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Early Exploration on the Plains 
 
In 1803 the vast unknown wilderness west of the Mississippi River became part of the United States by 
the Louisiana Purchase.  From then until 1840 the prairies and mountains were chiefly the domain of the 
fur traders who traced out the rivers and mingled with Indian tribes.  Others came whose motives were 
not for commerce, but for scientific exploration and adventure and whose findings contributed to 
knowledge of the region.  Some are listed here. 
 
Meriwether Lewis & William Clark   1804 – 1806 

Lewis and Clark were commissioned by President Jefferson to explore the distant boundaries of the 
Louisiana Territory and find a passage to the Pacific Ocean.  Their epic journey up the Missouri River 
and across the mountains was the greatest of all American explorations. 

 
Zebulon M. Pike  1806 – 1807 

Lieutenant Pike led the first American expedition across the Central Plains, discovering the peak that 
bears his name.  He and his party reached Spanish Territory, were captured and taken to Santa Fe 
before returning to the United States. 

 
Brackenridge, Bradbury & Nuttall  1811 

Traveling with separate rival trading parties, Henry Brackenridge, an American lawyer, and John 
Bradbury, an English naturalist accompanied by Thomas Nuttall, the great ornithologist, followed the 
Missouri north of present-day Bismarck, North Dakota.  Narratives about their journeys were 
published. 

 
Stephen H. Long  1819 – 1820  

Major Long’s government expedition included scientists and the artist Seymour.  The party left the 
Missouri north of present Omaha and struck west to the Platte River and the Rocky Mountains.  It 
was Long who created the “Great American Desert” myth. 

 
Paul Wilhelm of Wüttemberg  1822 – 1830 

Duke Paul, a naturalist, made several extended trips from his native Germany to the interior of North 
America, writing on book.  Having gone to the headwaters of the Missouri in 1830, he later advised 
Prince Maximilian of Wied on his forthcoming trip. 
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Atkinson – O’Fallon  1825 
A major military expedition under General Henry Atkinson and Major Benjamin O’Fallon was sent 
up the Missouri following attacks on the fur traders by the Indians.  The formal peace treaties give 
valuable information on the various tribes and their chiefs. 

 
George Catlin, Artists  1832 – 1836  

Catlin was the first artist to make a serious project of painting the American Indians.  During these 
years he traveled in the West, going up the Missouri to Fort Union in 1832 and making many pictures 
of the Plains Indians and the region. 

 
Alexander Philip Maximilian  1833 – 1834 

Prince Maximilian’s journey to the Upper Missouri was in the interest of science and ethnology, and 
was especially noteworthy because he brought with him the talented artist, Karl Bodmer. 

 
Sir William Drummond Stewart  1832 – 1843 

Stewart, a Scottish nobleman, hunted with the fur traders in the Rockies.  In 1837 he followed the 
Platte route to the trappers’ rendezvous on the Green River, accompanied by his artist, Alfred Jacob 
Miller, who made an extensive pictorial record. 

 
 
 
 
 


