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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

Chimney Rock is located approximately four miles south of the
community of Bayard, Morrill County, Nebraska. 1t is on the scuth
edge of the North Platte River valley. This natural landmark 1s a
slender spire rising from a conical base. At the present time, Chimney
Rock rises to an elevation of about 325 feet above the base of the cone
or 480 feet above the river valley. The spire alone is about 120 feat
in height; historical accounts indicate that it may have been 50 to
100 feet higher im the past. Chimney Rock is an isolated erosiomnal
remnant of the bluffs at the edge of the Platte Valley to the south. -
- It is composed of layers of Brule clay of Oligocene age and lavers of
_wvolecanic ash. A stratum of sandstone is exposad near the base of the
cone. :

The enviromment of Chimney Rock has seen few alteratious by man.

In 1940,. a small stone monument was erected on the southeast edge of

the cone. This marker commemorated a gift from the Durnal family to

the Nebraska State Historical Soeiety of approximately 80 acres of

land inciuding Chimney Rock. The only other modern intrusion is Chimney
Rock Cemetery, located approximately onme-quarter mile to.the southeast.
The 80-acre plot of land owned by the state will provide a buffer zone
' to protect this historic landmark from further modern encroachment.
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Chimney Rock was the most famous landmark on the Great Platte
River Road, the most traveled segment of the network of trails which
early pionesrs took to California and Oregon. DMattes (1969) has '

- researched over 350 trail guides and diaries and found that 330, over

95 percent, had a reference to Chimney Rock. The nearest competitor
was Scott's Bluff, which was mentioned in less than 80 percent of
these sources. These figures clearly point out how profoundly Chimnay
Rock impressed the emigrants.

This natural phenomenon was probably named by some forpgotten fur

- trader who ventured west before the settlers. Robert Stuart in 1813,

William Henry Ashley in 1826, aund Joshua Pilcher in 1827 all traveled

ths North Platte River valley and mest have been in sight of Chimney

Rock. Unfortumately, they left us little record of their journeys.

Tha first written description of the landmark was by Warren Angus Ferris,
an American Fur Company employee who saw it in 1830, In an account of

his expsrisnces as a fur trapper in the Rocky Mountains, published in

1842, he wrote:

"Je Teached on the following day the "Nogse Mountain,"
or as it is more commonly called, the "Chimmey,” a singular
mound, which has the form of an ipverted funnel, is half a
pile in circumference at the base, and arises to the height
of three hundred Feet. It is situated on the southern margin
of the North Fork of the Platte, in the vicinity of several
nizh hluffs, ta which it was evidently omnce attached; is on
al]l sides inaccessible, and appears at the distance of fifty
miles shooting up from the prairie in solitary grandeutr, '
1ike the limbless trunk of a gigantic tree. It is 500 miles
west from the Council Bluffs.” o :

Ta the 1830's, Chimney Rock's name does not appear Lo have been firmly -
establishod. Three writers of this period attempted to convey the
vulgar Indien desigmation. Zenas Leonard called it "Elk Peak,” Nathan-
isl Wyeth referred to it as nplk Brick" and William Marshall Anderson
reported that it was called "E.P., or Chimaszy Rock, a solitary shaft."
Alfred Jacob Miller referred to it in French as “Puine du Cerf."



Farey Mo, 10-300a

ey 10-74F

p UNITED STATES DEPARTMENT OF THE INTERIOR FOR NPS USE ONLY
! NATIONAL PARK SERVICE S
RECEIVED

NATIONAL REGISTER OF HISTORIC PLACES o
INVEMTORY -- NOMINATION FORM DATE ENTERED

CONTINUATION SHEET  Significance ITERM NUMBER g PAGE 2

After about 1840 the name was fairly standard, although occasion-

ally shortened to simply "the Chimney". A few individualists substi-
. tuted Chimney Cliff, Chimmey Tower ot Chimney Mountain but these changes

did not become popular, The spelling was often rendered as "Chimley"
or "Chimly," possibly reflecting a phonetic spelling of the pronunciation
of the times, Samuel Parker, the Presbyterian Missionary who traveled
up the North Platte in 1835, questioned the precision of the name. In
his book published in 1838 he wrote: :

"Encamped at noon of the 22nd, near another of nature's
wonders, It has been called the chimneyj but I should say, .
it ought to be called beacon hill, from its resemblance to
what was beacon hill in Boston. Being anxious to have a
near view, although in a land of dangers, 1 concluded to
take an assistant and pass over the river to it. The river
where we crossed was about a mile wide, shallow and full of
guicksand, but we passed it without any difficulties. Ve
rode about three miles over a level plain, and came to the
base. The distance from the other side of the river did
not appear more than a mile, so deceptive are distances over
plains without any landmarks. _

"ihis beacon hill has a conical formed base of about half
‘a mile in circumference, and is 150 feet in height; and
above this is a perpendicular column, twelve feet square,
and eighty feet high; making the whole height about 230 feet.
We left our horses at the base, and ascended toc the perpen-
diecular. It is formed of indurated clay or marl, and in
some parts is petrified. Tt is of a light chocolate, or
rufous coloar, -in soge pacts wilfa,  Near the ©ap ware hand-
some stalactites, at which my assistant shot, and broke off
soma pieces, of which I have taken a small specimen.”

Many travelers compared Chimney Rock to more familiar sights.
Some likened it to the chimnsy of a sugar refinery, chemical works or
ireon foundry, while others were more general, describing it only as an
0ld or delapidated chimney. In 1849, Charles Gould described it with
a certain unimaginative honesty as the "remains of a sand bluff." The
following year one imaginative optimlet saw it as "some vast giant
leaning against the discant clouds, sranding sentinal at the enbrance
to an enchanted fairyland." '
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The travelers im the 1840's and 50's could see Chimney Rock at a
distance of thirty to forty miles. Some of the pioneers wrote that in
ezrlier days it could be seen at even greater distances. The location
of the Chimney was undoubtedly deceiving to many travelers. Wyllis
Alden, on the north side of the river, wrote that "we traveled abreast

" of it four or five days, but it never seemed to change position." William
Lorton, on the south side, had a different impression. He stated that
it geems to recede as you approach." Many diarists reported their
surprise that distant objects seemed so close. One traveler wrote that

" what had "seemed ten was really fifty miles' away.

These distances could be verified by counting wagon wheel revo-
_ lutions or pacing the distance. The height of Chimney Rock could only
L ’ ~ be estimated, since it was impossible to reach irs summit. These :
B estimates rangad from the impossible exaggeration of about 3,500 feet
to a mere 30 feet. More believable estimates ranged from about 300 to
500 feet. Many travelers reported that it had formerly been higher;
most attributed this loss to wind and water erosion, but a few said
lightning had dislodged portions of it and one writer in 1864 said
that soldiers shot it with a small cannon, "breaking off about thircy
fozt of its top.” Many writers predicted that it would erode away.
entirely in a few years. Although the Brule clay which composes Chimmey
Roclk is still eroding, the dire predictions of 130 years ago have not
preven true. Portions of the spire have fallen, as witnessed by the
rubble around the base. It is not possible to determine the rate of
reduction, but it will certainly be many decadss or even centuries
bafere it is completely gone.

Hunirzds of cravelers wrote or parvad thaiv namss on Chimtey Rook.
" 1850 Solomon Gorgas referred to "thoussands of names cut and written
with lead pencil." Mot a few travelers went to considerable difficuity

_to write their mames on the Chinmney. Charles Tuttle was with a party
traveling on the north side of the river in 1850. He wrote:

"incamped for noon opposite chimney Rock on the soufh

aide of Platte River. . . . I had but little difficulty in
erossing the river though the current is very gswift and I
had to swim a comsiderable way. . . . I sew hundreds of names

! . _ out in the rock some at a dizzy height. . . . I wrote mine
above all except two and theirs were about 8 feet higher
than mine." : : - :















