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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (if known) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

Rock Mary was first described in print by Lt. James Hi!/ 
his official report on the trip west he made with Capt. RnrrB. 
an emigrant party in 1849. Of "this fantastic formation"\Q*a

This rock is situated solitarily in a prairie 
height some sixty feetj its base some two hundred feet 
diameter. In form it is like a pound-cake well puffed up and" 
partially broken at its centre. Two turret-like projections 
are seen protruding from its top. In substance it is an un- 
stratified sandstone, of a red color. In surface it is spirally 
corrugated, and, in places, somewhat gnarled, owing to the 
degradation caused by atmospheric and aqueous agents.

In 1855, kt. A. W. Whipple led a party westward across Oklahoma 
surveying a possible railroad route to the Pacific. He mentions 
"passing 'Rock Mary 1 and other mounds accurately described by Simpson 
and others." They found themselves, he wrote, "in the midst of a 
desert of sand. The mounds looked like the evil genii of an evil place, 
and we became impatient to reach the end of this dreary waste." In a 
"topographical features" section of the Whipple report, Geologist William 
P. Blake notes: "This is a well-known land mark, and is a striking and 
interesting object to the traveller on the monotonous plains." Also 
included in this portion of the Railroad Reports is the translation of 
notes by another geologist, the Frenchman Jules Marcou, who accompanied 
Lit. Whipple.

We followed the sftcie very fine, red, argillaceous sandstone. 
The strata are horizontal, and beautiful exhibitions of 
denudations by water are seen. . . .at Rock Mary, we saw eight 
or ten great cones truncated at the summit, and being from 
sixty to one hundred feet in elevation. The strata are horizontal, 
and thick strata of red sandstone predominate with alterations 
of red shales, more argillaceous and separating thin leaves. Two 
or three beds of siliceous limestone occur at t'ae upper part, 
of a white grey color, very hard, and which have preserved the 
lower strata from denudation; for01 ing natural mounds.

Lt. David S. Stanley was 'Quartermaster of the Whipple party. In 
his personal diary he noted passing "the natural mounds of Marcy and the 
Rock Mary." He considered them "very curious in their appearance, some of 
them presenting the shapes of sugar loaves and others pyramidal shapes 
as you approach them." Botanist and artist with the expedition was 
Baldwin Mollhausen, whose sketca of Rock Mary is the most familiar. Of 
the mounds he wrote: ". . . it is not easy at first to be convinced that 
these - not perhaps imposing, but certainly surprising structures, have 
been formed solely by the hand of nature, or left thus after a compara­ 
tively recent convulsion."
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ROCK MARY

» Physical Description

In the fall of 1853, lit. Edward P. Beale, surveying a route 
through this area, passed Rock Mary, " a singular sandstone butte with 
forked summit .   ." As will be noticed from the accompanying photograph, 
Rock Mary remains today pretty much as it has since it first began to 
attract the attention of the traveler.
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Among the blind, it is said, the one-eyed is I5j| f'pxso it 
seems to have been among early-day travelers on the Great Plains. 
Plodding along slowly day after day on flatlands generally void of 
prominent landmarks, the occasional mound or butte or conspicous rock 
was often made nking." Rock Mary was such an attention getter,

An unusual butte or mound of red sandstone, it first caught the 
eye of a California -bound party crossing present Western Oklahoma in 

... 13^9* It was noted and commented upon by many subsequent travelers, 
Over the years it acquired something of a romantic, ha If -legendary 
aura, partly because of its name, partly because of a "ghost" mound 
near by, and partly too perhaps because until I960 there was widespread 
uncertainty as to just which mound of many in the area v;as indeed 
Rock Mary.

The origin of the name and its first appearance in print is found 
in the report of Lt. James II. Simpson of the Corps of Topographical 
Engineers. lie was on the staff of Capt. R. B. Marcy at the time he 
was escorting an emigrant party westward from Fort Smith. In his 
report he includes the following extract from his personal journal:

"Camp No. ;?4, Wednesday, May 2?. - Proceeding on about 
a mile, some hills of singular shape make their appearance, 
for the first time, bearing north 70° west; several have 
very much the appearance of immense Indian lodges. Hearing 
the first of these singularly formed hills, and it appearing 
more oddly shaped than any of the others, I started off alone 
to ascend it - reaching it just in time to scare up a wild turkey; 
and tying my horse to a black-jack tree at its base, I scrambled 
up to its summit. The novel character of the hill; its contorted 
appearance; its sudden emergence from the plain around it; my having 
reached its pinnacle; it being an object of interest to beholders 
in the distance; - all this had its complex influence upon me, 
and I felt correspondingly elated. Captain Marcy seeing me near 
the apex, suggested to me to unfurl (what I was about to do) a flag, 
and give it to the breeze. This I did, and soon I could see one 
person after another, Lieutenant Harrison and Dr. Rogers among 
them, leaving the train to get a look from its summit. A person



Rock Mary and The California Road, (Oklahoma City; Oklahoma Historical 
Society, I960.)A Special Report reprinted from The Chronicles of 
Oklahoma, Vol..XXXVIII, No. 2.
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8. Hiatorical Significance

present suggested that it be named after an Arkansas 
young lady, (as much esteemed by the emigrants with whom 
she is in company, as she is by the officers.) I imaediately 
fell in with the suggestion, and thereupon, with waving 
flag, proclaimed it to all concerned, that henceforth, 
in honor the said lady, the rock should be known as Rock 
Mary. ..." [The Arkansas belle was Mary ConwayJ]

Earliest sketch or drawing of "the Natural Mounds" (as they 
were usually referred to) - although it did not include Rock 
Mary, the easternmost of them - was made on October 1, 1845, 
by Lt. J. V/. Abert of the Corps of Topographical Engineers 
from the north side of the Canadian River some eight miles away. 
Most familiar sketch of Rock Mary itself was that made by Baldwin 
Mo'llhausen, the botanist and artist who accompanied Lt, A. w. 
V/hiople and his party westward in 18p5 surveying a. railroad route 
to the Pacific, As noted in the previous section, Rock Mary was 
noticed and described by many travelers in the second half of the 
19th century. Judging by the initials carved into the redstone of 
its turreted top    J. T. Johnson 185!" is the oldest still 
decipherable   man;/ of them have shared Lt. Simp son's urge to 
climb it.

Over tae years, however? confusion had arisen as to which of 
the dozen or so buttes in the area was the real Rock Mary. Finally, 
hoping to resolve the matter once and for all, the Oklahoma 
Historical Society authorized a committe to examine the published 
evidence and undertake whatever field research was necessary to 
make a final determination. This was done in I960. "All of the 
tests or requirements laid out previously by the Committee, n notes 
the official report, "had been set, and the feature fits in every 
detail." The location of Rock Mary, it concluded, SI is not subject 
to serious challenge when the facts are analyzed in detail and 
with care."
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