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Narrative

Background

Zebulon Montgomery Pike was twenty-seven years old when he set out on an expedition in July 1806 to explore the headwaters of the Arkansas and Red rivers. A lieutenant in the U.S. Army, Pike had been ordered on the expedition by Gen. James Wilkinson, then military governor of the Louisiana Territory. The Louisiana Territory had recently been purchased from France in 1803 but Spain disputed U.S. president Thomas Jefferson’s belief that the western boundary of the newly purchased land was the Rio Grande. To enable the U.S. to have a better understanding of the western and southwestern part of the Louisiana purchase Pike and party left St. Louis, Missouri Territory, in the summer of 1806. They proceeded overland to the Arkansas River, where a small party under Gen. Wilkinson’s son, Lt. James Wilkinson, was dispatched to follow the river to its mouth. Pike and the remains of the party continued up the Arkansas River to the vicinity of presentday Pueblo, Colorado, and the mountains that now bears his name (Pike Peak). There they moved west to the Rio Grande, where they were captured by Spanish troops and escorted south into Chihuahua, a town in New Spain. In Chihuahua, Pike was quartered with Juan Pedro Walker, a Louisiana born engineer in the Spanish Army. Pike’s papers were confiscated, and he and his men eventually were marched east across Texas by way of the Old San Antonio Road to Natchitoches apart of the U.S. In 1810 Pike published an account of his adventures entitled An Account of Expeditions to the Source of the Mississippi and Through the Western Parts of Louisiana, to the sources of the Arkansas, Kans, La Platte, and Pierre Juan Rivers. Philadelphia: C. & A. Conrad & Co., 1810. This map was one of the several included in his book. 

Pike’s map actually created something of a stir upon publication, when Baron Alexander von Humboldt claimed publicly that Pike’s map was a direct copy of a draft of his own map that he had left in Washington, D.C., in 1804. There is little doubt that Pike had been given access to Humboldt’s manuscript map, and that it likely influenced Pike’s map to some extent. However, Pike’s map is not an exact copy. In fact, when comparing the depiction of Texas on both maps, there are many differences, including the drawing of the coastline, the course of the rivers, and the location of Spanish settlements. Overall, Pike’s depiction of Texas is more accurate than Humboldt’s, no doubt a result of Pike’s firsthand observations and information he had gained from Juan Pedro Walker. Pike’s book and map, published four years before the journal of Lewis and Clark, gave the American public its first glimpse of the land west of the Mississippi River. 

Related Sources

Jackson, Jack. Shooting the Sun: Cartographic Results of Military Activities in Texas, 1689-1829. Austin: Book Club of Texas, 1998; Martin, James C. and Robert S. Martin. Maps of Texas and the Southwest , 1513-1900. Austin: Texas State Historical Association, 1998; Zebulon, Pike. An Account of Expeditions to the Source of the Mississippi, and Through the Western Parts of Louisiana, to the Source of the Arkansas, Kans., La Platte, and Pierre Juan River. Philadelphia: C. and A. Conrad and Co., 1810, Tessell, John Upton. Zebulon, Pike: The Life and Times of an Adventurer. New York: Weybright and Talley, c1968; Wheat, Carl. Mapping the Trans-Mississippi West, 1540-1861, 5 vols. San Francisco: Institute of Historical Cartography, 1957-1963. 

Natural Encounters

Unlike many maps of this time period, this map is more detailed inland than along the coast. The map shows extensive mountain ranges in Texas that do not exist, and the Rockies intersect both North America and Mexico, portending to be a “Dividing Ridge between the Waters of the Rio del Norte and those of the Gulf of California.” Immense herds of horses and cibola, or buffalo are shown in northern Texas and Oklahoma, which Pike would have probably seen himself as he trekked from St. Louis southward. Pike does not appear interested in minerals and agriculture, though he does note the location of copper Mines. See “Grande Copper mines” west of upper Rio Grande in New Mexico as an example. The map appears to lose accuracy as you move from south to north, and the Red and Canadian rivers are confused. Pike also attempts to define headwaters of rivers adding in lakes and mountains as needed. 

Topics Covered

Open plains, source or headwaters to rivers, confusion over Canadian and Red rivers, and gulfs of Mexico and California. 

Activities/Tasks

1. Compare Pike’s representation of Texas rivers with a modern map. Speculate why Pike misplaced mountains and lakes around rivers. Analyze how this corresponds with misplaced mountains and rivers in North Texas. 2. How do rivers form without lakes and mountains? 

SubjectArea

Texas History, and Geography 

Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills
4.7A; 4.24A 

Format

Paper, transparency (black and white), digital 

Cultural Encounters

Pike’s map shows both Spanish and Indian towns, with a particular emphasis placed on Santa Fe and its surrounding area. Carl Wheat, in Mapping the Trans-Mississippi West, speculates that this is one of the earliest portrayals of the Santa Fe Trail. This map reveals Spain’s strong influence in Texas through representations of towns, missions, place names, and names of geographical features. Most Indian influence appears north of Texas but not all. See note “Apaches Mescaleros” on the Rio Grande just north of the Big Bend as an example. This map depicts much of Texas as almost uninhabited, and it was lightly populated, though there were many Indian village and small groups of Indian who moved about the countryside. The Spanish mission system and fortified forts and towns are the main feature shown in Texas and other parts of New Spain’s Internal Provinces. The fact that the Spanish followed the Old San Antonio Road connecting settlement to settlement as they led Pike out of the territory shows the strategic importance of both these communities and the that road connected them. References on the map, such as “lands seen by Father Antonio Valez and Escalante in 1777.” see note just northwest from Santa Fe also “All this Country was visited by Father Pedro in 1775” in a note is on the left edge of the map at 35 degrees latitude which shows the importance of the church in Spanish exploration. 

Topics Covered

Early representation of Santa Fe Trail, Spanish villages, Indian towns, forts, evacuated towns, and capitals of provinces 

Activities/Tasks

1. Explore the relationship of the Spanish and the Indians. How did this relationship benefit Spanish exploration? How did it impede exploration? 2. Compare and contrast the Spanish relationship with the Indians to the French relationships, which developed a decade after Pike’s map. 3. Superimpose the Santa Fe Trail on Pike’s map. 

SubjectArea

Texas History and Geography 

Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills
4.1A; 4.2C 

Format

Paper, transparency (black and white), digital 

Political Encounters

The political motive of Pike’s map is the desire to define a southwestern boundary to the Louisiana Purchase and to make that boundary as far south and west as possible. In this context, the map portrays Spanish forts and military provinces, as well as Indian villages. Pike notes a “cantonment of 300 men” south of Nacogdoches on the Trinity River. Features such as this make the map somewhat military in nature. It is also instructive that the “Province of Texas” is the only province not delineated by boundaries, and that no Spanish boundary lines cross north of the San Antonio River. There is a tension with the Spanish, even on the map, as to what is up for grabs, and what is not. See the note about “Philip Nolan killed and his Party consisting of 12 Americans and 8 Spaniards …” located on the northern “Rio Brassos de Dios” as an example of this tension. Pike also seems to be well aware of the strategic, economic, and political importance of Santa Fe, judging by his detailed mapping of this area. Another political feature depicted on the map is the boundary of the various provinces making up the Internal Provinces of New Spain. See, for example, the province of “Senora,” “Sinaloa,” “New Biscany,” and “New San Ander”. The political capitals of these provinces are also depicted. 

Topics Covered

Spanish political boundaries, including provinces and their capitals, Southwest boundary of Louisiana Purchase 

Activities/Tasks

1. Identify Pike’s goal for exploration. Write a paper stating where you think the boundary between the U.S. and New Spain should be. 2. Write a paper from the Spanish standpoint. What did the U.S. buy in the Louisiana Purchase? Did they buy Texas? 3. Identify Pike’s goal for the expedition and plot where he was captured. 

SubjectArea

Texas History and Geography 

Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills
4.2C; 4.24A 

Format

Paper, transparency (black and white), digital 

Technological Encounters

This map is a metal engraving and was drawn by Anthony Nau. Attempts to depict roads and trails appear mainly for military purposes. Pike clearly did not see much of this territory himself and does mention others, such as Father Pedro and Father Valez, as sources. It is also widely speculated that Pike used features of von Humboldt’s soon to be released map of this area in his work. Von Humboldt had left a copy of his map with Thomas Jefferson in 1804, and it seems clear Pike gained access to it. The map does depict Spanish copper mines. See, for example, the “Copper Mines” north of Durango in New Spain as well as roads/ transportation networks. 

Topics Covered

Mines, roads, latitude and longitude, trade, and networks. 

Activities/Tasks

1. Compare and contrast Pike and von Humboldt’s maps. Color what Pike seemed to plagiarize. Color what Pike probably saw himself. 2. Write a journal for Pike to document what he probably saw himself. 

SubjectArea

Texas History, Geography 

Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills
4.6A; 4.23B, D; 4.24A 

Format

Paper, transparency (black and white), digital
