
"When you start over these wide plains, let no one leave 
dependent on his best friend for any thinly for if you do, you 
will certainly have a blow-out before you get far." 
On to Oregon! It all began with a crude network of rutted 
traces across the land from the Missouri River to the 
Willamette River that was used by nearly 400,000 people. 
Today the 2,170-mile Oregon Trail still evokes an instant 
image, a ready recollection of the settlement of this conti­
nent, of the differences between American Indians and 
white settlers, and of new horizons. In 1840 only three states 
existed west of the Mississippi River. Maine's boundary with 
Canada was undefined. The western boundaries of the 
Nation lay roughly along the Continental Divide. Within 10 
years the United States and Great Britain had drawn a 
boundary that stretched from the Atlantic to the Pacific. The 
western boundary moved from the Rocky Mountains to the 
Pacific Ocean. In another 40 years successive waves of 
emigrants completely eliminated any sense of frontier, 
changed the way of life of the American Indians, and ravaged 
many wild animal species, especially the herds of buffalo. 
Plows and barbed wire subdued the prairies. Transcontinental 
railroads knitted the great distances together. 

The first Europeans to see the trans-Mississippi West were 
the mountain men, trappers, and the maritime explorers 
along the west coast. In Canada, the Hudson's Bay Company 
fur frontier was approaching the Columbia River basin. In 
1812 John Jacob Astor established Astoria at the mouth of 
the Columbia in a countermove and sent Robert Stuart 
overland to carry dispatches east. Stuart found South Pass 
by following a Crow Indian trail. Only 7,000 feet above sea 
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 
Oregon Trail. The early frontiersmen found the passes, 
crossed the great rivers, and defined the vast reaches of the 
western interior. From the beginning these explorers con­
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 
trade in 1839 intensified the hard times, and concerns of 
British domination of the Northwest grew. At the same time, 
eastern churches saw the American Indians of the Oregon 
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 
Spalding, headed for Oregon as missionaries. The letters 
they sent horr. --.:. *:...•-,.: :".;<' :l. ••. opportunities and advantage 
of Oregon. Many people for many reasons had become in-

John Shively, 1846 

terested in Oregon, but it was not until 1841 that the first 
group with serious intent to emigrate left the banks of the 
Missouri River and headed west. In 1843, nearly 1,000 com­
pleted the trip—an omen of the multitudes to follow. 

The Oregon Trail was never a clearly defined track. In places 
the wagons passed in columns that might be hundreds of 
yards apart; those traces shifted with the effects of weather 
and use. In the course of time nature obliterated many of the 
fainter traces. Road builders followed the deeper, more 
permanent traces because they marked the best route. The 
Oregon Trail was quickly being forgotten. In 1906, 76-year-
old Ezra Meeker, Oregon settler in 1852 and a tireless cham­
pion of the trail, set out in a covered wagon to retrace the 
route from west to east. Among his goals: to create a general 
interest in marking the route, to raise public awareness of 
the trail's history and heritage, and to point out the loss and 
damage resulting from careless disregard. Meeker met with 
Presidents Theodore Roosevelt and Calvin Coolidge, testi­
fied before Congress, and made several other publicity trips 
over the trail before his death in 1928. Today the National 
Park Service, in concert with the Bureau of Land Manage­
ment, the Forest Service, and the states of Missouri, Kansas, 
Nebraska, Wyoming, Idaho, Oregon, and Washington strive 
to protect this legacy. 

Alfred Jacob Miller, Louis-
Rocky Mountain Trapper, 
Buffalo Bill Historical Center 

Across the Plains 

G u i d e b o o k s 
In book or p a m p h l e t 
f o r m , g u i d e b o o k s w e r e 
soon ava i lab le fo r e m i ­
grants. S o m e p r o v i d e d 
g o o d , so l id , re l i ab le in ­
fo rmat ion . O t h e r s c o n ­
t r ibu ted to t he " O r e g o n 
Fever " that s w e p t t he 
count ry in t h e 1840s 
descr ib ing t he land in 
a lmost B ib l i ca l t e rms . 

Over the Continental Divide 

Each part of the jot = 
ney had i ts d i f f icu l t ! 
For t he f i rst th i rd of 
way, the emigran ts i 
used to the rout ine 
wo rk of t rave l . They 
learned to h i tch and 
h i tch the i r l ivestock 
keep the wagons in 
good runn ing order, 
to make sure that th . 
an imals go t t he wat 
and f o o d they needs 
to surv ive. They lea; 
to get a long w i th the 
fe l l ow emigran ts , to 
ag ree on ru les they 
w o u l d al l fo l low on tl 
j ou rney , and to s e t ; i 
and break camp eve 
n igh t and morn ing . 
They learned to spn 
ou t in severa l coluis: 
so that they raised It 

dust and f e w e r of t h e m 
had to b rea the the 
chok ing air. They ro­
tated pos i t ions in the 
l ine in a spir i t o f fair­
ness. They learned to 
travel six out of seven 
days as e x p e r i e n c e d 
vo ices to ld t h e m that 
some of t he most d i f f i ­
cu l t sec t ions to t rave l 
w o u l d c o m e at t he e n d , 
w h e n they w o u l d have 
to cross moun ta ins be ­
fo re the w in te r snows. 
For tunate ly t he land­
scape was re la t ive ly 
gen t le as they t r ave led 
th rough the Platte R iver 
Valley head ing for the 
H igh Plains. S tar t ing 
in the sp r ing , too , p ro ­
v ided t h e m w i th a b u n ­
dant grass for the l i ve­

stock. Water was also 
p len t i fu l , and if they 
we re ear ly e n o u g h in 
t he year camps i tes and 
wate rho les w o u l d not 
be overg razed or fou l ­
e d . Cho le ra , whose 
cause was then u n ­
k n o w n ( b u t w e now 
know can be t raced to 
con tam ina ted wa te r ) , 
k i l led m o r e t rave lers 
than any th i ng e lse . 
H o w many emig ran ts 
d ied a long the trai l can 
never be k n o w n . The 
number of deaths var ied 
f r o m year to year. Most 
l ike ly the dea th rate 
was l i t t le d i f fe ren t f r o m 
that for those w h o re ­
s is ted the lure of t he 
trai l w i th al l i ts po tent ia l 
d isasters. 

Cover: Oregon Trail wagon 
ruts near Guernsey, Wyoming 
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L o a d i n g t h e W a g o n 
Wagons usual ly meas­
u red 4 f ee t w ide by 1Z 
feet l ong . In to these 
48 square fee t we re pu l 
supp l ies for t rave l ing 
the trai l and the w h e r e 
w i tha l for beg inn i ng a 
new l i fe . T h e emphas is 
was on too ls and f o o d , 
but a f ew fami ly t rea­
sures and he i r l ooms 
we re also ca r r i ed . A 
typ ica l load is s h o w n at 
left. Us ing t he w a g o n as 
shel ter was a lmost an 
a f te r though t . 

Albert Bierstadt, Emigrate. 
Crossing the Plains, The 
National Cowboy Hall of 
Fame, Oklahoma City, 
Oklahoma 

Exc i temen t a b o u n d e d 
when the em ig ran ts 
passed the landmarks 
of Ch imney Rock and 
Scot ts Bluff , about o n e -
th i rd of t he way on t he 
trai l . It meant they w e r e 
mak ing progress . B y 
this t ime, too , they 
wou ld have an idea if 
thei r m o n e y w o u l d h o l d 
out . Tolls at fe r r ies a n d 
br idges had to be pa id . 
Supp l ies and f o o d w e r e 
bough t at t rad ing posts 
a long the way or f r o m 
other emig ran ts . A 
week 's j ou rney b e y o n d 
Scot ts Bluf f b rough t 
t h e m to Fort Laramie , 
the great supp ly d e p o t 
and rest ing p lace . H e r e 

they cou ld rep len ish 
dw ind l i ng stocks of 
f oodando the rs tap les - J 
for a pr ice . Whee ls 
cou ld be repa i red and 
wagon boxes t igh tened 
be fo re they sot out on 
the s teepen ing ascent 
to the Cont inenta l Di­
v ide . Water and grass 
for l ivestock - b e c a m e 
more s c a r c e The drier 
air caused w o o d e n 
whee ls to shr ink and 
t he i ron t i res that held 
the whee l s together 
l oosened or ro l led off. 
Buf fa lo herds on which 
the emigran ts had de­
p e n d e d for t resh meat 
to supp lemen t their 
staples became increas­

ingly hard to f i nd t he 
far ther west t hey wen t . 
Cook ing fue l , w h e t h e r 
w o o d or buf fa lo c h i p s , 
was also harder t o f i n d . 
To l ighten their w a g o n s , 
the emig ran ts le f t t rea­
sured p ieces of f u r n i ­
tu re and o ther p e r s o n a l 
be long ings by t h e way ­
s ide. Su rv i v i ng t h e t r ip 
had b e c o m e o f pa ra ­
mount impor tance ; f o o d 
and tools w e r e v i t a l , 
he i r looms w e r e no t . 
F rom Fort La ramie to 
For t Br idger , on t h e 
wes te rn e d g e of p res ­
ent -day W y o m i n g , t h e 
M o r m o n Trail f l o w e d 
w i th the O r e g o n a n d 
Cal i forn ia trai ls. A t For t 

B r idger the emigran ts 
par ted ways as those 
bound for O r e g o n 
tu rned no r thwes t to­
ward the Snake River 
Valley. A l te rna te routes 
i nc luded Sub le t te 's 
Cutof f and t he Lander 
Cutof f . B e g i n n i n g just 
west of S o u t h Pass, 
Sub le t te ' s Cutof f 
c rossed a ba r ren , ar id 
s t re t ch of coun t r y 
w h e r e for 50 mi les 
t he re was no water and 
l i t t le grass. Those w h o 
chose t he g rue l i ng 
rou te and su rv i ved had 
saved 85 mi les and a 
w e e k of t rave l . 

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

E m i g r a n t a n d I n d i a n 
Early emig ran ts gener ­
al ly f ound t he Ind ians 
they e n c o u n t e r e d to be 
cord ia l and he lp fu l . 
S o m e never e v e n saw 
any Indians. As e m i ­
grant numbers mu l t i ­
p l i ed , however , t he 
f r iend ly re la t ionsh ips 
became s t ra ined . Hos­
t i l i t ies and casual t ies 
occu r red o f t en e n o u g h 
af ter 1860 to k e e p bo th 
s ides nervous w h e n 
emig ran t wagons 
c rossed Indian lands. 
Wise m e m b e r s o f bo th 
g roups made an e f fo r t 
to avo id t roub le , and 
they usually succeeded . 
Rather than f igh t , In ­

d ians o f ten ass is ted 
emig ran t par t ies on the 
way west . Count less in­
stances of ass is tance in 
the f o rm of ex t ra wagon 
teams, f o o d , and m e d i ­
cal he lp we re p rov ided 
by Indians, w h o se rved 
as trai l gu ides and pi lots 
at dangerous cross ings. 
Indian l i fe was a f fec ted 
radical ly by t he e m i ­
grants, w h o b r o u g h t 
d isease and k i l led the 
w i ld game . A n d desp i te 
popu lar f i c t i on , e m i ­
grants c i rc led thei r wag­
ons to cor ra l the i r l ive­
s tock rather than to 
ward off Ind ian at tack. 

trail's End 

Footsore, weary , and 
exhausted, t rave le r and 
beast a l ike f a c e d t he 
f inal th i rd and t he most 
d i f f icul t part o f t he t ra i l . 
Yet speed was of t he 
essence, for w i n t e r 
snows cou ld c l o s e 
mountain passes or t rap 
unprepared a n d t i r ed 
groups of e m i g r a n t s as 
they crossed b o t h the 
B lue Moun ta ins in east­
e rn O r e g o n a n d t he 
Cascades to t h e wes t . 
The pho tog raph b e l o w 
shows a fami ly en te r i ng 
Baker City, jus t east of 
the B lue M o u n t a i n s , 
about 1864. In the ear ly 
years, be fo re t h e Bar­
low Road across t he 
Cascades was o p e n e d 

Exploring the Oregon Trail 

Henry Warre, Oregon City, Oregon Historical Society 

as a tol l road in 1846 , 
emig ran ts had no 
cho i ce but to g o d o w n 
the Co lumbia f r o m The 
Dal les on a raft or 
abandon their wagons 
and bu i ld boats. The 
Co lumbia was fu l l of 
rapids and d a n g e r o u s 
cu r ren ts ; many e m i ­
grants lost the i r l ives, 
a lmost w i th in s ight of 
the i r goa l . O n c e the 
set t lers a r r i ved in the 
Wi l l amet te Val ley they 
spread out to es tab l ish 
farms and smal l t owns . 
Init ial ly, f ew em ig ran ts 
set t led nor th of the 
Co lumb ia , but o n c e the 
United States and Great 
Br i ta in ag reed o n an in ­
te rna t iona l bounda ry 

and the Hudson s Bay 
Company m o v e d its 
post at Fort Vancouver 
to Vancouver Is land, 
Amer icans se t t led in 
present-day Washing 
ton as we l l . The 1850 
census showed that 
12,093 peop le l i ved in 
Oregon . Ten years later, 
when Oregon had been 
a state for one year, 
52 ,495 we re c o u n t e d . 
Smal l towns w e r e on 
the ve rge of b e c o m i n g 
cit ies. Frame houses re­
p laced log cab ins . Or­
chards grew to maturity. 
The land was acqu i r i ng 
the look of c iv i l i za t ion 
that the emig ran ts had 
left beh ind . 

William Henry Jackson, Wagon Train at Independence Rock, 
Denver Public Library, Western History Department 
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T h e O r e g o n N a t i o n a l H i s t o r i c 

T r a i l , d e s i g n a t e d b y C o n g r e s s 

in 1 9 7 8 , is a d m i n i s t e r e d b y t h e 

N a t i o n a l P a r k S e r v i c e in p a r t ­

n e r s h i p w i t h t h e B u r e a u o f 

L a n d M a n a g e m e n t , t h e F o r e s t 

S e r v i c e , s t a t e a n d l o c a l g o v e r n ­

m e n t a l u n i t s , c i t i z e n o r g a n i z a ­

t i o n s , a n d n u m e r o u s p r i v a t e 

i n d i v i d u a l s w h o s e p r o p e r t y t h e 

t r a i l c r o s s e s . T o d a y t h e t r a i l c o r ­

r i d o r c o n t a i n s s o m e 3 0 0 m i l e s 

o f d i s c e r n i b l e r u t s a n d 1 2 5 h i s ­

t o r i c s i t e s . A n a u t o r o u t e c a n b e 

f o l l o w e d f r o m I n d e p e n d e n c e , 

M o . , t o O r e g o n C i t y , O r e . F o r 

f u r t h e r i n f o r m a t i o n c o n t a c t a n y 

o n e o f t h e s e o f f i c e s : 

O r e g o n Nat iona l H is to r ic Trail 
Nat iona l Park S e r v i c e 
Long D is tance Trails Of f i ce 
3 2 4 Sou th S ta te S t ree t 
Su i te 2 5 0 
P.O. Box 4 5 1 5 5 
Sal t Lake Ci ty , UT 8 4 1 4 5 - 0 1 5 5 

B u r e a u of Land M a n a g e m e n t 
H is tor ic Trails O f f i ce 
1701 East E S t ree t 
Casper, WY 8 2 6 0 1 

B u r e a u of Land M a n a g e m e n t 
Pocate l lo R e s o u r c e A rea Of f i ce 
1111 Nor th 8 t h A v e n u e 
Pocate l lo , I D 8 3 2 0 1 - 5 7 8 9 

Bu reau of Land M a n a g e m e n t 
Nat iona l H is to r i c O r e g o n 
Trail I n te rp re t i ve Cen te r 
P.O. Box 9 8 7 
Baker City, OR 9 7 8 5 0 

Forest S e r v i c e 
Car ibou Nat iona l Forest 
421 West S e c o n d S o u t h 
Soda S p r i n g , ID 8 3 2 7 6 

Forest Se rv i ce 
Wa l lowa-Wh i tman Nat iona l Forest 
La G rande Dis t r ic t 
3 5 0 2 H i g h w a y 3 0 
La Grande , OR 9 7 8 5 0 

Forest S e r v i c e 
M o u n t H o o d Nat iona l Forest 
Bear Sp r ings Range r Dis t r ic t 
Route 1, B o x 2 2 2 
Maup in , OR 9 7 0 3 7 

Nat iona l Front ier Trails Cen te r 
318 West Pacif ic 
I ndependence , M O 6 4 0 5 0 

Oregon-Ca l i fo rn ia Trail 
Assoc ia t ion 
524 Sou th Osage St reet 
P.O. Box 1019 
Independence, MO 64501-0519 

For in fo rmat ion abou t the spec i f i c 
states, wr i te to t he appropr ia te 
address: 

Idaho Depar tmen t of 
C o m m e r c e , Tour ism Promot ion 
7 0 0 West State S t ree t 
Bo ise , ID 8 3 7 2 0 - 2 7 0 0 

Kansas Div is ion of Travel 
and Tour ism 
4 0 0 SW Eighth St reet , 5th F loor 
Topeka, KS 6 6 6 0 3 

Missour i D iv is ion of Tour ism 
P.O. Box 1055 
Je f fe rson City, M O 6 5 1 0 2 

Nebraska Depar tment of E c o n o m i c 
Deve lopmen t , Travel and Tour ism 
Div is ion 
P.O. Box 9 4 6 6 6 
L inco ln , N E 6 8 5 0 9 

O r e g o n Tour ism Div is ion 
775 S u m m e r St reet , N E 
Sa lem, OR 9 7 3 1 0 

Wash ing ton Sta te Depa r tmen t of 
Trade and Econom ic D e v e l o p m e n t , 
Tour ism Deve lopmen t D iv is ion 
P.O. BOX42500 
O lymp ic , WA 9 8 5 0 4 - 2 5 0 0 

W y o m i n g Div is ion of Tour ism 
I-25 at Co l lege Dr ive 
Cheyenne , WY 8 2 0 0 2 
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