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Figure 1. A map indicating the various depictions of "Beaver Lake," the water body surmised to be represented 

at the end of the Beaver (or Lost) River on the maps derived from the "Smith Map." The dashed lines represent 

the different courses cartographers assigned to the Beaver River over the years. The position of the lake and river 

moved north and west, until the lake finally stopped being drawn at the end of the Beaver River and was ultimately 

identified as today’s Pruess Lake. (Map by the author.)



129

U
H

Q
 

I
 

V
O

L
.

 
8

6
 

I
 

N
O

.
 

2

Six miles north of Milford, Utah, was once a small seasonal wetland—
more of a sink than a lake—that sat in a depression along the path of 
the Beaver River, was optimistically called Beaver Lake, and disappeared 
as white settlers diverted water from the river for irrigation. Five miles 
south of Garrison, Utah, in the Snake Valley near the Nevada border, sits 
Pruess Lake, another small water body now altered by diversions.1 These 
two diminutive features—seemingly unconnected, one of them no longer 
extant—are part of a larger story that involves some of the major charac-
ters of American exploration and cartography in the nineteenth century, 
including William Ashley, Jedediah Smith, Charles Preuss, and espe-
cially David H. Burr. The four men were linearly linked through their 
activities: Smith and Ashley through the fur trade in the 1820s, Ashley 
and Burr through government positions in Washington D.C. in the 1830s, 
and Burr and Preuss through cartographic work in the same city in the 
1840s. This article is about the discovery, mapping, and naming of these 
two lakes, a case study that teaches about the shifting, incomplete under-
standing and representation of geography in the American West. 

In 1822, the Missouri businessman William Ashley partnered with the 
veteran fur trader Andrew Henry to hire “Ashley’s Hundred”: one hun-
dred “enterprising young men” who would travel to the Rocky Mountains 
to trap beaver. One of these young man was Jedediah S. Smith, who be-
came a legendary explorer of the West. In 1826 and 1827, Smith traversed 
the Great Basin from north to south and west to east. In Utah, the areas 
Smith explored included the southwestern portion of the state.2 Smith 
and his partners David E. Jackson and William Sublette, who bought out 
Ashley in 1826, returned to St. Louis in 1830, where they collaborated 
with Ashley on creating a map of the Rocky Mountain region. The map—
which was largely attributed to Smith and is commonly referred to as 
“the Smith Map”—would provide mid-nineteenth century cartographers 
with a new and more accurate understanding of the region, particularly 
the Great Basin.3

B Y  S H E R I  W Y S O N G

The Mountain Men,  
the Cartographers, 

and the lakes
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Before cartographers had access to the Smith 
Map, they relied on the explorations and maps 
of Atanasio Domínguez and Silvestre Vélez 
de Escalante to fill in some of the geographic 
blanks of the Great Basin. In 1776, Domínguez 
and Escalante set out from Sante Fe to find an 
overland route to southern California. Unlike 
Smith and Ashley, who had accumulated their 
understanding of the region from years of their 
own travels and from other fur traders, the 
fathers were limited to their knowledge of a 
path they traversed once, augmented by conjec-
ture based on the information they had gleaned 
from Native Americans. The Domínguez and 
Escalante maps of the Great Basin formed the 
basis of highly inaccurate depictions of the re-
gion for over half a century after their travels.

Twenty-five years after the creation of the Smith 
Map, in 1855, another key player in the map-
ping of the West—David Hugh Burr—arrived 
in the Territory of Utah as its surveyor general. 
That August, Burr set a sandstone monument 
at the southeast corner of the Temple Block in 
Salt Lake City that marked the reference point 
for all future surveying for most of the state and 
is still in use today (fig. 2).4 In addition to his 
surveying, Burr may have left another histori-
cal fingerprint in Utah, one that is little known 
but significant in its own right, with regards to 
the mapping and naming of Beaver and Pruess 
lakes. And, in making the connection between 
the lakes, a larger story becomes evident: Burr 
might well have been influential in the prepara-
tion of the 1848 Frémont-Preuss map, account-
ing for the enigmas found on that map that 
have remained unexplained until now.  

Burr, who was born in Bridgeport, Connecticut, 
in 1803, became the aide-de-camp to Governor 
DeWitt Clinton in 1825. Soon thereafter, he was 
appointed to the job that became the first of 
his true callings: heading up a road surveying 
crew, mapping the roads in the state of New 
York.5 Upon completion of the surveys, Burr 
ventured into his second true calling—cartog-
raphy. He used the reports and maps from the 
road surveys to compile an atlas of the state of 
New York, which he self-published in 1830.6 
Burr then set his sights higher and began work 
on a world atlas, probably planning to publish it 
himself. He could not complete the atlas, how-
ever, because in the early 1830s, he accepted 
an appointment as the Topographer to the U.S. 

Post Office and moved his family to Washing-
ton, D.C. The engravers of the maps took over 
the project, and D. S. Stone of New York City 
completed and published the Universal Atlas 
in 1835.7 Further, according to Walter Ristow, 
Joseph H. Colton broke into the cartography 
business around 1831 in New York City by pur-
chasing the copyrights of Burr’s maps of New 
York state. Colton did not publish any maps 
until 1833, at which time he published revised 
editions of Burr’s maps of New York, Ohio, and 
Texas, as well as Burr’s new map of the United 
States. The J. H. Colton Company eventually 
grew to become one of the preeminent map 
publishing companies of the nineteenth cen-
tury.8

Meanwhile, several months prior to Burr’s ar-
rival in Washington, D.C., Ashley was elected 
to the U.S. House of Representatives from the 
state of Missouri.9 Smith had died in the spring 
of 1831, and Ashley was in possession of the 
Smith Map for at least part of the time period he 
was in Washington. A July 19, 1834, letter from 
Hugh Campbell to his brother Robert Camp-
bell—a fellow trapper and friend of Jedediah 
Smith—discussed publishing Smith’s memoirs 
and map. Hugh stated that the previous Febru-
ary, Ira Smith, Jedediah Smith’s brother, had 
“promised to send me the Journal & a map left 
by his brother with a view to their arrangement 
for publication. He has gone to Santa fe and 
perhaps he has left them in charge of some per-
son. Gen. Ashley had the maps which he said he 
would procure from him.” Ashley, as evidenced 
in the following paragraph, most certainly pro-
vided the Smith Map to Burr to use as a refer-
ence.10

In 1836, Burr traveled to London to collaborate 
with the British cartographer John Arrowsmith 
to produce an atlas of the United States, which 
Arrowsmith published in 1839.11 Burr based the 
western portion of one of the maps, Map of the 
United States of North America with Parts of Ad-
jacent Countries, upon information that could 
only have come from the Smith Map.12 Maurice 
Sullivan, an early researcher of Smith, wrote in 
1934 that, “Besides the Journal there is a map, 
drawn in 1839. This map, entirely overlooked 
by scholars who have contradicted one another 
about the routes of Jedediah Smith, plainly 
is based on Jedediah’s own directions, if not 
actually copied from the long-missing chart. 
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Figure 2. A replica of the Great Salt Lake Base and Meridian monument, which stands at the southeast corner of 

Temple Square in Salt Lake City. Benjamin Thomas Mitchell carved the original monument, and David H. Burr 

placed it at the site in August 1855. (Photograph by the author.)
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Figure 3. A reproduction of David H. Burr’s 1839 Map of the United States of North America that Maurice Sullivan 

included in his 1934 edition of The Travels of Jedediah Smith. Sullivan’s caption of the map reads: “Map (1839) by 

David H. Burr, Geographer to the House of Representatives, showing the Jedediah Smith trails. The far western 

part of this map is so nearly accurate that it must have been copied from a sketch by Mr. Smith himself, or based on 

Smith’s notes.” (Maurice S. Sullivan, The Travels of Jedediah Smith, 1934.)
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Figure 4. Detail of David H. Burr’s Map of the United States of North America. In the middle portion of the map, the 

Lost (Beaver) River can be seen as flowing into what would be called on later maps “Beaver Lake.” In 1826, Jedediah 

Smith followed the river west about to probably the point of the “R.” on the map, before abandoning it and turning 

south. Smith’s 1827 route to California intersects the river just west of where its eastern head is depicted (Courtesy 

Library of Congress, G3700 1839 .B81). 



134

U
H

Q
 

I
 

V
O

L
.

 
8

6
 

I
 

N
O

.
 

2

On it the trails blazed by Smith are definitely 
shown.”13 Sullivan was referring to Burr’s 1839 
map and even included with the first printing 
of the book a foldout copy of the western por-
tion of the map (fig. 3). 

Not only did Burr’s 1839 map include Smith’s 
routes but those of Ashley as well, who also 
did some exploring although not to the extent 
of Smith (fig. 4). Why would an atlas map in-
clude the routes of western explorers? Perhaps 
because the map used for the atlas was origi-
nally meant for another purpose. It also de-
picted routes unrelated to Ashley and Smith, 
such Stephen Harriman Long’s route and the 
St. Louis to Santa Fe Trail. Burr might have 
intended the western portion of his map for 
government use, drawing it to provide infor-
mation on the exploration of the region west of 
the settled United States, and so Ashley prof-
fered the Smith Map to him for that purpose. 
The cartographic historian Carl Irving Wheat 
documented that “A Manuscript Map of the 
Western part of the United States and Northern 
part of Mexico compiled for this department by 
David H. Burr” went missing from the Depart-
ment of State sometime prior to October 28, 
1839. Wheat speculated that it could have been 
Burr’s copy of the Smith Map.14 Burr might 
have “borrowed” the map, extended it to the 
east and south by copying his 1832 Mexico and 
his 1833 United States from the 1835 universal 
atlas, and then sent it to Arrowsmith to include 
it with the 1839 atlas.15

Wheat also discussed another Burr map, North-
west-Coast of North America and adjacent Ter-
ritories, which was published the next year, in 
1840.16 It may have been that this map (which 
was used for Robert Greenhow’s memoirs) 
was initiated for the 1839 atlas map, but to ex-
pedite publication of the atlas, Burr chose to 
copy existing maps. Still, Burr’s 1840 map also 

relied on the Smith Map, particularly depicting 
Smith’s Utah geography. The most compelling 
evidence of this derivation is the presence of 
two rivers, the Sevier, which he called “Ashley’s 
River,” and the Beaver, which he called “Lost 
River.” Smith described naming these rivers in 
two segments of his memoir, one found in the 
1920s and published by Sullivan in 1934 and an-
other found in 1967 and published by George R. 
Brooks in 1979.

Smith had encountered the Beaver River twice 
during his travels, in 1826 and 1827, and named 
it “Lost Creek” because as he followed it west 
in 1826 from the foothills of the Tushar Range, 
“the water began to fail and was apparently 
soon lost in the sand.”17 Clues about where the 
water “began to fail” come from early Mormon 
history.  In the late 1850s, Mormons tried to 
settle a townsite along the river about two-and-
a-half miles northwest of present-day Miners-
ville. They then moved upstream to the town’s 
current location due to a lack of water, only to 
have the same problem finally solved by build-
ing canals and dams.18 

The Domínguez-Escalante journal provides 
further clues about the nature of the river prior 
to settlement. In early October 1776, the fathers 
encountered the Beaver River bed, which they 
called “Arroyo del Tejedor,” west of Clear Lake 
in Millard County. They ascended it south to 
about six miles south of Milford before depart-
ing the streambed and traveling southwest. Al-
though they found pools of brackish water in 
the streambed, they never encountered flow-
ing water. Domínguez and Escalante described 
travel through the area on October 8, 1776, as 
“so soft and miry everywhere that many pack 
animals and mounts, even those that were 
loose, either fell down or became stuck alto-
gether.” Beaver Lake, in other words, was a 
mud flat that mired their animals.19 From this 
information, I have deduced that spring runoff 
would contribute enough water to allow the 
river to flow as far north as its mouth on the 
Sevier River. As it did so, it would spread out 
in the depression a few miles north of Milford, 
filling “Beaver Lake.” But as the runoff ebbed 
so did the river, which would stop flowing well 
upstream of Beaver Lake, which would in turn 
become a mud flat by late summer. Currently, 
Minersville Reservoir holds back the spring 
runoff, and only in years of unusually high 

Beaver Lake, in other 

words, was a mud 

flat that mired their 

animals.
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snowpack in southern Utah does water flow 
north of Milford.

Smith would have descended the Beaver River 
toward the point from which Domínguez and 
Escalante had departed it about five weeks ear-
lier in the year. The river might have still been 
flowing to that point, but Smith still would have 
been about eleven miles south of Beaver Lake 
and could not have observed it. Both of the Burr 
maps depict a “Lost R.” ending in an inland lake 
(simply labeled “Lake” in the 1839 map), which 
might explain Smith’s use of “apparently” in 
describing the origins of his name for the river. 
Daniel Potts, one of Smith’s employees, led an 
exploration party in the area around Sevier 
Lake in the spring of 1827 and possibly ob-
served what was called “Beaver Lake” (tempo-
rarily full due to spring runoff ) on the 1873 map 
by United States Geological Surveyor George 
Wheeler. Wheeler’s map placed Beaver Lake 
almost exactly on the intersection of longitude 
113° and latitude 38°25' in the Beaver River 
bottoms north of Milford, Utah, and southeast 
of the Beaver Lake Mountains.20 Potts would 
almost certainly have relayed the information 
found during the party’s exploration to Smith 
or one of his partners, which could then have 
led to its inclusion on the Smith Map.21  The 
lake surmised to be Beaver Lake appears on 
other maps derived from the Smith Map, in-
cluding Albert Gallatin’s Map of the Indian 
Tribes of North America (1836) and Charles 
Wilkes’s Map of Upper California (1844)—al-
though Gallatin and Wilkes differ slightly from 
each other and from Burr regarding the lake’s 
longitude and latitude projection.22 

Why all these cartographers shifted the loca-
tion of Beaver Lake could be the subject of its 
own article; indeed Morgan and Wheat wrote 
extensively on the discrepancies of the var-
ious Smith-derived maps. But it is apparent 
that when trying to map the location of a lake 
that had never been properly geolocated—not 
until after Mormons settled the area in 1859 
was it mapped with instruments sophisticated 
enough to accurately determine latitude and 
longitude—or even described, cartographers 
eventually located it in a postion that led to its 
identity being swallowed by that of an entirely 
different lake.  



Pruess Lake is a small lake, about one square 
mile in size, fed by the Big Springs or Lake 
Creek, in Snake Valley on the Utah-Nevada 
border. It was originally two smaller lakes, but 
upstream water diversion and a dam built in 
1900 to support irrigation resulted in one lake 
with an upstream marsh. It is named for Char-
les Preuss, (“Preuss” rhymes with “grouse”) 
one of the cartographers for John C. Frémont 
(fig. 5). Neither Preuss nor Frémont had been 
to Snake Valley, so how did a geographic fea-
ture, unknown at the time of their travels, come 
to be named after Preuss? I wondered about 
this for many years. Then one day, a historic 
map published by a colleague of David H. Burr 
provided me with a partial answer.23

The German-born Preuss accompanied Fré-
mont on his first (1842), second (1843–1844), 
and fourth expeditions (winter of 1848–1849).24 
After the first and second expeditions, he 
drafted the Map of an Exploring Expedition to the 
Rocky Mountains in 1842, Oregon and California 
in the Years 1843–44, which was published in 
1844 and again in 1845 (fig. 6).25 Sometime af-
ter Preuss completed this map, the Senate or-

Figure 5. A portrait of Charles Preuss, the German-born 

cartographer for three of John C. Frémont’s expeditions. 

This reproduction originally came from a daguerreotype 

published in 1891 in Century Magazine. (LeRoy Hafen, 

ed., The Fremont Disaster, 1848–1849, 1960.)
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dered the preparation of a map of the Oregon 
Trail. Preuss declined to accompany Frémont 
on his third expedition (1845), staying behind 
to compile the Map of the Road from Missouri 
to Oregon using his and Frémont’s notes and 
drawings. He published the Oregon Trail map 
in 1846. The Senate was apparently pleased 
with Preuss’s work, and on February 2, 1847, it 
commissioned him to prepare a map of Oregon, 
California, and the central section of the Rocky 

Mountains “with the additions which the pres-
ent expedition of Lieutenant Colonel Frémont 
may contribute to the work.”26 

Frémont, who had just been appointed the mil-
itary governor of California, sent Preuss Ed-
ward M. Kern’s topographic reports and maps 
for the third expedition’s 1845 travels through 
the Great Basin and 1846 travels through Cali-
fornia, which took place prior to the outbreak 

Figure 6. Detail of Map of an Exploring Expedition to the Rocky Mountains in 1842, Oregon and California in the Years 

1843–44, by John C. Frémont and Charles Preuss, with overlays. The first arrow points to Frémont and Preuss’s 

concept of the route of the Beaver or “Lost” River. As the river continues west from Minersville, Frémont and Preuss 

used a dashed rather than solid line. When it reaches about longitude 113°20', it enters into north flowing streambed 

(again indicated by a dashed line), coming up from the region of Mountain Meadows, continuing north to the south 

end of the Sevier Lake. It is unclear if the dashed lines were meant to indicate that these were speculated courses 

or ephemeral streams, which might have led to incorrect assumptions by subsequent cartographers. Another arrow 

points to the May 17, 1844, campsite on the Beaver River; the expedition did not explore very far west of this site. 

(Courtesy Library of Congress, G4051.S12 1844 .F72.)  
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of the Mexican-American War.27 In preparing 
this Map of Oregon and upper California from 
the surveys of John Charles Frémont and other 
authorities, Preuss did some peculiar things. 
Rather than build upon his and Frémont’s ear-
lier 1845 map, he seems to have used Burr’s 
1839 and 1840 maps. This may have been be-
cause the 1845 map did not deal with much 
of the region Preuss needed to cover. It does 
not explain why, however, Preuss made some 
drastic changes in the geography that he and 
Frémont had more correctly depicted in 1845. 
Burr may well have been in Washington, D.C., 
at some point while Preuss was working on his 
map.28 Although evidence indicates Burr had 
returned to surveying and was in the South 

through much of the mid 1840s, he may have 
returned to D.C. in late 1847 and early 1848 
and influenced Preuss to use Smith geography 
for the unexplored regions of the Great Basin, 
since Preuss definitely did so.29

Preuss made an intriguing change in his por-
trayal of the Beaver River. The 1844–1845 map 
depicts the river head at about 38°30' latitude 
in the Tushar Mountains above Beaver, Utah, 
where Frémont’s entourage had camped on 
May 17, 1844, and ending in the Sevier Lake 
(see the caption to fig. 6). However, on the 1848 
map, Preuss’s representation of the Beaver 
River reverted back to something similar to the 
Burr and Wilkes maps: a river flowing almost 

Figure 7. Map of Oregon and upper California (1848) by Charles Preuss and John C. Frémont, with overlays. The 

arrows point to an unnamed lake straddling longitude 114° and to the east-west mountain range that Frémont 

mistakenly believed to exist. (Courtesy Library of Congress, G4210 1848 .F72.)
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due west, ending in an unconnected lake to 
the southwest of Sevier Lake (called “Nicolett 
Lake” by Frémont). Preuss, however, moved 
the lake at the end of the river farther west to 
the 114° degree longitude line, with both river 
and lake unnamed (fig. 7). He then repeated the 
error of having streams flow north from the re-
gion of Mountain Meadows, connecting with 
the Beaver River before feeding into the lake.30  

Preuss was persuaded to accompany Frémont 
on his fourth expedition, when Frémont reck-
lessly chose to cross the Rocky Mountains 
during the winter and lost ten men.31 When 
Frémont and those of his remaining men who 
chose to continue from Taos to California—a 
group that included Preuss—arrived in late in 
the winter of 1849, they dispersed to take ad-
vantage of the newly discovered gold strikes. 
Preuss struggled to get a foothold in the region 
but returned to Washington, D.C., in 1850. Back 
in the East, among other things, he created the 
Map of a Reconnaissance between Fort Leaven-
worth on the Missouri and the Great Salt Lake 
with John Gunnison, which portrayed Howard 
Stansbury’s 1851 explorations around the Great 

Salt Lake. On January 13, 1852, the U.S. Senate 
passed a resolution to hire a draughtsman “to 
mark and lay down the on the maps, now in 
the room of the Committee on Public Lands, 
the state of the surveys” and subsequently 
appointed Burr to the position.32 But Preuss 
remained unable to find a niche. Then, on Sep-
tember 1, 1854, Preuss hung himself.33

Preuss may have forever been remembered 
only for his contributions to “Frémont’s” maps 
and expeditions. But, in 1855, there was an in-
triguing change on a map published in a world 
atlas by J. H. Colton, Map of the United States, 
which now called the unnamed lake depicted in 
the 1848 Frémont-Preuss and 1854 Burr maps 
“Preuss Lake” (fig. 8). Further, in the same at-
las, Colton published a map, Territories of New 
Mexico and Utah, that also no longer showed 
the lake as fed by the Beaver River, (the map 
showed the east-west portion of the Beaver 
River separately) but rather only by the streams 
coming northwest from Mountain Meadows. 
This came closer to the actual nature of Pruess 
Lake (note the change in spelling).34

Figure 8. Detail of George W. Colton’s 1855 Map of the United States, published as a pocket map, with “Preuss L.” at 

bottom center, between longitudes 113° and 115°. Note, above the lake, the notation “Capt. Gunnison Killed.” This was 

the same Gunnison with whom Preuss had worked just three years earlier. (Author’s collection.)
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The first known Anglo exploration of the area 
around what is currently named Pruess Lake 
occurred in the late spring of 1855. That year, 
Brigham Young sent the White Mountain ex-
pedition of twelve men into Snake Valley, a 
north-south trending valley that crosses the 
Utah-Nevada line on longitude 114°.35 They 
found a small lake, just east of the line, about 
one to one-half a degree north of where the 
Burr and Frémont maps (among others) had 
depicted the lake at the end of Smith’s “Lost 
River.”36

How did it come to be called Preuss Lake, and 
how did this information get relayed to cartog-
raphers so quickly? As it so happens, just as the 
reports of the White Mountain expedition were 
being completed in the summer of 1855, Sur-
veyor General David H. Burr arrived in Utah. 
Before Burr left for Utah, he had produced his 
Map of the United States, 1854.37 On this map, 
published two months prior to Preuss’s death, 
the lake on longitude 114° remained nameless.38 
But now, the White Mountain explorers had 
verified that a lake existed on longitude 114°. 
Burr’s activities in the previous twenty years 
put him in an ideal position to encourage nam-
ing the lake for Preuss and to remove the Bea-
ver River as its source for cartographers, most 
notably Richard Swainson Fisher.39 Fisher had 
published Burr’s 1845 map of Texas and made 
significant contributions to G. W. Colton’s 1855 
and 1856 atlases. 

Could Burr have relayed the information about 
the lake to Fisher and Colton in time to change 
the source of the lake and add Preuss’s name 
on the 1855 maps? Up until the time John M. 
Hockaday established reliable mail service be-
tween Utah and Missouri in 1858, it had been 
undependable. William M. F. McGraw had the 
contract at the time, and the Mormons were 
not happy with his service. But Hockaday, by 
the time of Burr’s arrival, had also established 
a monthly stage service in the state and was 
working with McGraw.40 If a letter from Burr to 
Fisher was sent from Utah late in the summer 
of 1855, took a month to arrive in St. Joseph, 
Kansas, another two weeks via steamship up 
the Missouri and Ohio rivers to Pittsburgh, and 
finally traveled by rail to New York City, it could 
have arrived there in time to make a change to 
maps published that same year.41

The following year, in 1856, Colton republished 
his 1855 atlas and continued calling the small 
water body on longitude 114° “Preuss Lake.”42 
By 1865, the Colton maps had changed the 
nature of Preuss Lake. These maps showed 
the lake as having an outlet that flowed east 
to the Beaver River, instead of being fed by a 
west-flowing Beaver River—a depiction that re-
verted back to the 1845 Frémont-Preuss map.43 
After 1866, when the Utah-Nevada border was 
established on longitude 114°, Colton placed 
Preuss Lake on that border but continued to 
show an east-flowing outlet.44

The shifting representation of Preuss Lake in 
the 1860s occurred with other mapmakers as 
well. In 1864, the historian Hubert Howe Ban-
croft drew Preuss Lake as the 1854 Burr map 
had, but by 1867, he made a dramatic shift from 
maps derived from the original Smith Map.45 
The increased Mormon settlement of the re-
gion had undoubtedly led to more geographic 
information reaching cartographers, includ-
ing information about one feature currently 
named the “Wah Wah Valley hardpan.” The 
hardpan sits about five miles southwest of the 
southernmost point of the Sevier Lake and is 
the terminus of the Wah Wah Wash. The wash 
occasionally collects water from the mountains 
on the east and west sides of the valley and 
flows from south to north to the hardpan. Ban-
croft must have recognized that the “Preuss 
Lake” of the Colton maps had been farther east 
on the earlier maps and deduced that it was ac-
tually meant to be the Wah Wah hardpan, about 
halfway between longitudes 113° and 114° (fig. 
9).46 He then tried to reconcile the Beaver River 
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Figure 9. Detail of Hubert H. Bancroft and W. H. Knight’s Bancroft’s Map of the Pacific States, 1867. Bancroft also 

depicted the lake found by the 1855 White Mountain expedition on the Utah-Nevada border as being sourced by 

streams from the Snake Range, the first known map to do so. (Courtesy David Rumsey Map Collection, 2549.000.)

and Wah Wah Wash, ending up with a mish-
mash of the two and omitting the San Francisco 
Mountains, which were vital to understand-
ing the geography of the area.47 Bancroft drew 
“Preuss Lake” as fed by what was meant to be 
Wah Wah Wash (incorrectly depicted as having 
its head at Minersville) and, further, showed a 
connection between the southern end of Sevier 
Lake and the hardpan.48

But the lack of clarity regarding the lakes located 
on longitude 114° and along the Beaver River re-
mained. During the conflict with federal author-
ities, Mormon settlers established Snake Creek 
Farm in the vicinity of today’s Garrison, Utah, a 
few miles north of the lakes the White Moun-
tain expedition had found a few years earlier. By 
June 1858, Snake Creek—the source of irrigation 
water for the farm—had dried up, and the settle-
ment was abandoned shortly thereafter.49 When 
George M. Wheeler’s expedition arrived in 1872, 
the area had been resettled by non-Mormons, 
who may have called the lakes “Mormon Lakes” 
because of the Mormon’s earlier presence, since 
that is what Wheeler called them on his 1872 
map (fig. 10).50 

At the time of Wheeler’s survey, maps pub-
lished by other cartographers still depicted 
Preuss Lake as fed by the Beaver River, which 
flowed westerly an entire degree of longitude 
too far.51 Wheeler did not recognize the correla-
tion between what he would call “Beaver Lake” 
and the “Preuss Lake” of the maps, probably 
because he was disproportionally influenced 
by Bancroft’s map (or maps derived from Ban-
croft). Wheeler wrote in his report that, “It was 
determined that the hypothetical lake named 
‘Preuss,’ after Frémont’s chief topographer, and 
hitherto placed on the maps as being crossed by 
the boundary line between Nevada and Utah,” 
(the 114° longitude line), “was without doubt 
the alkaline flat (overflowed from Sevier Lake 
at seasons of high water) lying to the southward 
of the this lake, and between the Hawawah and 
Beaver Creek Ranges.” Thus he named the pre-
sent-day Wah Wah Valley (derived from “Ha-
wawah”) “Preuss Valley” and gave both aquatic 
features—the seasonal wetland east of Sevier 
Lake fed by the Beaver River and the lakes on 
longitude 114° discovered by the White Moun-
tain expedition—the alternate names of Beaver 
and Mormon lakes (fig. 11).52 Charles Mahon’s 
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Figure 10. Detail of George M. Wheeler’s 1872 Parts of Eastern and Southern Nevada and Southwestern Utah. Note 

the “Mormon Lakes” at the top of detail, along longitude 114°. (Courtesy David Rumsey Map Collection, P1281-75.)



142

U
H

Q
 

I
 

V
O

L
.

 
8

6
 

I
 

N
O

.
 

2

Figure 11. George M. Wheeler, 59. Southwestern Utah. Note “Preuss Valley” at the center bottom. Detail. (Courtesy 

David Rumsey Map Collection, P1281-78.)

1878 map, as well as other maps derived from 
Wheeler, did likewise (fig. 12).53

Neither “Mormon Lakes” nor “Preuss Valley” 
remained on maps for long—notwithstanding 
my theory that cartographers meant to call the 
lake found by the White River expedition in 
1855 “Preuss Lake” or because the Mormons 
had identified the lake as such. The year after 

Wheeler published his maps, 1874, the first 
known map that depicted Pruess Lake with its 
correct source and current name (but spelled 
“Preuss”) was published.54 Then, in 1878, 
B.A.M. Froiseth published a New Section and 
Mineral Map of Utah, which spelled the lake’s 
name with the e and the u transposed, result-
ing in “Pruess Lake,” by which it is known to-
day (fig. 13).55 In 1886, Colton started depicting 
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the lake’s location and source correctly but 
with Froiseth’s incorrect spelling.56 George F. 
Cram, in a 1922 map, spelled it correctly, but 
all other later maps examined for this article 
spelled it “Pruess.”57 An 1874 map by Asher and 
Adams also depicted “Preuss Valley” (indicat-
ing that they had based the map on Wheeler) 
but changed it to “Preuss District.” “Preuss 
Valley” began disappearing from maps as car-
tographers began calling Wah Wah Valley by its 
current name, as indicated by a map made by 
Mosiah Hall.58 The latest map on which I have 
found Preuss Valley is the 1960 Landforms of 
Utah in Proportional Relief by Merrill K. Ridd, 
on which it is called “Wah Wah (Preuss) Val-
ley.”

A final geographic mystery about these lakes 
remains. How did Beaver Lake, which is lo-
cated almost exactly on longitude 113°, come to 
be located on longitude 114° on so many maps? 
An examination of Burr’s 1839 map indicates 
that Smith may have placed the “lake” about 
30 minutes too far west, between 113° and 
114° longitude, and 30 minutes too far south 
at latitude 38°. Then in 1848, Preuss pushed 
Beaver Lake 30 minutes both west and north 
until it straddled longitude 114° at about lati-
tude 38°25', landing it about 35 miles south of 
Pruess Lake. Subsequent cartographers, un-
til Bancroft, followed suit. Preuss had moved 
the “lake” north to reconcile it being the east-
ern end of the westerly flowing Beaver River, 

Figure 12. Map of Utah Territory Representing the Extent of the Irrigable, Timber and Pasture Lands (1878), compiled 

and drawn Charles Mahon for the Commissioner of Public Lands. Note, in the northwest quadrant, the “Mormon Lake,” 

now called Pruess Lake. In the southeast quadrant is Beaver Creek (River) at about the point at which “Beaver Lake” is 

located. Between these points is “Preuss Valley.” (Courtesy Library of Congress, G4340 1878 .G4.)
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which Frémont’s 1843 expedition determined 
was farther north than indicated on Burr’s 
map.59 Why Preuss also moved the lake west 
and had the Beaver River, which stops flowing 
west at longitude 113°, continue west another 
degree remains a mystery, but in so doing he set 
himself up for the only geographic honorarium 
he ever received. 

In 2011, Bob Cornett of the Sharlot Hall Mu-
seum posed this question and answer: “What 
did history do for him [Preuss]? There is a small 
misspelled ‘Pruess Lake’ in Utah.”60 The answer 
to Cornett’s question should not be so flippant. 
The lake at the end of Smith’s “Lost River,” as 
drawn by Burr in 1839, was relocated almost 
a decade later by Preuss to a site that would 
cause it to be mistaken for the lake found by 
the White Mountain expedition another seven 
years later. Burr, who may well have influenced 
Preuss to draw the Beaver River and lake as he 
did in 1848, may then have been the person to 
immortalize Preuss by seeing that this enig-
matic little lake was named for him.  The his-
tory of the naming of Pruess Lake reveals the 

efforts of his contemporary cartographers to 
honor Preuss; in doing so they tied him to the 
achievements of several of Utah’s most impor-
tant early American explorers.  

—

Web Extra

Visit history.utah.gov/uhqextras to see the complete 

versions of several maps mentioned in this article, as 

well as to learn more about the lives of David H. Burr 

and Charles Preuss.

Figure 13. Detail of B.A.M. Froiseth’s 1878 New Section and Mineral Map of Utah. Note, on the left edge, the misspelled 

inscription, “Pruess Lake.” (Utah State Historical Society, photo no. 9983.)
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