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fiPSACaTTS BLUEE M those paths as they hunted for beaver, whose  Narcissa Whitman and Henry and Eliza Spald- _ﬂ‘ * Pacific Northwest from British control. towering over the to California, while the others followed Fitz-  on the trail kept growing. Just 10 years after ‘ QRPSSCOTTS BLUFF NM Most emigrants returned these favors with  river’s south bank. ivestock roads and highways. Over the years other Nnas 6ver whentii :
fur was in demand for stylish hats in Europe.  ingjoined the 1836 fur brigade to Wyoming, = s ] ‘ﬁ ‘ N e sionaries described the land’s fertility and grafirie seve}:.al d@g{s patrick to Fort Hall. The Oregon-bound the Walkers followed the old fur trace, a well- kindness. But tensions grew when the Pioneers’ diaries | AL traces of the Oregon Trail were plowed wagon trains reached
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In 1812 fur trader Robert Stuart and six com-  then headed to Oregon Country. Narcissaand s ‘ promoted its development potential. A - % el J travelers hired a new guide to pilot them beaten road sprawled across the prairie. Traffic stream of wagons increased in 1849 in re- ; under, built over, or faded away. In 1906, g‘;;g: gift;he ol ol
panions, following an Indian trace in today’s  Eliza were the first white women to cross the ’ s :? 3 growing spirit of national pride and the along the Snake River and over the Blue was not just westbound. Discouraged pioneers sponse to the California gold strikes. Live- i 76-year-old Ezra Meeker, who crossed the  sesscors s i
Wyoming, made an important discovery—a  continent on what became the Oregon Trail. b_ 3 “ idea of Manifest Destiny—that God intend- Mountains, and Indians guided them down  turned around; successful settlers returned to stock trampled native plants, and emigrants i plains to Oregon in 1852, set out in a covered
wide pass, 7,550 feet in elevation, across the g ,-“ t ed the United States to stretch from coastto the Columbia River to Willamette Valley. persuade family and friends to join them in slaughtered buffalo herds that tribes needed X wagon to retrace the old Trail from west to
. | . e g - ; ” f : ;
Continental Divide. South Pass made over- As the 1830s ended, so did the supply of 1 coast—made it seem a citizen’s patriotic duty: “— This route became the Oregon Trail corridor.  Oregon; and supply wagons rumbled to and for sustenance. Some Indians tried to col- east. He meant to mark the route before it
land travel with ox-drawn wagons possible, beaver. The last mule cart and missionary to go West. The fur trade had crashed, leav- ‘}:"’" from military forts. lect payment for passage across tribal lands, was gone, publicize the Trail’s history, and

and it became the gateway to the West. In
1851 Amelia Hadley wrote: “There we saw
the far famed south pass, but did not see it
until we had passed it for all the time I was
looking for some narrow place . .. but was
disappointed.”

Freight wagons began to beat a track along
the Platte River and South Pass in the 1820s
and 1830s. These fur brigades carried sup-
plies from St. Louis to the fur trappers’ an-

nual Rendezvous in the Green River country

of today’s Wyoming and Utah. Returning
caravans hauled pressed beaver pelts to
Missouri. This “fur trace,” wheel tracks

brigade headed up the trace toward the final
Rendezvous in April 1840—accompanied by
Joel Walker, his family, and two wagons. From
the Rendezvous, the Walkers joined trappers
and headed to Fort Hall, a trading post on the
Snake River in today’s Idaho. They sold their

wagons and continued west with a fur compa- =

ny pack train bound for Fort Vancouver.

Joel and Mary Walker and their four children
arrived in Oregon’s Willamette Valley in mid-
September—and Mary gave birth to a baby
four months later. They proved that families
could make the overland trip, opening the
Oregon Trail for other pioneer families.

ing unemployed trappers looking for new
work as trail guides.

In early 1841 the first emigrant wagon train
set out from Independence, Mo. The party
of about 80 men, women, and children

joined guide Thomas Fitzpatrick. Heled J_ S

them up the Little Blue River across north-
eastern Kansas, following the old fur trace ..
along the Platte River. The wagons rumbled
by Chimney Rock’s spire and Scotts Bluff’s
prominence. On the Sweetwater River they
passed by Independence Rock and the cleft
called Devil’s Gate, finally starting up a long,

wide, gentle grade—South Pass! The emigranti -

By 1845 Americans outnumbered the British,

and in 1846 Britain surrendered its territorial
claim and withdrew to Canada. In 1850 Con
gress passed the Donation Land Act, offer-
ing 160 acres of free Oregon land to white
males or half-Indian settlers and another 160
acres to their wives. Travel (and weddings)
boomed as settlers rushed to stake claims
before the law expired in 1854.

At first Indians helped emigrants, but things
changed as they discovered that the “free
land” offered to whites was their ancestral
territory. By the mid- to late 1800s settlers
lay claim to most tribal lands.

This highway was not straight, smooth, or
direct. It followed streams, wound around
hills, and avoided deep sand. On steep slopes
travelers lugged wagons up with ropes and
stuck poles in wheel spokes to brake them on
the way down. At dangerous river crossings,
they floated wagons on makeshift ferries.
Worst was The Dalles—a fearsome stretch
of Columbia River rapids—where many pio-
neers floating on rafts perished close to their
final destination. In 1846 the Barlow Toll
Road provided a safer route, one of many cut-
offs developed between jumping-off places in
Missouri and trail’s end at Oregon City, Ore.

but most emigrants regarded these requests
as arrogant demands for tribute.

Relations deteriorated by the late 1850s.
Indians killed travelers and emigrants killed
Indians. In the Oregon Territory farming,
mining, and logging destroyed salmon runs
and village sites. Indian resistance all along
the trail persisted into the 1880s. By then the
Indians had suffered military defeats, set-
tlers had claimed their most productive
lands, treaties were made and broken, and
most tribes were forced onto reservations.
Injust a few decades the American land-
scape was changed forever.

encourage protection of the wagon ruts
that remained. Meeker met with two U.S.
presidents, testified before Congress, and
made several publicity trips along the route
before his death in 1928.

In 1978 Congress authorized the old wagon
road as the Oregon National Historic Trail,
recognizing its importance in American his-
story. Today the Trail is administered by the
National Park Service and managed by the
Bureau of Land Management, U.S. Forest
Service, other federal agencies, state and local
governments, and private landowners. They
work together to protect the Trail’s legacy,
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provide public access, and tell its stories.
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http://www.nps.gov/oreg
http://www.blm.gov/or/oregontrail
http://www.fs.fed.us/recreation/
http://www.octa-trails.org
http://www.ci.independence.mo.us/nftm
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