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Yellowstone National Park

ESTABLISHED IN 1872, Yellowstone National
Park is now known as the world’s first national
park. The park’s boundaries were set in the north-
west corner of Wyoming and narrow portions of
southeast Idaho as well as south-central Montana.
Famous for spectacular scenery— the Rocky Moun-

tains, explosive active geysers, crystal clear rivers -

and springs, still-abundant buffalo, elk, eagles, and

other wildlife—the mention of Yellowstone invokes
an image of pristine nature, unspoiled by humans.
However, Native Americans occupied the area as
long as 11,000 years ago.

Some of the first European explorers, including
members of the Lewis and Clark expeditions in the
early 1800s, encountered Native Americans—called
the Shoshone—in the area now known as Yellow-
stone. A member of their expedition, John Colter,
remained in the region and documented his winter
journey in the mountains. During the first half of
the 1800s, aside from the Lewis and Clark expedi-
tions, the territory remained largely unexplored by
anyone other than fur traders and Native Ameri-
cans. "

By the 1850s, a few missionaries had begun to
explore the area and made detailed records of what
they saw; at that time politicians in the east were
still in disbelief about the descriptions they had
heard of the Yellowstone region. Military excur-
sions into the region were rare, but not unheard of,
and no systematic efforts had been made to validate
the claims of those who had seen the area. Gold
strikes in Idaho in the 1860s brought prospectors
and engineers deep into the area.

Finally, a series of formal explorations of the
Yellowstone region took place (the Folsom, Wash-
burn, Hayden, and Barlow parties consecutively
from 1869 to 1871) supported by the U.S. gov-
ernment, private donors, and the Northern Pacific
railway. Explorers, soldiers, and skilled techni-
cians of all kinds—cartographers, zoologists, bot-
anists, artists, and photographers—were sent out
to map, record, and photograph the entire region
that had been described by early adventurers and
missionaries. Even the U.S. Geological Service sent
explorers to document the Yellowstone region for
its mining potential—as of this time, lawmakers
in the east thought of the vast open spaces of the
west as resources that could be used for economic
advancement of the country.

By the time of the Hadyen and Barlow parties ot
1871, photographs and records of the region had
stimulated the interest of scientists from the Smith-
sonian Institution and other prestigious organiza-
tions. The country’s leaders had become aware of
the wonders of the area, then referred to as Great
Geyser Basin, and had intended to build a railroad



