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Photographs of
Thomas Ayres’s

Original Yosemite
Valley Drawings

AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA



Recently, a fellow book collector bequeathed to me a set of photographs he purchased in

London over 35years ago. Astonishingly, Irecognized that thelarge photographs portrayed

the original pencil sketches Thomas Almond Ayres (1816-1858) made during his two cel-

ebrated exploratory trips to Yosemite Valley in 1855 and 1856. These photographs, a rare

and significant find, offer a unique glimpse into the early depictions of Yosemite Valley.

It'simportant to note that Thomas Ayres
accompanied James Hutchings on the
historic 1855 tourist party into Yosemite
Valley. On that trip, Ayres made the first
known pencil and charcoal sketches of
Yosemite. His sketch of Yosemite Falls
wasproducedasalithograph, “Yo-Hamite
Falls,” and offered for sale by Hutchingsin
late 1855. This was a significant moment
in the history of art and photography,
marking the first portrayal of Yosemite
to reach the skeptical public eye.

After his 1856 return trip to sketch
Yosemite Valley, Ayres traveled east in
1857 to exhibit some of his artwork and
tocreate new sketches of eastern Amer-
ica under contract to Harper Brothers
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of New York. Ayres planned to furnish
the publishers with drawings to illus-
trate aseries of articles for Harper’s New
Monthly Magazine.

During Ayres's return to California,
while on the schooner Laura Bevan, a
raging storm pounded the ship. The ves-
sel struck submerged rocks offshore of
Malibu, California, sinking on April 26,

1858. All 11 passengers aboard perished,
including 42-year-old Thomas Ayres.
Additionalresearch confirmsthatthe
photographs discussed herein replicate
the actual sketches Ayres made during
his 1855 and 1856 trips to Yosemite Val-
ley.Iconsulted with several knowledge-
able photo collectors, but none knew of
the photos themselves or their origin.

Dennis Kruska is a celebrated authority on the Yosemite Valley and the Sierra
Nevada. In 2009 the Book Club of California published his magisterial James
Mason Hutchings of Yo Semite: A Biography and Bibliography. He is the co-author
with Lloyd W. Currey of Bibliography of Yosemite, the Central and the Southern
High Sierra, and the Big Trees 1839-1900 (1992). In addition, Mr. Kruska is an

intrepid mountaineer and photographer.



Finally, my friend Michael Dawson, a
noted photo historian and appraiser,
confirmed that the photos were indeed
old, perhapsdating backtothelate1850s.
He confirmed that the nine-by-twelve-
inch photographs are not salt prints but
rather early large albumen photos.

So, my online research began. After
many hours of searching for informa-
tion on the pedigree of the previously
unknown and unrecorded photographs,
I discovered the key to the mystery in
a brief mention of a library holding a
similar photographic set, along with a
descriptive sheet describing Ayres's life
and demise.

The American Museum of Natural His-
tory [AMNH] in New York City holds the
same Ayres photographs of his drawings
as the few photos I inherited. The items
arelisted intheir catalog asa Rare Folio,
adesignation that signifies their unique
and valuable nature in the museum’s
collection.

Here is the AMNH catalog entry: “The
Yosemite. Image[between 1858 and 1862].

More Author/Title Info: [Thos. A. Ayres].
Physical Description: 10 photoprints: black
and white; 24 x 32 cm. or smaller, mounted
on boards 42 x 31 cm. Notes (General): In
portfolio, 44 x 34 cm. The portfolio includes
text(1sheet), with A trip to the Yosemite Val-
ley,’ by Thos. A. Ayres. Sepia photographs
of Ayres’s pencil and crayon sketches were
published afterhis disappearance at sea on
April 24,1858, toraise funds for the benefit
of his two orphan children.”

The printed sheet accompanying the
photos, provided on page 3, discusses
Thomas Ayres’s life and artistic contri-
butions and prints his article, “A Trip to
the Yosemite Valley,"which he wrote after
his 1856 trip to sketch its wonders. This
article was printed in the Daily Alta Cali-
fornia, San Francisco, on August 6,1856.

Most noteworthy is the key paragraph
in the introduction of Ayres’s Yosemite
Valley essay hinting at the origin of my
rare photographs, most of which illus-

trate this article.

The paragraph states, “His crayon
sketches of the Yosemite have been pho-
tographed by a friend, and the pictures
are offered for sale for the benefit of his
two orphan children. An Artist’s orphans
should be a nation’s beneficiaries.”

Another cluetothe origin of the photo-
graphswas foundinanarticle published
in Overland Monthly, Vol. 1, No. 1 (July
1868), pp. 28-34, by B. P. Avery.

This excerpt from the Avery article
“Art Beginnings on the Pacific” adds
some important information regarding

the history of Ayres’s original drawings.
Avery wrote in his discussion of Ayres
artistry that, “A set of ten of Ayers’ [sic]
drawings was sold after his death, by his
friend Shaw, for the benefit of his chil-
dren, for three hundred dollars.”

Now having information about the
source of the photographs, I needed to
complete the rest of the story. Whowas
Ayres's friend named “Shaw” who sold
the original drawings? And who was
the fortunate purchaser of the pencil
and chalk sketches?

A search in the 1858 San Francisco
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