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Did you ever stop to think how Yosemite Valley was formed and who 
discovered Yosemite National Park?  



Joseph Rutherford 
Walker  

(1798 -1876)  
Á Joe Walker was born in Virginia but spent his formative 
years in Roane County, Tennessee  

Á When he was 15 years old he and his older brother Joel 
enlisted in Colonel John Brownôs mounted rifle company 
serving under Andrew Jackson in the Creek  Indians 
Campaign, and fighting alongside Sam Houston at the 
Battle of Horseshoe Bend in March 1814  

Á In 1819 he moved to Fort Osage, Missouri Territory, on 
the distal edge of the American frontier. The following 
year he and David Meriwether struck out for the Rocky 
Mountains, hoping to reach the Pacific Coast. Instead, 
they became the first  group of Americans to make the 
overland trek to Santa Fe, where they were arrested by 
the Spanish governor.   

Á Walker also played a prominent role in establishing the 
Old Santa Fe Trail.  From 1825 -27 he worked as a guide 
for a government survey establishing the Santa Fe Trail as 
a viable trading route, beginning at Fort Osage.  

Á In 1827 he became the first sheriff of Jackson County, 
Missouri where he remained for several years, while 
dabbling in various businesses supplying horses and 
supplies to frontier trappers and traders.  

 

Joe Walker was 6ô-1ò tall and 
cut an impressive figure,  
dressing himself in 
embroidered buckskins, 
commonly referred to as 
ñfrontier finery.ò      



Å Fur trappers scoured the west between 1807 -44, when the first emigrant wagon 
trains began moving west, mostly along the Oregon and California Trails.  The 
Mormons emigrated to the Great Salt Lake Valley in 1847 -48, and the first 
transcontinental rail link was established through Ogden, Utah Territory in May 
1869.      



Captain Benjamin Bonneville  

Å In late 1830 Walker met Army Captain Benjamin L. E. Bonneville 
(West Point Class of 1815) at Fort Gibson along the Grand River, 
between the Cherokee and  Creek Indian Territories (near what is 
now Muskogee, Oklahoma).  

ÅBonneville asked the Army for a two -year leave of absence to enter 
the fur trade and reconnoiter the British held Oregon Country. 
These adventures are believed by many historians to have been 
orchestrated by Andrew Jackson and some of his cabinet members.  

Left:  Benjamin 
Bonneville as he 
likely appeared in 
1833, while leading a 
trapping expedition 
into the Columbia 
River Basin  
Right: Benjamin L.E. 
Bonneville (1796 -
1878) 30 years later, 
as a brevet Brigadier 
General during the 
Civil War  

 
   



ÅEarly in 1832 Joe Walker 
joined Bonnevilleôs 
expedition when it departed 
Fort Osage, Missouri.  

ÅBonneville proceeded to 
lead  the first wagon train 
(110 men with 20 wagons) 
across the Continental Divide 
through South Pass on July 
24, 1832  

Joe Walker  

Å This route came to be known as the Oregon Trail and 
Bonneville established a trading post on the Green 
River in what is now southwestern Wyoming.  
Å  Bonneville seemed more interested in reconnoitering 
the western frontier than in fur trading.   
 
 



Å  Bonneville and Walkerôs expeditions of 
1832 -35 were funded by a group of New 
York businessmen, which likely included 
John Jacob Astor, and others politically 
aligned with President Jackson.  
 
  
  

Å In January 1832 Bonneville 
travels to Washington, DC and 
secures Passport #2567 along 
with a Mexican visa  issued to 
Joseph R. Walker.  He did not 
apply for any other passports.  
The passport record has since 
vanishedé 

ÅSoon after establishing his 
trading post in what is now 
western Wyoming, Bonneville 
led an exploring party into the 
Columbia River Basin 
controlled by the British 
Hudsonôs Bay Company. 

 

 

John Jacob Astor  Andrew Jackson  

Friends in high places  

Bonneville leads 1833 expedition into the Columbia River Basin  



ÅOn July 27, 1833 óCaptainô Joseph Walker departed Bonnevilleôs Green 
River outpost with 40 men and 80 horses to ñexplore the Great Salt 
Lake and to find an overland route to Californiaò (the Great Salt Lake 
had previously been explored and circumnavigated by Jed Smith in 
1826 -27).  

ÅFour days later they reached the headwaters of the Bear River, where 
Walker required each man to hunt, slaughter, and jerk not less than 60 
pounds of beef for the impending journey across the Great American 
Desert.  20 more free trappers joined the group ( incl  Bill Williams and 
Joe Meek), bringing the groupôs strength to 60 armed men , making it 
the largest group of Americans to ever penetrate the far west.  

 

Fort Bonneville trading post 
on the Green River in 

Wyoming  


