily.

The eastern heritage of these chroniclers
was further impacted by the climatic cycle
during their lives. Merlin Lawson claims that
the period from 1800 to 1850 was wetter than
usual for North America. It is no wonder that
the scientists believed they were traversing an
“inhospitable desert,” for the effects of a
drought would seem more pronounced to those
accustomed to a region and period of greater
moisture than was found in the Plains in an
average year.!s

In fact, the members of Long’s expedition
manifested that they indeed did have precon-
ceived notions of the geographic character of
the Plains. In 1819, early on in the journey to
the source of the Arkansas River, Thomas Say,
the expedition’s official chronicler at that time,
wrote that “you discover numerous indica-
tions both in the soil and its animal and veg-
etable productions, of an approach to the
borders of the great Sandy Desert which
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stretches eastward from the base of the Rocky
Mountains.”" Say accepted the presence of a
sandy desert as fact before he had traveled to,
or had seen evidence of, a severely arid re-
gion.? Upon his arrival at the winter quarters
at Engineers’ Cantonment in 1820, Edwin
James became the official recorder of topo-
graphic description for the expedition. James
wrote that a group of Natives near Council
Bluffs laughed at the recklessness of attempt-
ing to cross a country “so entirely destitute of
water and grass that neither ourselves nor our
horses could be subsisted while passing it.”*!
Capt. John R. Bell, who also kept a journal of
the expedition, likewise felt this incident im-
portant enough to log, proving that the chroni-
clers were persuaded that a wasteland awaited.
It also reveals that the Natives were aware of
drought conditions throughout the region.?
James, Bell, and the rest of Major Long’s group
were expecting a hostile environment of sand
and scarce water.

AN [SSUE OF SUPPLIES

In addition to the formidable task set be-
fore the exploration party, a financial crisis
forced Long to undertake the mission without
adequate supplies.

The Panic of 1819 had caused President
James Monroe to cut government spending,
and in turn, the president forced the War De-
partment, headed by John C. Calhoun, to re-
duce its budget while maintaining the demand
for more results from its exploration of the
West.” These restrictions on War Department
spending were passed along to Major Long.
Less funding was available to the major for
provisioning his expedition, and the expecta-
tions for his excursion had risen. The lack of
sufficient supplies and the ambitious goals cre-
ated a concentration on speed over thorough
scientific research, which in turn greatly hin-
dered the party’s chances to collect ample
specimens or make accurate observations about
the terrain they crossed.?

Not only was the funding from the War
Department inadequate to provision the party,

but Long did not actually receive all the rev-
enue that was due the expedition. While the
major was in the East visiting his wife, whom
he had just married the previous March in
Philadelphia, Calhoun met with and prom-
ised Long $2,000, which the major was to pick
up in St. Louis on his way back to Engineers’
Cantonment. Long paused in St. Louis for two
weeks fulfilling obligations to survey public
lands near St. Louis before progressing farther
west. Then, because the need for vital funds
was so great, he waited an additional week at
Franklin, Missouri, further postponing his
expedition’s departure.?® Calhoun finally sent
the promised money on April 28, 1820. Be-
cause it took, on average, six weeks for
correspondence to reach St. Louis from Wash-
ington, the funds probably arrived in St. Louis
ten days or so after the expedition had de-
parted from the cantonment in what is today
eastern Nebraska.?

Major Long was obviously aware of the
shortage in his party’s provisions. He attempted
to purchase or requisition provisions from
Camp Missouri near Council Bluffs, but these
actions proved fruitless and further delayed
the expedition. Western outposts also felt the
cut in War Department funding. To compen-
sate for the lack of financial support from the
federal government, personnel at Camp Mis-
souri had planted their own gardens in an ef-
fort to supplement their meager government
stores, but a recent flood had destroyed what
little produce the garrison was cultivating. The
few horses and supplies at the fort were deemed
vital by the commanding officer and could
not be spared. Even though Long carried a
note from the secretary of the War Depart-
ment granting the power to requisition any
provisions necessary in fulfilling the expedi-
tion’s orders, the commander of the fort could
provide only a few supplies.

The delays in St. Louis and Franklin, in
addition to the attempt to requisition supplies
from Camp Missouri, proved critical because
they pushed back the starting date a full month.
Long planned to begin the project on May 1,
1820, but the party was not able to start for



the source of the Arkansas River until June
6.7" This delay pressed the necessity of speed
upon the military mission to arrive at Fort
Smith before the onset of cold weather, while
forcing the party to traverse the Southern
Plains during its driest and hottest months.

Compared to the usual rations issued to sol-
diers during the early nineteenth century, their
provisions could supply the group with food
for thirty days, and protein in the form of meat
for only fourteen days, a woefully inadequate
arrangement for a military expedition expect-
ing to be in the field four months.”?® Given
their minimal provisions, it is apparent that
the major intended to trade with Natives for
additional foodstuffs.?” Yet the amount of trade
goods the expedition carried could be expected
to supplement the party’s insufficient food
rations for only three months.*® This left un-
accounted a full month’s food supply. Further-
more, the expedition lacked the full equipment
necessary to carry out its topographical mis-
sion.’! One wonders just how Major Long pro-
posed to complete this venture.

Yet, as commander of the expedition, Long
had no alternative but to proceed with the
assignment, regardless of the adequacy of the
party’s stores. It is possible that the major felt
pressured to command a successful military
and scientific venture because the Yellowstone
Expedition he led in 1819 was an abysmal fail-
ure.” The party was to travel up the Missouri
River and construct a fort at the confluence of
the Missouri and Yellowstone rivers to estab-
lish a U.S. presence on its northern frontier
with Britain. The military could guard against
British incursions into American fur trapping
territory and perhaps win over the local Na-
tive trade, but the expedition never made it
past Fort Atkinson near present-day Omaha,
Nebraska. The disastrous expedition cost more
than one hundred men their lives because of
scurvy during their winter quartering of 1819-
20.%

Long did not spend that winter in Fort
Atkinson, but traveled east to see Calhoun
and ask him to approve a renewed effort to
explore the Plains. The secretary of war obliged
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by issuing written orders to the major specify-
ing the new mission, which would take the
party south of their previous destination.
Given such circumstances, Long chose to con-
duct the expedition as best he could with what
supplies he could muster.’** In an attempt to
ensure success on this new assignment, the
major pushed his men and animals to their
utmost in endurance from the beginning of
the mission.?

The shortage of supplies became critical in
late July, but James mentions the dwindling
rations as early as June 26, less than one month
after the party began the expedition: “Our
small stock of bread was by this time so nearly
exhausted, that it was thought prudent to re-
serve the remainder as a last resort, in case of
the failure of a supply of game, or other inci-
dent.”® As ordered, Major Long divided his
party on July 4, sending Captain Bell with half
of the force down the Arkansas River while
heading the remainder of the group, including
Edwin James, south and west with the inten-
tion of locating the Red River. Although split-
ting the group eased the demand on local
wildlife from hunting, it did not lessen the
shortage of provisions. By July 29, supplies
had become so meager that the major cut din-
ner rations to one ounce of jerked meat.”

The acute shortage of food in an unfamiliar
region dictated the major’s decision to redi-
rect the party’s movement. The possibility of
starving in the wilderness was a factor in Long’s
decision to discontinue the search for the Red
River, and to follow a local ravine in the hopes
that it would prove to be a tributary of their
assigned waterway. James, with a penchant for
understatement, notes in his journal that the
party’s “suffering from want of provisions . . .
had given [them] a little distaste for prolong-
ing farther than was necessary [their] journey
towards the southwest.”*® Furthermore, the
absence of any contact with Natives made the
prospect of trading for supplies bleak. Major
Long and his men were forced to rely on their
hunting skills to keep themselves alive during
their journey across the Southern Plains. As
long as there were game present, this strategy
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could prove successful, but if the wildlife had
migrated from the area, they would starve.
During the month of August, Long’s party
suffered most severely from privation. On Au-
gust 3, James states that the group was “be-
coming somewhat impatient on account of
thirst, having met with no water which [they]
could drink for near twenty-four hours,” mak-
ing their circumstances “extremely unpleas-
ant.”* Eight days later the journalist writes
that they “had for some days been almost in a
starving condition.”* By this time the lack of
supplies and the scarcity of traditional game
had reduced Long and his men to eating any-
thing their guns could fell: badger, owl, wild
horse, and before the trek was over, they would
eagerly consume turtle and bear meat.*! Even
with severe limiting of rations, the party found
their provisions of food spent by August 24,
yet it would take twenty more days for the
group of starving men to reach Fort Smith.
The effects of insufficient provisioning dic-
tated Long’s strategy during and after the ex-
pedition. Long had to modify his original plan
to locate the Red River close to its source, and
instead followed what he thought was its tribu-
tary, but in fact proved to be the Canadian
River. Once back in Washington, Long and
James ignored the prospects of possible settle-
ment of the Plains and instead portrayed the
region as a sandy waste, a perception that re-
lied on memories of starvation and thirst.

DROUGHT

The summer months on the southern Great
Plains test the endurance of anyone exposed
to the elements. This proved particularly true
in August 1820 when the Long Expedition
crossed the grasslands of the Texas Panhandle
and western Oklahoma while suffering from
depleted stores and the effects of a severe
drought. The temperatures recorded by James
during August ranged from 96 to 105 degrees
Fahrenheit during the heat of the day. It is to
be expected that these travelers suffered from
heat stress and dehydration, as well as from
the less severe but certainly uncomfortable

sunburn and windburn, which would have es-
pecially abused the lips with swelling and
cracking. This heat also caused the evapora-
tion of the few pools of water that usually re-
mained in the Plains. While following the river
bed, the party endured days of drought, as
James explains in his entry for August 22: “[I]¢
had been only two weeks since the disappear-
ance of running water in the river . . . , but
during this time we had suffered much from
thirst, and had been constantly tantalized with
the expectation of arriving at the spot where
the river should emerge from the sand.”*

The findings of the Long Expedition would
have been far more reliable if 1819 and 1820
were climatically average years. Their jour-
nals represent a snapshot in time, but it proves
to be misleading when one considers the mete-
orological trends in the region over the years.
The chroniclers assumed that the conditions
they observed in the Plains were no different
from those usually present, and this was their
biggest mistake. By taking for granted that
1819 and 1820 were average years, they ex-
cluded the possibility that the terrain they
described in their journals was suffering from
extreme water deprivation.

Tree-ring data provide the type of informa-
tion needed to substantiate drought in the
Southern Plains in the years before weather
data for the region were recorded. Specialists
in the field of dendrochronology reconstruct
past climate patterns through studying the
wood cells produced by a tree or shrub from
year to year. Many factors complicate this pro-
cess. Different species of trees experience
growth at differing rates; for instance, decidu-
ous oaks grow for up to twelve months after a
rain. The age of the tree sampled is also im-
portant, because the older the specimen, the
smaller the average ring growth. Other factors
influencing tree-ring growth in any given year
involve the amount of competition from other
trees; the season in which the rain occurred,
because moisture is more efficiently turned
into energy when the tree is foliated; and sea-
sonal temperatures, which influence the
amount of evapotranspiration that takes place



and thus how much water is available for the
plant’s roots.

There are other factors as well, ones in-
volving disturbances such as fires, wind, fun-
gal outbreaks, and insect attacks, that could
defoliate the tree and impair its ability to trans-
form water into energy for tree growth. Den-
drochronologists account for these possibilities
by standardizing mathematically the growth
of their samples. Thus, the type of standard-
ization method implemented is key to the va-
lidity of the study. By tabulating the amount
of growth for each ring and by standardizing
the growth of these rings so that it can be
interpreted in percentages of average growth,
dendrochronologists can project the overall
pattern of rainfall for that region in a given
year. The implication, then, is that growth of
less than 100 percent represents a less than
average year of rainfall. Care is also taken to
include a number of trees from each location
and to choose specimens carefully. Usually,
dendrochronologists pick specimens that are
especially responsive to drought conditions.
These trees are often located on rocky out-
crops or near the edge of the species range,
where they are more sensitive to environmen-
tal conditions.

Lawson conducted one of the eatlier den-
drochronological studies of drought in the
Plains. He gathered data from the Upper South
Platte, Upper Rio Grande, Upper Missouri,
and Lower North Platte river basins in order
to substantiate Pike’s and Long’s evaluations
of the Plains as a desert. The results of Lawson’s
study prove quite revealing when compared
with the reports of major explorations of the
West. The trees studied in the Lower North
Platte basin grew 130 percent of average in
1803 and 120 percent in 1804, but those in
the Upper Missouri basin grew 85 and 90 per-
cent of average for the same year.* Above
average rainfall for the North Platte region
and near normal rainfall for the Upper Mis-
souri River area in 1804 correlate with the
findings of the Lewis and Clark Expedition,
which failed to note the existence of a large
desert region east of the Rocky Mountains. In
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contrast, tree-ring data indicate an extremely
dry year for 1806 in the Upper South Platte
and Upper Rio Grande river basins, with
growth of 50 and 40 percent, respectively.*
The occurrence of such severe drought puts
Zebulon Pike’s report in a more proper per-
spective, for Pike based his opinion of the
Plains on what he saw during his journey
through the South Platte region in 1806.

Lawson’s dendrochronological data also
substantiate the occurrence of a drought in
the southern Great Plains from 1818 to 1820.
The Lower North Platte basin, the route of
travel for Long and his men during June 1820,
underwent a mild but prolonged drought, in-
dicated by tree-ring growth of 80 percent for
1818, 70 percent for 1819, and 80 percent of
average for 1820.# The Upper Rio Grande
basin experienced conditions much more
harsh, as demonstrated by tree-ring growth of
60 percent for 1818, 40 percent for 1819, and
80 percent for 1820.# The region to the lee-
ward of this basin could expect similar drought
conditions due to the prevailing winds, which
carry moisture east over the Sangre de Cristo
Mountains. As the air is forced up over the
mountains, it cools, forcing its moisture to
condense, thus giving the slopes of these moun-
tains enough rainfall to sustain a conifer for-
est. If these trees reveal a drought, then it is
probable that the plains downwind of them
experienced a drought as well. This is the re-
gion Long’s Expedition traversed from July
27 into early August. And in fact, James de-
scribes their travel in terms of an extended
period of little rainfall: “[W]e were still pass-
ing through a barren and desolate region af-
fording no game, and nearly destitute of wood
and water.”*

Although Lawson did not find that the
drought conditions detected by this study
were severe enough to justify Pike’s or Long’s
portrayal of the Southern Plains as a desert,
his research did trigger further studies.®® H.
Harper found that the occurrence of a severe
drought in central Oklahoma during 1819 was
supported by considerable agreement among
all samples taken from Payne and Johnston
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counties in north-central and south-central
Oklahoma.*

In a more recent publication, Lawson sup-
ports the conclusion that a drought did engulf
the Southern Plains in 1806 and 1820.%° The
absence of trees on the High Plains requires
the use of an index, which uses tree-ring data
from neighboring areas to reconstruct indi-
rectly the level of soil moisture in the Plains.
The Palmer Drought Severity Index (PDSI)
uses core samples from trees that border the
Plains or occupy isolated pockets in the Plains
to infer levels of humidity and aridity for a
given year. It further integrates the cumula-
tive effects of aridity or humidity over con-
secutive months, making it the best method
available to evaluate soil moisture. Lawson
and Charles Stockton tested the PDSI against
the climatological records available for the
American Plains from 1931 to 1962 and found
these regional reconstructions were surpris-
ingly accurate, but tended to underestimate
extreme conditions.’! Using the Palmer Index
to reconstruct past climates, Lawson and
Stockton contend that the area observed by
Long’s party was in the grip of a drought more
severe than that of the 1930s!%?

Stockton and David Meko substantiated
this study. During the summers of 1980 and
1981, they collected tree-ring samples from
sites in southwestern Oklahoma at Quanah,
in the Arbuckle Mountain region of south-
central Oklahoma, and around Lake Eufala in
eastern Oklahoma. They successfully tested
their method for calibrating tree-ring data
against weather records from 1933 to 1977,
and found that the 1930s drought was milder
than the drought of the 1820s.%

Another study sponsored by the National
Oceanographic and Atmospheric Association
(NOAA) in concert with the National Geo-
physical Data Center (NGDC) points to the
occurrence of a severe drought in the five-
state area of present Colorado, New Mexico,
Oklahoma, Texas, and Kansas during 1820.%*
Cores were extracted from samples in the
Wichita Mountains, along the Canadian River,
on the slope of the Capuline volcano, and in

southeastern Colorado; from a wide variety of
sample locations. NOAA and the NGDC also
utilize the Palmer Drought Severity Index to
estimate the level of drought experienced by
regions where tree-ring evidence is not avail-
able. The PDSI plots show a year of drought in
1818 followed by increasingly dry years in 1819
and 1820 in the Southern and Central Plains.
Each successive year of low rainfall would in-
crease the severity of the drought on the land-
scape, causing denudation of vegetative cover
in some areas.

In 1998 Connie Woodhouse and Jonathan
Overpeck conducted an investigation into past
droughts on the Central Plains. They collected
evidence from all available sources of
paleoclimatological data, including historical
documents, tree rings, archeological artifacts,
lake-bed sediment, and geomorphic evidence,
to assess the frequency and severity of droughts
on the nation’s grasslands. These authors find
that the Southern Plains experienced a pro-
longed severe drought from 1818 to 1822,
which is roughly equivalent in severity to the
extreme drought experienced in the Southern
Plains from 1953 to 1956.%°

A more current study conducted by Edward
Cook, David Meko, David Stahle, and
Malcolm Cleaveland published in 1999 con-
cludes that the drought of the 1930s was more
severe for the nation as a whole than any that
have occurred in the past 300 years.’® The
authors do mention that local droughts, such
as those occurring in the Southern Plains in
the 1820s, 1850s, and 1950s, may have proved
more severe for their specific locations.

Descriptions of aeolian activity further sub-
stantiate the presence of a severe drought in
the Plains during the Long Expedition’s jour-
ney. Certain areas adjacent to Plains rivers are
susceptible to blowing sand during extremely
dry periods. During years of average or above
average rainfall, these dunes are stabilized by
vegetation, but during times of extreme arid-
ity the plants die off and expose the unan-
chored sand particles to the power of the wind.
James described the resulting dunes to the
north of the dry Canadian riverbed in present



northeastern New Mexico: “Extensive tracts
of loose sand, so destitute of plants and so fine
as to be driven by the winds, occur in every
part of the saline sandstone formation south-
west of the Arkansa [sic].””’

Daniel Muhs and Vance Holliday have stud-
ied dune activity in the Chihuahuan Desert,
the northern and central Great Plains, and
the Colorado desert of southeastern Califor-
nia. They found that dune activity in western
North America is a result of a negative ratio of
precipitation to potential evapotranspira-
tion.”® Upon examining modern aerial photo-
graphs of the Canadian River, Muhs and
Holliday were not able to locate many in-
stances of active dunes. Present dune condi-
tions are nowhere near as active as those
described repeatedly by James and Long, im-
plying that blowing sand from uncovered dunes
occurs during periods of low moisture.

The model for aeolian activity was prob-
ably present during the drought from 1818 to
1822 along the Canadian River. Conditions
of low precipitation along with high tempera-
tures decreased the amount of vegetative cover
on the sand and left the riverbed dry. As the
surface air heated, it began to rise, increasing
the winds. These wind gusts picked up the
riverbed sand particles and blew them to the
northern banks of the Canadian River, adding
them to the dunes that were now devoid of
plant cover. In the words of James:

The drifting of -sand occasioned much
annoyance. The heat of the atmosphere be-
came more intolerable, on account of the
showers of burning sand driven against us,
with such force as to penetrate every part of
our dress, and proving so afflictive to our
eyes, that it was with the greatest difficulty
we could see to guide our horses.*

The drought punished the Long party at the
point in their journey where they were most
vulnerable. As the expedition moved out of
the mountains, their supplies grew shorter
and the heat from the summer grew more in-
tense.
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James’s journal entries contain the stron-
gest evidence supporting the possible produc-
tivity of the Plains. It is ironic that the
manuscript most responsible for labeling the
Plains a desert also contains so many refer-
ences to fertile soils, rich grasses, and abun-
dant wildlife. On July 27, 1820, while the
expedition was in the southeast corner of what
today is Colorado, James describes the party’s
“surprise . . . to witness an aspect of unwonted
verdure and freshness in the grasses and other
plants of the plains.”® James’s training in the
evaluation of soils by the trees they sustained
is evident in a few entries. As the party crossed
today’s Texas Panhandle, James noted in his
journal on August 14: “[T]he occurrence of
elm . .. not to be met with in a desert of sand,
give us the pleasing assurance of a change we
have long been expecting to see in the aspect
of the country.”' The naturalist notes “the
occurrence of the black walnut for the first
time since [the party] left the Missouri River”
just twenty miles east of the one hundredth
meridian, and he states that this “indicates a
soil somewhat adapted to the purpose of agri-
culture.”® These three entries are interspersed
through several references to “sterile and
sandy” terrain, the “barrenness of the soil,”
and “extensive tracts of loose sand.”® It is
apparent that much of the land that James
saw, he considered worthless to the future of
his nation, and yet, in his more optimistic ref-
erences, he describes areas that would be of
certain value to his countrymen.

Later in his journal, James qualifies these
descriptions of the High Plains as an area of
promise. The main impediments to settling
this region are the dense root systems of the
grasses and the absence of moisture and tim-
ber. On the evening of August 19, he summed
up his opinion of the High Plains: “[T]he el-
evated plains we found covered with a plente-
ous but close-fed crop of grasses. . . . The
luxuriance and fineness of the grasses, as well as
the astonishing number and good condition of
the herbivorous animals of this region, clearly
indicate its value for the purpose of pasturage.”*
James goes on to restrict the potential of the
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grasslands by writing that “the soil of the more
fertile plains is penetrated with such numbers
of [strong roots] as to present more resistance
to the plough than the oldest cultivated pas-
tures.”® This would prove to be a correct as-
sessment, but hardly a reason to discourage
settlement of the Plains. Just one week before
the party entered the welcomed confines of
Fort Smith, the journalist noted that the soil
west of the Falls of the Canadian River, near
the ninety-sixth meridian, was “in some places
fertile, [but] the want of timber, of navigable
streams, and of water for the necessities of life,
render it an unfit residence for any but a no-
mad population.”

CONCLUSION

The effects of the previous literature, the
lack of supplies, and the summer heat did not
inhibit James from writing about what he saw.
It should be noted that James is not as nega-
tive about the area to the west of the one
hundredth meridian in his original manuscript
as he is in the published version.®” His findings
were accurate in describing the terrain for the
specific time in which he was crossing it. The
effects of the previous years’ drought left little
moisture visible in the river or streams of the
area and reduced the grass cover, exposing
sand and driving much of the wildlife to other
areas in search of better grazing.

All references to “luxuriant grasses” aside,
James and Long succeeded in convincing the
government, and the public, that the Great
Plains was a “Great American Desert.” James’s
journal entry for September 6 provides the
most telling example: “Speaking of the occur-
rence of a peculiar bed of rocks crossing the
river [the Falls of the Canadian River], . . .
when the traveler arrives at this point, he has
little to expect beyond, but sandy wastes and
thirsty inhospitable steppes.”®® Later in the
same paragraph he adds, “[B]eyond [fifty or
sixty miles above the Falls] commences the
wide sandy desert, stretching westward to the
base of the Rocky Mountains.” In his report to
Calhoun, Major Long described the region as

“almost wholly unfit for cultivation, and of
course uninhabitable by a people depending
upon agriculture for their subsistence.”®® Two
years following the submission of Long’s re-
port to Washington, President Monroe offi-
cially adopted a policy of Indian removal
suggested by Calhoun, which would relocate
the tribes east of the Mississippi River to the
less desirable land west of it.”® The personal
testimonies of the chroniclers, concerned with
the worthlessness of the land for the purpose
of settlement, profoundly impressed the popu-
lar perception of the Plains. The populace
considered Long’s Expedition to be a scien-
tific exploration that, by endorsing the idea of
the Plains as uncultivatable, verified the ear-
lier findings of Pike and entrenched in the
American mind the concept of a Great Ameri-
can Desert.”

It should be noted that James Malin, in The
Grasslands of North America, recognized the
early-nineteenth-century explorers’ ambigu-
ous usage of the term “desert” to describe ar-
eas that are carpeted with grass.”” This is
certainly true of James’s and Long’s writings,
but in their era, the term was defined some-
what differently. Noah Webster’s An Ameri-
can Dictionary of the English Language, published
in 1828, defines “desert” as “forsaken . . . un-
inhabited . . . wild; untilled; waste; unculti-
vated . . . void; empty; unoccupied” or as “an
uninhabitable tract of land; a region in its
natural state; a wilderness; a solitude; particu-
larly, a vast sandy plain, as the deserts of Arabia
and Africa. But the word may be applied to an
uninhabitable country covered with wood.””
[t seems as if the word was defined by the
reasons the region was deserted rather than as
a geographical area of little rainfall. The ex-
plorers employed many of these meanings
when describing the terrain, and they often
gave descriptive phrases to explain their par-
ticular meaning. Certainly the phrase “sandy
waste” connotes a dry region in tune with a
more contemporary meaning of “desert,” while
a phrase such as “barren waste” would describe
the absence of trees and humans. Discussion
of word usage aside, there is no doubt that the



phrase “Great American Desert” was intended
to mean dry, uninhabited, and treeless, all of
which were accurate for the Plains in a time of
drought.

All this information begs the question,
What if Long and his party crossed the South-
ern Plains in an average or wet year? Certainly,
the descriptions of a region suffering through
the effects of a severe drought would be quite
different from descriptions of the same area in
a year of adequate moisture. In 1820, the year
that witnessed a harsh drought in the South-
ern Plains, James took this note of his sur-
roundings in what is today southern Blaine
County, Oklahoma: “[TThe country we are tra-
versing has a soil of sufficient fertility to sup-
port a dense population; but the want of springs
and streams of water must long pose a serious
obstacle to its occupation by permanent resi-
dents.”™ In 1845 Lieutenant Abert passed
through this same stretch of the Canadian
River in a year of average moisture, but his
comments are drastically different. He de-
scribes the topography of present Blaine
County in more glowing terms: “[A] small
creek, which in several places along its course,
widen[s] into small lakes of five feet in depth,”
and a day later he notes that there are “plen-
teous rivers and wide skirted meads.””

Abert reaches a conclusion about the pos-
sible settlement of the region that contrasts
acutely with that of James and Long. Abert
states that it was “a country so beautiful,
abounding as it does with timber, with water,
with, in fact, all the allurements which would
induce man to frequent it.”’® The possibilities
of how history would be different had the
Long Expedition traveled through the South-
ern Plains during a wet year titillate the imagi-
nation.

The journalists of the Long Expedition were
influenced to view the Great Plains as unfit
for settlement despite evidence that the re-
gion was habitable. The literature and myth of
their time stressed the barrenness of the “sandy
desert” east of the Rockies and guided their
perception of the landscape before they even
set foot on it. Shortages of food and water
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forced the party to endure severe privation
along their journey, which resulted in memo-
ries of dry, “sterile soil.” The effect of drought
upon the region they traveled must be recog-
nized as pivotal in persuading the journalists
that the area was too arid for cultivation, even
as far east as the ninety-sixth meridian. As
plants died from lack of moisture, they ex-
posed the ground to the effects of the wind
and evaporation, giving the perception of a
desert. James and Long took this view of the
Plains back to Washington with them.
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