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Not long before European explorers approached their domain, 
Northern Shoshoni bands whose territory included a City of Rocks 
borderland gained increased exposure to Great Basin, Great 
Plains, and Columbia Plateau culture.  When they got Spanish 
horses from New Mexican sources (a mid-eighteenth century 
achievement), many of them joined in seasonal migratory 
expeditions to hunting, fishing, and gardening sites (featuring 
camas, bitterroot, biscuit root, and other edible plants) that 
sustained their economy.  From contacts with three major western 
cultural areas, they developed a distinctive tradition of their 
own.1  With important elements from Basin, Plains, and Plateau 
culture, they enjoyed a number of advantages of life in a varied 
environment.  Their City of Rocks neighborhood contained 
important resources--particularly Idaho’s only significant supply 
of pine nuts--that enticed them to return long after emigrant 
roads disrupted their life there. 

Although their City of Rocks campsites occupied a Columbia 
Basin borderland, a close proximity of only a few miles from 
Great Basin terrain made that land accessible to Western Shoshoni 
neighbors who inhabited Humboldt Basin and other Nevada areas.  
At times, Western Shoshoni peoples had an impact of their own 
upon emigrant and other transportation development around later 
City of Rocks sites, so both Shoshoni groups require attention.  
Although they spoke recognizably different dialects they both 
formed part of a much larger group of Shoshoni people who 
inhabited a vast area, ranging from New Mexico and Texas 
northward to Wyoming and Montana and westward across Nevada and 
part of California as well as from part of Utah into most of 
southern Idaho.  Early French and English travelers referred to 
them as Shoshoni (a term of unknown origin), but Spaniards called 
them Comanche.2  (Shoshoni and Comanche simply are two European 
names for a single large language group.)  With horses provided 
through their Comanche segment in New Mexico, they supplied many 
different peoples with greatly improved transportation.  Before 
Blackfoot warriors drove them back into Idaho with guns that 
Shoshoni hunters lacked, Plains Shoshoni expanded into southern 
Alberta and Saskatchewan.3  Mountain Shoshoni had been active in 
Idaho for a long time, with cultural antecedents there far older 
than adaptations associated with horse trading.4  Idaho’s 
Mountain Shoshoni did not ordinarily embark upon City of Rocks 
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tours, but many other Northern Shoshoni travelers came by or 
settled there. 

European exploration of any place close to Shoshoni City of 
Rocks campgrounds began in September, 1776 when Francisco 
Atanasio Dominguez joined Silvestre Velez de Escalante in a tour 
from Santa Fe to Utah Lake (near later Provo) where they camped 
with some friendly Comanche (meaning Shoshoni) people.  Their 
Shoshoni friends told them about Salt Lake and their Bingham 
Canyon copper mine, but apparently forgot to mention City of 
Rocks and its wonders.5  More than a quarter century later, 
Meriwether Lewis and William Clark camped near Lemhi Pass (not 
too many miles farther than Escalante’s Utah Lake base from City 
of Rocks) in August 1805 with another Shoshoni band.  There, a 
Boise Shoshoni representative told them they ought to wait until 
well into 1806 and take a later Oregon Trail route to their 
Pacific Coast destination.  But he also neglected to mention City 
of Rocks and its attractions.  Anyway Lewis and Clark were too 
impatient to wait around Salmon all that time, and selected a 
more difficult route farther north.  But they also recorded still 
more information about Shoshoni inhabitants (in their case, 
Mountain Shoshoni) who, like a majority of Northern Shoshoni, had 
long experience traveling with horses.  They recorded a great 
deal of important material concerning Sacajawea’s people, for 
whom she served as interpreter.  In doing so, they preserved a 
significant account of Shoshoni life that applied to those bands 
active around City of Rocks in that era.6  They also came at a 
time when major changes were about to affect Shoshoni life in 
Idaho. 

Partly as a protective measure against Blackfoot invaders, 
large composite Shoshoni and Bannock bands emerged within a 
decade after Lewis and Clark returned to St. Louis in 1806.  One 
major group of Boise Shoshoni and affiliated migratory bands, 
with Peiem as their most conspicuous leader, traveled each season 
through a regular migratory cycle that omitted City of Rocks.7   
Another large assembly of Bannock and Fort Hall Shoshoni people, 
with leaders like The Horse in earlier years and Tagi during a 
subsequent era of unrest after emigrant roads and smallpox 
epidemics disrupted Indian life in Idaho’s Snake country, 
likewise moved over a wide area.8  In addition to those major 
Bannock and Northern Shoshoni conglomerates, other Northern 
Shoshoni bands--such as a Cache Valley group often affiliated 
with Washakie’s Eastern Shoshoni of Wyoming and Pocatello’s 
Northern Shoshoni band that spent much of its time around City of 
Rocks and Pocatello Valley--had their own local orientation.9

Because of excellent early nineteenth century horse grazing 
resources combined with availability of piñon pine nuts, 
delicacies such as rock chucks and game animals, and 
opportunities to harvest a variety of vegetable roots, upper Raft 
River with its City of Rocks had special importance as a Shoshoni 
seasonal village center.  A ceremonial dancing area provided a 
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special attraction in earlier times.  Small numbers of Shoshoni 
people kept returning there during piñon nut season after 1920, 
in fact, so their City of Rocks attraction retained some of its 
traditional significance long after ranching enterprises 
transformed that area.10  Shoshoni interest in that feature of 
their culture has continued ever since, and participation of 
appropriate Fort Hall reservation authorities in National Reserve 
planning and management is an essential element for sound 
development of operations there. 
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