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“Finding Jefferson’s Salt Mountain: George Champlin Sibley  
and the Exploration of the Central Plains” at Kaw Mission 

 
COUNCIL GROVE, KS— Tom Isern will present “Finding Jefferson’s Salt Mountain: George Champlin Sibley and the 
Exploration of the Central Plains” in the fifth presentation of the Kaw Councils 2011 educational program series at 2 p.m. 
Sunday, September 18, at Kaw Mission State Historic Site, 500 N Mission Street. Regular admission fee applies and 
reservations are required. Call 620-767-5410 for reservations or more information. 
 
George Champlin Sibley is best remembered, particularly in Kansas, for his survey of the Santa Fe Trail in 1825-26. It was he 
who named Council Grove in remembrance of his councils in 1825 with the Kaw and the Osage. By this time, however, Sibley 
was no stranger to the central plains. Not only had he served as factor (government trader) at Fort Osage from 1808 to 1822, but 
he also had led a bold expedition across present day Kansas and Oklahoma in 1811. The Sibley expedition of 1811 sprang 
directly from his work as factor to the Osage. Officially he ventured onto the plains, accompanied by Osage guides, to hold 
councils with the Kaw and Pawnee. In fact, however, his main interest was one of scientific curiosity. The Osage had told him 
they could lead him to the fabled Salt Mountain, the existence of which President Jefferson had proclaimed in a message to 
Congress—much to the scornful glee of his political enemies. The joke was on these skeptics, however, for Sibley did find the 
Salt Mountain, and even sent halite crystals from it to Jefferson. Isern has retraced the steps of the explorer Sibley across the 
Gypsum Hills, to the Great Salt Plains, and on to the Big Salt Plain of the Cimarron—Jefferson's Salt Mountain. Sibley wrote 
descriptions of the picturesque landscape in such a way that positions exploration as an enterprise. In his presentation, Isern will 
feature examples, images, and artifacts from his fieldwork on the Sibley expedition. 
 
Isern is a professor of history and university distinguished professor at North Dakota State University. He served as dean of the 
College of Humanities and Social Sciences 1992-95. Isern's academic specialty is the history and folklore of the Great Plains of 
North America. His research and teaching comprise both the American plains and the Canadian prairies. He is the author or co-
author of six books, including Dakota Circle: Excursions on the True Plains. A native of western Kansas, he holds a BA degree 
from Bethany College as well as MA and PhD degrees from Oklahoma State University. Prior to his career NDSU, Isern served 
11 years on the faculty at Emporia State University. He explores a particular interest in the story of farming, ranching, and rural 
life on the plains in frequent lectures and writes about it with colleague Jim Hoy in the weekly newspaper column Plains Folk. 
 
The Friends of Kaw Heritage, Inc. (FKH) and the Kansas Historical Society sponsor Kaw Councils 2011. Free refreshments 
compliments of FKH.  
 
Connect with us! 
Our website: kshs.org 
Facebook: facebook.com/kshistoricalsociety 
Twitter: twitter.com/kansashistory 
YouTube: youtube.com/kansashistorical, youtube.com/kansasmemory 


