FROM DAYS PAST

The town of Prescott was founded in late-May 1864 and, after
the territorial elections of July, Governor John Goodwin convened
the first Territorial Legislature in Prescott, which was then
recognized as the first Territorial Capital of Arizona.

Joseph Reddeford Walker

Opened the Door to Arizona’s Central Highlands
by Fred Veil, executive director, Sharlot Hall Museum – An Arizona History Adventure

In the span of 16 months, this undiscovered territory had
become the second-largest town in Arizona, and its territorial
capital – instigated by Walkers adventure up an uncharted river.
People of the Sun – and were hunters and gatherers, about 10,000
strong scattered over 9.5 million acres when the Walker Party
arrived in 1863.
Initial contact was peaceful enough, but as more miners arrived, things became tense. With an invasion of their homeland
and assaults on their families, they fought back; raids on small
groups of men, freight teams and isolated ranches accelerated
until no one felt safe, anywhere.
As for Captain Joseph Walker, it was time to retire. He settled
in a mining camp named for him, but grew disgusted with the
swarm of licentious gold seekers who boozed, quarreled and murdered Indians, allegedly “in self-defense.”
With eyesight failing, he retired to his nephew’s ranch in California where he enjoyed a full life among his large family until his
death in 1876.
About his fanfare for pointing the way to the settlement of this
area, Cap’n Walker said, “We opened the door and held it open to
civilization, and now civilization will do the rest.”
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t was the Walker party that came to a spot near the headwaters

year was 1863, and the Union was in disarray.
Along the banks of the unexplored “Ookilsipava” river, Captain
Joseph Reddeford Walker and his party found some “color” along
the banks and in those headwaters.

A short time later, more gold was discovered at Antelope Peak
and along Lynx Creek. Amid the backdrop of the Civil War
raging in the East, these discoveries prompted a gold rush and the
ultimate settling of the Arizona Central Highlands.
Few features of the West went unknown to fur trappers, especially Walker during those early decades (1820-1860). From the
Rockies to Utah and Oregon, from New Mexico to California, he
had crisscrossed its vastness for decades. Walker had been the
first explorer to discover the Yosemite Valley in California (1834),
had descended the Virgin River into the Grand Canyon of the
Colorado (1839), and had crossed the vast Mohave Desert to the
pueblo of Los Angeles in California.

Walker Party arriving in the Prescott area,
painted by George Phippen, with reproduction
created for Prescott Centennial of 1964.
Early explorations map, illustrations and photographs
courtesy of Sharlot Hall Museum.

Yet Walker is recognized by Arizonans for pointing the way to
the settlement of this area – one of the last, unexplored corners of
the West.
At 65, and with his adventurous days supposedly behind him,
Walker led a prospecting expedition from Colorado south to New
Mexico and across the southern route to Tucson.
Originally headed for the San Francisco River (now called the
Verde) in Arizona, Walker veered West and ventured up the
intermittent Hassayampa River and into the Bradshaw Mtns. The
discovery of gold was made in May 1863, on the headwaters of
the Hassayampa, a few miles south of present-day Prescott.
brought other gold seekers to the area. An Army Surveyor General was dispatched that Summer to inspect the diggings and report
on the activity.
ing quantities in all the streams prospected in the entire district.”
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A military presence was established at Fort Whipple (near Del
Rio Springs) in December 1863, and the Governor’s Party arrived
Government.
ple was relocated closer – along Granite Creek about a half-mile
north of the future site of Prescott.
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