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There are many trailblazers that opened up the continent for 

homesteaders but few were as pivotal as Jedediah Strong Smith.  

Smith would travel more extensively throughout the entire west 

than any other mountain man. His explorations provided critical 

information for accurate Pacific-West maps, paving the way for the 

exploration and settling of the western United States.  

 

Jedediah Smith was born on January 6th, 1799. His family soon 

moved to Pennsylvania where Jedediah would learn all the 

wilderness skills he would need to succeed at the many things he 

would one day accomplish. At a young age, Jedediah became a 

consummate tracker,  hunter, and fisherman.  He was extremely at 

home in the wild.  He also received a good education from a Dr. 

Titus G. V. Simons, a pioneer physician and close family friend.   

 

It was Simons who gave young Jedediah a copy of the 1814 edition of Lewis & Clark's journals. He 

would carry them  alongside his bible all the days of his life.  In 1817 his family moved farther west 

into Ohio and in 1821 Jedediah lit out to explore.  He said, “I wanted to be the first to view a country 

on which the eyes of a white man had never gazed and to follow the course of rivers that run through a 

new land.”  And he did just that. 

 

His first stop was in St. Louis, Missouri.  Only 23 years old, he convinced General William H. Ashley 

to take him along on a massive trapping expedition.  It was during this expedition that Smith earned a 

reputation for being a sober, level headed fellow who was fearless and could think quickly on his feet 

in addition to being a crack shot and in excellent condition. Ashley was so impressed he made Jedediah 

one of his captains.  

 

It was on his first expedition as a captain 

that he encountered a grizzly along the 

Cheyenne River.  Standing his ground 

when the huge bear attacked, the grizzly 

tackled Jedediah, ripping open his side 

and cracking several ribs.  He had Smith's 

head in his mouth when the rest of the 

party caught up and chased the grizzly 

away.  Smith's scalp and ear were only 

hanging by a little skin.  Smith convinced 

Jim Clyman to sew his scalp and ear back 

on and to dress his chest wounds.  After 

resting only 10 days, Smith was well 

enough to travel and, undaunted, the 

group set out once again. 

 

In many ways Smith was different from most mountain men. Jedediah was quiet and introspective, and 

preferred reading his Bible to drinking and gambling.  But he was good leader of men and always took 



excellent care of those in his charge.  Despite his different ways, Smith was extremely well liked and 

respected.   

 

In his search for beaver pelts he would rediscover the South Pass through the Rocky Mountains and 

would be the first American to travel overland into Spanish California.  He would explore up and down 

both California and Oregon twice.  He also discovered a pass over the Sierra Mountains that would also 

be heavily traveled by pioneers who desired to move west into California.  

 

While looking for water for his group in 1831, he was ambushed by Comanche warriors near the Lower 

Spring of the Cimmaron River.  He was killed with a Comanche lance.  But he had helped open up the 

West and thousands would soon travel on the trails that he had blazed.   
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