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. Across the Plains : | Over the Continental Divide s

“When you start over these wide plains, let no one leave
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Oregon National Historic Trail/Missouri to Oregon

dependent on bis best friend for any thing; for if you do, you

will certainly have a blow-out before you get far.”  ooswmise

On to Oregon! It all began with a crude network of rutted terested in Oregon, but it was not until 1841 that the first 2. Ot -
traces across the land from the Missouri River to the group with serious intent to emigrate left the banks of the ributed 1

Willamette River that was used by nearly 400,000 people. Missouri River and headed west. In 1843, nearly 1,000 com-

Today the 2,170-mile Oregon Trail still evokes an instant pleted the trip—an omen of the multitudes to follow. g i

image, a ready recollection of the settlement of this conti-

nent, of the differences between American Indians and The Oregon Trail was never a clearly defined track. In places
white settlers, and of new horizons. In 1840 only three states the wagons passed in columns that might be hundreds of
existed west of the Mississippi River. Maine's boundary with  yards apart; those traces shifted with the effects of weather
Canada was undefined. The western boundaries of the and use. In the course of time nature obliterated many of the
Nation lay roughly along the Continental Divide. Within 10 fainter traces. Road builders followed the deeper, more
years the United States and Great Britain had drawn a permanent traces because they marked the best route. The
boundary that stretched from the Atlantic to the Pacific. The = Oregon Trail was quickly being forgotten. In 1906, 76-year-
western boundary moved from the Rocky Mountains to the old Ezra Meeker, Oregon settler in 1852 and a tireless cham-
Pacific Ocean. In another 40 years successive waves of pion of the trail, set out in a covered wagon to retrace the
emigrants completely eliminated any sense of frontier, route from west to east. Among his goals: to create a general
changed the way of life of the American Indians, and ravaged interest in marking the route, to raise public awareness of
many wild animal species, especially the herds of buffalo. the trail's history and heritage, and to point out the loss and
Plows and barbed wire subdued the prairies. Transcontinental damage resulting from careless disregard. Meeker met with
railroads knitted the great distances together. Presidents Theodore Roosevelt and Calvin Coolidge, testi-
fied before Congress, and made several other publicity trips
The first Europeans to see the trans-Mississippi West were over the trail before his death in 1928. Today the National

the mountain men, trappers, and the maritime explorers Park Service, in concert with the Bureau of Land Manage-
along the west coast. In Canada, the Hudson's Bay Company ment, the Forest Service, and the states of Missouri, Kansas,
fur frontier was approaching the Columbia River basin. In Nebraska, Wyoming, ldaho, Oregon, and Washington strive

1812 John Jacob Astor established Astoria at the mouth of to protect this legacy.
the Columbia in a countermove and sent Robert Stuart

overland to carry dispatches east. Stuart found South Pass ﬁg;iiﬁggz,g“,;:";;;ggf*

by following a Crow Indian trail. Only 7,000 feet above sea Buffalo Bill Historical Center
level, with easy gradients, South Pass has an attractive

geographic proximity to the upper reaches of the Platte

River. Both were determining factors in the routing of the }}:;;;E‘n;-n_“l_‘ e

Oregon Trail. The early frontiersmen found the passes, L "“7/1‘:3
crossed the great rivers, and defined the vast reaches of the / \ Continental Divide E /‘ j\) y
western interior. From the beginning these explorerscon- | \'\,\,\ s e f/\sjﬁjf‘)
tributed to a growing campaign to make the Oregon Country | \) &

a part of either the United States or Great Britain, according \

to their own sometimes confused loyalties.

Economic depressions in 1837 and 1841 frustrated farmers \'._
and businessmen alike. The collapse of the international fur Sia
trade in 1839 intensified the hard times, and concerns of SN
British domination of the Northwest grew. At the same time, S I ama
eastern churches saw the American Indians of the Oregon N
Country as ready candidates for European ideas of civiliza-
tion. Churches formed ardent missionary societies to create

an active appetite for Christianity. In 1836 Marcus Whitman

and his new wife, Narcissa, along with Henry and Eliza v heaon Tl vt
Spalding, headed for Oregon as missionaries. The letters ruts near Guernsey, Wyoming
they sent home publicized the opportunities and advantages aienn van Nimwegen

of Oregon. Many people for many reasons had become in- ‘ B A T
a - . Ty

Excitement abounded
when the emigrants
passed the landmarks
of Chimney Rock and
Scotts Bluff, about one-
third of the way on the
trail. It meant they were
making progress. By
this time, too, they
would have an idea if
their money would hold
out. Tolls at ferries and
bridges had to be paid.
Supplies and food were
bought at trading posts
along the way or from
other emigrants. A
week’s journey beyond
Scotts Bluff brought
them to Fort Laramie,
the great supply depot
and resting place. Here

they could replenish
dwindling stocks of
foodandotherstaples—
for a price. Wheels
could be repaired and
wagon boxes tightened
before they set out on
the steepening ascent
to the Continental Di-
vide. Water—and grass
for livestock —became
more scarce. The drier
air caused wooden
wheels to shrink and
the iron tires that held
the wheels together
loosened or rolled off.
Buffalo herds on which
the emigrants had de-
pended for fresh meat
to supplement their
staples became increas-

ingly hard to find the
farther west they went.
Cooking fuel, whether
wood or buffalo chips,
was also harder to find.
To lighten their wagons,
the emigrants left trea-
sured pieces of furni-
ture and other personal
belongings by the way-
side. Surviving the trip
had become of para-
mount importance; food
and tools were vital,
heirlooms were not.
From Fort Laramie to
Fort Bridger, on the
western edge of pres-
ent-day Wyoming, the
Mormon Trail flowed
with the Oregon and
California trails. At Fort

Bridger the emigrants
parted ways as those
bound for Oregon
turned northwest to-
ward the Snake River
Valley. Alternate routes
included Sublette’s
Cutoff and the Lander
Cutoff. Beginning just
west of South Pass,
Sublette’s Cutoff
crossed a barren, arid
stretch of country
where for 50 miles
there was no water and
little grass. Those who
chose the grueling
route and survived had
saved 85 miles and a
week of travel.

Charles Bird King, Young Omahew, War Eagle, Little Missouri,
and Pawnees, 1821. National Museum of American Art,
Smithsonian Institution

Emigrant and Indian
Early emigrants gener-
ally found the Indians
they encountered to be
cordial and helpful.
Some never even saw
any Indians. As emi-
grant numbers multi-
plied, however, the
friendly relationships
became strained. Hos-
tilities and casualties
occurred often enough
after 1860 to keep both
sides nervous when
emigrant wagons
crossed Indian lands.
Wise members of both
groups made an effort
to avoid trouble, and
they usually succeeded.
Rather than fight, In-

William Henry Jackson,Wagon Train at Independence Rock,

dians often assisted
emigrant parties on the
way west. Countless in-
stances of assistance in
the form of extra wagon
teams, food, and medi-
cal help were provided
by Indians, who served
as trail guides and pilots
at dangerous crossings.
Indian life was affected
radically by the emi-

grants, who brought

isease and killed the
wild game. And despite
popular fiction, emi-
grants circled their wag-
ons to corral their live-
stock rather than to
ward off Indian attack.

Denver Public Library, Western Histery Department
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Footsore, weary, and
exhausted, traveler and
beast alike faced the
final third and the most
difficult part of the trail.
Yet speed was of the
essence, for winter
snows could close
mountain passes or trap
unprepared and tired
groups of emigrants as
they crossed both the
Blue Mountains in east-
ern Oregon and the
Cascades to the west.
The photograph below
shows a family entering
Baker City, just east of
the Blue Mountains,
about 1864. In the early
years, before the Bar-
low Road across the
Cascades was opened

Henry Warre, Oregon City, Oregon Historical Society

as a toll road in 1846,
emigrants had no
choice but to go down
the Columbia from The
Dalles on a raft or
abandon their wagons
and build boats. The
Columbia was full of
rapids and dangerous
currents; many emi-
grants lost their lives,
almost within sight of
their goal. Once the
settlers arrived in the
Willamette Valley they
spread out to establish
farms and small towns.
Initially, few emigrants
settled north of the
Columbia, but once the
United States and Great
Britain agreed on anin-
ternational boundary

and the Hudson's Bay
Company moved its
post at Fort Vancouver
to Vancouver Island,
Americans settled in
preseni-day Washing-
ton as well. The 1850
census showed that
12,093 people lived in
Oregon. Ten years later,
when Oregon had been
a state for one year,
52,495 were counted.
Small towns were on
the verge of becoming
cities. Frame houses re-
placed log cabins. Or-
chards grew to maturity.
The land was acquiring
the look of civilization
that the emigrants had
left behind.

Oregon Historical Society

The Oregon National Historic
Trail, designated by Congress
in 1978, is administered by the
National Park Service in part-
nership with the Bureau of
Land Management, the Forest
Service, state and local govern-
mental units, citizen organiza-
tions, and numerous private
individuals whose property the
trail crosses. Today the trail cor-
ridor contains some 300 miles
of discernible ruts and 125 his-
toric sites. An auto route can be
followed from Independence,
Mo., to Oregon City, Ore. For
further information contact any
one of these offices:

Oregon National Historic Trail
National Park Service

Pacific Northwest Region
909 First Avenue

Seattle, WA 98101

Bureau of Land Management
Idaho State Office

3380 Americana Terrace
Boise, ID 83706

Bureau of Land Management
Historic Trail Center

1701 East E Street

Casper, WY 82601

Bureau of Land Management
National Historic Oregon
Trail Interpretive Center

P.O. Box 987

Baker City, OR 97814

Forest Service

La Grande District
Wallowa-Whitman National Forest
3502 Highway 30

La Grande, OR 97850

Forest Service

Mount Hood National Forest
19559 S.E. Division Street
Gresham, OR 97030

National Frontier Trails Center
318 West Pacific
Independence, MO 64050

Oregon-California Trail
Association

524 South Osage Street
P.O.Box 1019

Independence, MO 64501-0519

For information about the specific
states, write to the appropriate
address:

Idaho Department of
Commerce, Tourism Promotion
700 West State Street

Boise, ID 83720-2700

Kansas Division of Travel

and Tourism

400 SW Eighth Street, 5th Floor
Topeka, KS 66603

Missouri Division of Tourism
P.O. Box 1055
Jefferson City. MO 65102

Nebraska Department of Economic
Development, Travel and Tourism
Division

P.O. Box 94666

Lincoln, NE 68509

Oregon Tourism Division
775 Summer Street, NE
Salem, OR 97310

Washington State Department of
Trade and Economic Development,
Tourism Development Division
P.O. Box 42500

Olympic, WA 98504-2500

Wyoming Division of Tourism
I-25 at College Drive
Cheyenne, WY 82002

GPO 1992 ~312-248/80027
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