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————————————DESCR | BETHEPRESENT A ND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

In 1871, Expedition Island was covered with cottonwood trees and undergrowth. In a 
small clearing, Powell and his men outfitted their four boats, and practiced their 
steering and signalling. They left the island May 22, 1871.

In 1975 the island had been divided in two by current action. The northern section, 
the larger and, undisturbed, is still covered with dense foliage. The southern 
section contains the sites of Powell's encampment and debarkation. The interior has 
been made into an open, grassy mall surrounded by a gravel drive which circles most 
of the island. At the southeast end a deteriorating community hall stands near a 
parking area and outdoor rest rooms. Foliage still covers the banks of the island, 
screening visitors from the adjacent town of Green River. New housing developments 
on the south bank of the river, however, run right up to the edge of the bluffs and 
are unscreened.

Green River seeks to remodel its community center, but proposals to remove the drive­ 
way from the southern island and put footpaths through the undisturbed northern one 
have met with little support.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

Expedition Island was the starting, point for the two expeditions down the Green and 
Colorado Rivers led by Ma j, John Wesley Powell in 1869 and 1871. On these expeditions 
Powell completed the exploration of the last, large, unknown, land area in the 
Continental United States, JTo conclusive information has been found to indicate the 
precise campsite or embarkation point of the first expedition, but the second camped 
on Expedition Island and left from there May 22, 1871.

Penetration of the unknown Colorado by Powell and his crew opened up a new era for 
the nation. New concepts of conservation, reclamation, forestry and water management, 
geological and geographical surveys, and a whole new and scientific approach to the 
western lands ensued.

BIOGRAPHY:

John Wesley Powell was born in New York, but his father, a Methodist-Episcopalian 
minister, soon moved his family to Ohio. As a young boy Powell became interested in 
natural history, and he associated with learned men in the field. He began making 
river trips down the Ohio, the Illinois, the DesMoines, and Mississippi Rivers. 
During these trips he learned boat-handling and how to read a river's current.

Powell was a high school teacher when the Civil War broke out, although he never 
received a college degree, Powell joined the Union Army as a private but was an officer 
within a few months. At the Battle of Shiloh a Mini ball, tore through his right arm 
and the doctors could do nothing but amputate. Powell then returned to teaching in 
natural history, but soon grew restless. In 1867 and 1868 he organized two scientific 
expeditions into Colorado, where the unexplored Grand (now Colorado) River captured 
his imagination. When he learned the new transcontinental railroad was to cross the 
Green River in southwestern Wyoming he decided his next expedition would begin there.

The 1000 mile journey began in May 1869 and was filled with incredible hardship. 
Fifteen days after leaving Green River one of their four unwieldy boats was wrecked, 
taking one-third of their rations and all of j)pwell's notebooks with it. A fire one 
week later completed the destruction of their mess kit. Heavy rains gradually 
spoiled the remaining rations. Three men were killed by Indians when they left the 
party to travel overland. The others continued and on August 30 arrived at the mouth 
of the Virgin River where they found three Mormons fishing. The canyon had been
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conquered, and the last unknown area in the United States had "been traversed.

Although much of the scientific data that was to "be gathered on this trip was lost, 
it would "be regained "by the 1871 expedition. The Journey had profound effects on 
the future course of science and public policy in the west.

During this trip Powell "began to study the nature of arid country and saw clearly that 
unless land policies and political and social institutions were changed, the fragile 
ecology of the region would "break down disasterously, As Director of the newly 
formed U.S. Geological Survey from l88l to 189^ he fought hard for a sane land and 
water-use program in the arid West. No real success crowned his efforts until a few 
months "before his death in 1902. In that year President Theodore Roosevelt signed into 
law the Reclamation Act, creating what is now the Bureau of Reclamation, Since 1902 
the Bureau has "built 259 dams and the value of crops irrigated with Reclamation projects 
now comes to about $1.8 "billion each year.

Expedition Island thus commemorates not only the exploration of the last unmapped 
region in this country, but also the prescience of the explorerscientist who prepared 
the foundation for many of the Nation's modern concepts of land and water conservation.


