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In the early morning of January 29, 1863, Col. Patrick Edward Connor and the
Third California Volunteers of the United States Army attacked a village of
Shoshone people spending the winter at Bear River. Most of the 23 soldiers who
died received their mortal wounds during the first half hour of the conflict. By
noon, somewhere between 240 and 300 Shoshone men, women, and children lay
dead on the massacre field.



Americans ought to know what acts of violence bought them their right to own
land, build homes, use resources and travel freely in North America. Americans
ought to know what happened on the ground they stand on.

Patricia N. Limerick
Sweet Medicine, 1995



SUMMARY

The purpose of this study is to provide the
United States Congress with a professional
analysis of whether the nationally significant
resources of the Bear River massacre site in
Idaho are suitable and feasible to be added
to the national park system (the site was
designated a national historic landmark in
1990), and to examine viable alternatives for
the protection and public use of the site. One
of the responsibilities of the National Park
Service is to identify nationally significant
natural, cultural, and recreational resources
and assist in their preservation both inside
and outside the national park system. The
areas managed by the National Park Service
are only one part of a national inventory of
special and protected areas managed by
innumerable federal, state, and local
agencies and the private sector.
Consequently, addition to the national park
system is only one of several alternatives for
ensuring the preservation of significant
national resources for public enjoyment and
benefit.

Five alternative approaches are presented in
the study for consideration. The no-action
alternative retains the present situation at
the massacre site. No further boundary
designations would be proposed other than
the current national historic landmark status.
No protection of the massacre field or public
access to the site would be established under
this alternative other than those voluntarily
provided by individual private landowners.

Alternative 1 proposes the creation of a
historic site by the Franklin County
Commissioners. Under this approach, the
county would designate a historic site
boundary encompassing the national historic
landmark as a county historic site. The site

would be administered locally by Franklin
County.

Some protection of the massacre field and
surrounding landscape would be provided if
the county designated a historic overlay

zone for the site through a county ordinance.
If established, this zone would help retain
the historic character and agricultural uses of
the area. There would be limited public
access to the massacre site under this
alternative, and no acquisition of fee simple
title or easements would be proposed.

Interpretation of the massacre would be
accomplished through the establishment of a
visitor center in the town of Preston. The
center could be operated in conjunction with
the Chamber of Commerce and also provide
area visitor and tourism information. The
establishment of a Preston visitor center
could also be included as an initial phase of
alternatives 2, 3, and 4.

Alternative 2 creates a state historic site,
which provides a state designated area
incorporating the massacre field and
adjacent landscape under the management
and administration of the Idaho State
Department of Parks and Recreation. In
administering the site, the state of Idaho
would work in partnership with a heritage
commission composed of representatives
from each of several interested entities such
as the county government, landowners,
historic preservation groups, and Shoshone
tribal governments. The specific roles of
each entity would be defined by written
agreement(s). The state would assume
overall leadership in resource protection,
interpretation, and site management.
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Regarding a boundary, alternative 2 would
focus on protecting a cultural landscape
slightly larger than the present national
historic landmark. The land protection
emphasis under this alternative would rely
on state fee title purchases from willing
sellers of a visitor center site and the
location of the Shoshone Memorial.
Easements would also be obtained by the
state for road access, overlooks, and
waysides. However, the remainder of the
state historic site, including the massacre
field, would remain in private ownership,
and its protection would be dependent on
the application of complementary county
land use ordinances similar to alternative 1.
These ordinances would be relied on to help
retain the agricultural and open space
character of the setting.

Site interpretation would tell the massacre
story from a newly constructed visitor center
and interpretive overlook from the Soldiers'
Overlook to the east of the massacre site
along a bluff.

The interpretive program and exhibits at the
visitor center and overlook would feature a
balanced presentation denoting what
happened the day of the massacre. This
interpretation would be complemented by a
more detailed contextual story than in
alternative 1. In addition to the visitor center
and overlook, a Shoshone memorial would
be situated on or near the massacre field,
contingent on the state obtaining the right or
permission from a private landowner.

Alternative 3 creates a national historic
reserve that places greater emphasis on the
national significance of the site by extending
federal protection to significant cultural
resources, especially the massacre field.
Protection of the massacre field and
surrounding landscape is emphasized under
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this alternative. The reserve would be
managed by the National Park Service in
collaboration with tribal governments, the
Idaho state historic preservation officer,
county government, and area citizens.

The boundary of the reserve under this
alternative would encompass an area
somewhat larger than the national historic
landmark, and includes lands to the south
along Bear River, which were important to
the story of the massacre. Land protection
within the reserve concept also emphasizes
the retention of private ownership wherever
possible, with restrictions on subdividing and
intensive land development provided by the
acquisition of conservation easements from
willing sellers. Fee simple acquisition would
be required only where public facilities are
needed, and potentially within portions of
the massacre field. Fee simple acquisition
would depend on the private owner
choosing to sell in fee vs. a less-than-fee
interest. Where conservation easements are
obtained, most existing private agricultural
uses of the land could continue.
Complementary county land use ordinances
would be particularly needed where the
National Park Service does not acquire the
appropriate interest in a private property.

The interpretive focus of alternative 3 would
be to tell the massacre story from a location
towards the western edge of the site atop a
bluff. Site development would include a
visitor center, overlooks, and wayside
exhibits managed by the National Park
Service, and a cultural center operated by
the Shoshone. However, public access to the
massacre field and the valley floor would be
discouraged and generally restricted to
infrequent guided groups and special access
for commemorative activities. This element
is one of the primary differences between
alternatives 3 and 4.



Alternative 4 proposes the establishment of
a national historic site, managed by the
National Park Service in collaboration with
tribal governments, the Idaho state historic
preservation officer, county government,
and area citizens. As with alternative 3,
protection of the massacre field and
surrounding landscape would be
emphasized.

In contrast to alternative 3, this alternative
protects historic resources through a land
protection approach that seeks public
ownership of the massacre field in fee
simple. To the extent possible, the massacre
field would be managed to approximate the
general landscape setting at the time of the
massacre. Outside the massacre field itself,
alternative 4 would place emphasis on an
open policy of acquiring conservation
easements from willing sellers. These
acquisitions would be undertaken to protect
and retain the landscape surrounding the
massacre field, and to protect the
agricultural and open space character of this
portion of the Bear River valley. Where
conservation easements are obtained, most
existing private agricultural uses of the land
could continue.

Interpretation of the national historic site
under alternative 4 would tell the massacre
story from a visitor center located atop one
of the surrounding bluffs. As with alternative
3, site development would include a visitor
center, overlooks, and wayside exhibits
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Summary

managed by the National Park Service, and a
cultural center operated by the Shoshone
people. As contrasted with alternative 3,
which generally would restrict public access
to the massacre field, this alternative
includes a limited number of trails and
waysides for public use and access to be
developed at key points adjacent to the
massacre field and at the hot springs. As
with alternative 2, a Shoshone memorial
would be established near the massacre field.

Both alternatives 3 and 4 would, if acted
upon by Congress, establish the Bear River
massacre site as a unit of the national park
system. Like all National Park Service
(NPS) areas, congressional authorization
and funding for the Bear River massacre site
would be required before either alternative
could be implemented. Funds would be
needed for land acquisition, site
development, and operations. According to
NPS policy, regardless of whether
acquisition of fee title interest or a
conservation easement is proposed, NPS
acquisitions would be actively pursued when
a private landowner expresses a specific
willingness to convey an interest in their
property to the United States. As Congress
considers the merits of establishing the Bear
River massacre site as a unit of the national
park system, it is recommended that this
willing seller restriction be incorporated into
any legislation that might be enacted for the
site.
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VISION STATEMENT

The Bear River massacre site should be a place that is protected
from any development that would harm its significant historic and sacred qualities.
The site should commemorate not only the soldiers that participated in the massacre,
but also acknowledge the lives of the Shoshone people that were lost on its soil.
It should be a place where visitors can learn the various viewpoints of what happened, as
well as the historical and social context of the times,
and the consequences of its occurrence.
It should be a place that retains its rural character
without unduly affecting the lives of people who now own and use the land.

The vision statement above was developed by the National Park Service component of the
team that prepared this study. It was prepared after a series of meetings with a focus group
(the larger planning team), landowners, and Shoshone tribes. The vision articulates the desired
future for the Bear River massacre site, and establishes standards by which four management
alternatives can be measured. The success of any given alternative will depend directly on the
degree to which it achieves the goals stated in the vision statement. The desired futures that
were used to develop the vision statement are detailed in a later section of this study



PURPOSE OF AND NEED FOR THE STUDY

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE SITE

The Bear River massacre site lies a little
over 6 kilometers (4 miles) north of Preston,
Idaho, in the southeast corner of the state,
the county seat of Franklin County (see the
Region map). Today, an existing roadside
monument erected by the Daughters of the
Utah Pioneers and an interpretive sign
placed by Idaho Department of
Transportation near the site commemorate
the massacre by emphasizing the roles of the
19th century settlers and the military. The
surrounding 684 hectares (1,691 acres)
comprise the national historic landmark.
With the exception of a highway right-of-
way, all land is privately owned.

STUDY BACKGROUND

Only recently has the significance of the
Bear River massacre site become known
outside the realm of a few academic circles
and Shoshone oral tradition. As knowledge
of its importance in the history of the west
becomes better known, visitation to the site
is expected to increase, and with it the
necessity to protect the historic resources,
and to interpret the massacre accurately,
while respecting the ways of life of people
now using the land.

In 1916 a committee comprised of
descendants of pioneer settlers in the Cache
Valley was organized to commemorate the
massacre event, then known as the Battle of
Bear River. This effort was primarily
intended to honor the California Volunteers.
In 1932 the committee succeeded in erecting
a monument through the efforts of the
Franklin County Chapter of the Daughters

of the Utah Pioneers, the Cache Valley
Council, the Boy Scouts of America, and the
Utah Pioneer Trails and Landmarks
Association. The Daughters of the Utah
Pioneers rededicated the monument in 1953
to also commemorate the role of pioneer
women in caring for the wounded soldiers
and five of the Shoshone survivors.

In the mid-1980s, the Bear River-Battle
Creek Monument Association was formed
by people in the Cache River valley
interested in further commemorating the
Bear River massacre. Their emphasis has
primarily been to increase recognition of the
national significance of the event. Through
their efforts, the Idaho and Utah state
legislatures passed a joint resolution calling
for the creation of a “Battle of Bear River
Monument” in 1986.

Many Shoshone people had long objected to
the characterization of the conflict as a
battle, to the emphasis in the
commemoration of settlers and soldiers, and
the portrayal of the Shoshone victims as
“hostiles.” Upon passage of the joint
resolution, Mae Timbimboo Parry, a
Shoshone descendant of one of the survivors
of the massacre, threatened to file suit over
the use of the word “battle” in the
legislation. Partially to resolve this dispute,
and partially to begin honoring the request
of the Utah and Idaho state legislatures,
Idaho Senator James McClure asked the
National Park Service to undertake a
national historic landmark study.

In 1990, Edwin C. Bearss, then chief
historian of the National Park Service,
completed that study, recognizing the event
as a massacre and officially renaming the
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