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Trail depression through the |4th fairway, Soda Springs Country Club, Idaho.

HE CALIFORNIA/OREGON TRAIL is that 2,000-mile-

long trace across the country by which an estimated

300,000 to 500,000 emigrants traveled to California

and Oregon between 1841 and 1869. The trail began

at several jumping-off points—Independence or St.

Joseph, Missouri, or Council Bluffs, lowa—converged quickly, and

then followed one river system after another until it terminated in

either the Sacramento Valley, California, or the Willamette Valley

in Oregon. The California and Oregon Trails (along with the Mor-
mon Trail) diverged at a point just north of the Great Salt Lake.

Traveling 10 to 15 miles per day, pioneers usually made the

crossing in five or six months. The overlanders timed their depar-

ture for early April or May, just after the spring thaw, when there

was usually enough grass on the prairies for the draft animals to eat.

The overland trail followed major and minor river systems—a
necessity for the draft animals. It began along the Blue River in
Kansas and then switched to the gateway to the Rocky Mountains
West—the Platte and North Platte rivers. This gently uphill path
along the riverway headed in a nearly straight line across Nebraska
and half of Wyoming. In Wyoming travelers shifted to the
Sweetwater, which can be followed almost to the Continental Di-
vide. This historic point, at the south end of the Wind River moun-
tain range, called South Pass, is almost flat grassland, even though
it is 7,000 feet above sea level. So wide and gentle is South Pass that
most emigrants could not detect its summit across the crest of the
Rocky Mountains.

Once beyond the pass, travelers encountered real desert terrain
for the first time. This high desert section of the trail headed south-
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west, crossing the Big Sandy and Green rivers and following the
Blacks Fork River into Fort Bridger, Wyoming. At this point the
settlers bound for California and Oregon continued on the main
trail northwestward, while the Mormon contingent headed due
west down the nearest canyon into the Salt Lake Valley.

IVERTING NORTH FROM Fort Bridger, travelers
could take advantage of yet another river system,
up the Bear Valley and around the northern end of
the Wasatch Mountains of Utah, an easy way off
the high desert plateau that eventually connected
with the Snake River near present-day Pocatello, Idaho.
California-bound emigrants considered this “detour” northwest-
ward into Idaho a delay and a nuisance. At least two “cutoffs” were
available to the foolish or impatient, but they rarely saved time.

About 30 miles west of Pocatello, at an unremarkable spot near
where the Raft River (now dry) met the Snake, the California trail
diverged southwestward to join the Humboldt River near Wells,
Nevada, while the Oregon track continued along the banks of the
Snake River across Idaho, passing through present-day Boise. At
the Idaho-Oregon border the Snake River was abandoned as it
turned north into impassable Hells Canyon. The trail then joined
the Burnt River and followed it to the base of the Blue Mountains in
La Grande, Oregon, where the crossing had to be made before the
onset of snow in late October.

After crossing the Blues, travelers passed through Pendleton,
Oregon, over a series of minor creek systems, and finally arrived at
The Dalles, where the rest of the trip was made by a series of raft
floats and portages down the Columbia River to the official destina-

tion, Oregon City. The Barlow toll road, once completed, offered
an alternate route across the shoulder of Mount Hood.

Photographing the Overland Trail

FOR THE PAST 15 YEARS I have been traveling and photographing
in the Great Basin area, that 1,000-mile stretch of land between the
Rocky Mountains and the Sierra Nevadas. It takes its name from
the fact that the region acts as a giant water sink. Rivers in the
Great Basin never make it to the ocean, terminating instead in
inland lakes such as the Great Salt Lake or just soaking into the
ground and disappearing into huge marshes.

While driving the region’s highways between widely separate
destinations, | often wondered where the road I was traveling would
penetrate that far distant yet steadily approaching mountain range.
One has time to ponder such matters when visibility is over 100
miles. Almost always my guess was wrong, for just as the road
seemed headed for a sheer wall, the river I was following would
make a surprise turn and course through a previously invisible pas-
sage, dragging the road with it.

My thoughts gradually turned to curiosity about who discovered
the first passageway into the Far West. How did they ever find an
even remotely efficient route across a continent whose mountain
ranges are always perpendicular to the direction of travel? Once
while cresting a pass in eastern Nevada on an exceptionally clear
day I counted nine mountain ranges between me and California.
Later, consulting a satellite relief map, I discovered there were
actually twelve (I just couldn’t see the complete 350 miles across
Nevada). Despite this uncooperative geography, a relatively flat

and nearly straight-line route some 2,000 miles long was indeed
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ABOVE: On trail, approaching Mitchell

Pass, Scottsbluff, Nebraska.

RIGHT: Trail emerging from house
foundation, Oregon Trails Heights
subdivision, Boise, Idaho.

OPPOSITE: Independence Landing,
beginning of the California, Oregon,
Mormon and Santa Fe trails,
Independence, Missouri.

ON EXHIBIT

“THE OREGON IMMIGRANT Trail,
1841-1870" is an exhibition of 60 con-
temporary Oregon Trail photographs by
Greg MacGregor. The pictures are ac-
companied by well-researched historical
and present-day information about the
site of each photo as well as excerpts
from pioneer diaries.

This exhibition is on view at the
Washington State Historical Society
(206/593-2830) through June 18, 1995.
The next venue for this traveling exhi-
bition is the National Historic Oregon
Trail Interpretive Center (503/523-
1843) in Baker City, Oregon, August 1
through December 1, 1995. “The Or-
egon Immigrant Trail” is available to
venues throughout the region.

MacGregor also has a book forth-
coming (University of New Mexico
Press, spring 1996) that will contain
many of the images from this exhibition.
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found by early trappers and settlers. My initial curiosity turned into
an obsession to locate and photograph this route.

It took about a year to locate the original trail. No one I talked
to knew about such history-minded groups as Trails West or the
Oregon-California Trails Association, who for the past decade had
been mapping, marking and keeping alive the folklore and history
of the emigrant trails. A library search turned up nothing. Un-
daunted, I began examining republished emigrant diaries, along
with their crude maps, and attempted to locate the route based on
written descriptions. This simply did not work—it was too easy to
miss a location by 50 feet because land features had been altered or
the sagebrush was too high.

Two useful sources finally materialized. A modern guidebook to
the trail, initially overlooked in my research, told how to find the

required me to follow the track and make new photographs, no
matter how boring the landscape might be. Just to add visual inter-
est and scale to the images I soon began to focus on places where the
historic trail intersected with artifacts of contemporary society. It
became my approach to photograph these intersections for the ideas
they presented as well as for their graphic potential.

HE ROMANTIC INTERPRETATION of landscape, often
found in both paintings and photographs, has never
interested me, and [ do not use that approach in my
work. The land in the West was used to scratch out a
living on a large or small scale by whatever scheme
people could invent. In arid climates the evidence of these efforts is
slow to heal, and it soon became obvious to me that the scars of the

trail and the overlay of modern culture that has replaced
€ it would be a more potent record and perhaps a truer
statement of the meaning and current condition of the
overland trail.

All of my photographs were made standing directly in
the ruts of the trail or looking straight at where they used
to be. It was sometimes tempting to wander off the track
to capture a spectacular image, but I resisted. The maps of
the trail are very specific, and I followed them whether
they led under concrete, through cities or into water.
Even when the historic track was invisible I often found
a granite trail site marker erected by the local historical
society or Daughters of the American Revolution. Small
towns remember their history, and the placing of the
markers was carefully thought out. It seems people have
always been interested in this trail, marking it with every-
thing from hand-painted signs to bronze plaques.

I worked the trail in sections, usually in ten-day stints.
Some days I could travel 200 miles, others only 50 be-
cause [ stopped to talk to a rancher about a section
through his land. The conversation often led to a per-
sonal tour. Many times traces of the old trail gave out and
it became passable only on bicycle, especially when a
ranching fence without a gate crossed the track. Other
times the trail just ended. In these cases | backtracked to
the main highway and began another probe farther west.
Since cattle were often in or near the viewfinder of the
camera, my biggest job was to convince suspicious ranch-
ers that [ was not an advance man for sophisticated cattle
tustlers who needed photographs of their future booty.

The overland trail now passes through U.S. Forest
Service and Bureau of Land Management preserves, fac-
tory and corporate yards, private ranches, small and large

Ascent into the Blue Mountains, Gekler and Fourth
streets, La Grande, Oregon

trail and follow it, mostly by using paved roads and the family
automobile. Second, I discovered that on the detailed maps of the
U.S. Geological Survey there is, indeed, often a small dirt track
labeled “Emigrant Trail.”

The problems unique to photography in desert areas were not
unfamiliar to me, but some new ones did emerge. My methodology

cities, and is much of the time under concrete highway.
Most restricted sites were made accessible after I explained the
nature of my project. | encountered the most difficult access when
the trail passed through Indian reservations, such as that of the
Shoshone-Bannock tribe near Fort Hall, Idaho. Perhaps these Na-
tive Americans have not forgotten the consequences of letting the
first white men pass through their country.

Greg MacGregor is Professor of Photography at California State
University, Hayward.

COLUMBIA 12 SUMMER 1995



August, Fiesday, 30 Ty

apt t Lursday, L
gt’ Mal" x F PR ) L £ WA
il i Wiiu o Thah y
Yoae Fades : I " Srasne man | depae < et
RSS il i gl vengl WA, ol ety Ceaedhy
N R VA N )
¥ cam el o autoll ¥ s 2 Lt o oae Ol
"./ ool o hom " Wil Lo i of Mt sk
e Jihoh ok ned) grindil -,_’w//;’ Lo N S
P—ba&." s . D e 4. Aal w s ‘i-;- . c
o Bbeniclinei. Conl ST e ,4. Y ¢
bsyrmm 5 List o 4m F tosi vy Kok B o Bt
fo}"te-/mm' !/‘,’i ,' .,-_{, F3 i s‘.:d(. \-‘$’
g NETRE iy N sk ek o et
/é Af /t}u-,.»::?m Keicie hd' t‘;/ﬁ tlac me fois “
BB A filap oo S f&, YWl v o L0lE o t«f%k ~
# PP /e ‘_’i/' ilaw & l, vt grcload k, o -,. Z
Ll Kissrn cauril Noviv. i gob wnclls Mi thal o fiicd
R A 4 «.,‘{-: p v :n-';. g gy » LTy & hals s .
| J..“ . ﬁA(/J: LEW 4,-‘ Fue (‘-— L3 £.| / il T I )la‘w/
boicn (P Ainde ), Fadsas 4 n‘,u‘- » M e o it "-’(./ A T
The Oq}e‘rland ?.'(.uu«{a-w rrsirle sies L gint s J‘g{: T WA C} j /
: . e "xz.,,,_, v oL o a2 ulsi Jewr oo dada .u&.l:
Trail Diary of i o) :', oy i
. / i ¥ 'mf s ‘e . P A
Phebe Abbott oy R it el ol e
Carlton -

ured by her aunt’s glowing descriptions of Port
Townsend, 21-year-old Phebe Abbott left
Rockton, Illinois in company with her family on
March 18, 1864, bound for Washington Territory via the
Oregon Trail. Despite increased settlement along the entire
length of the trail, it was still aslow, difficult crossing. Ina 178-
page diary recently acquired by WSHS’s Special Collections,
Phebe diligently recorded her thoughts and the activities of
daily life on the overland trail.

’ o

April 20 [Grove City, Iowa] Went to hear preaching at the
schoolhouse three miles. It didn’t amount to much. The minister did
a great deal of hollering and made some very bold assertions, some
doubt as to the truth of them. The singing was excruciating.

May 14 [Platte River, Nebraska] We had buffalo steak for
breakfast which Claude gave us. It was very sweet and tasted very
much like beef steak only better.

May 15 Some of us young people went to the top of the bluff
to see the sun set. An artist pen should sketch the scene spread before
us. A hundred white tents and wagons dotted the green valley at our
feet and the beautiful boiling spring in their midst, in the distance the
Platte River winding in and out among its numerous islands having

for its background high bluffs. The shadows darkening upon them
except their tops which glowed with the last rays of the setting sun. A
young man in the train came near committing suicide by taking
Opium but it was soon discovered that all was not right with him and
upon questioning him, he confessed that he was tived of living and had
taken the poison to put an end to his existence. He had written out
the disposition of all his effects and left it in a book, but the men are
in hopes to keep him in the world a while longer by keeping him in
constant exercise and using proper remedies.

June 4 We started out in high spirits this morning, with sight
of Independence Rock in prospect. . . . Claude said we must go five
miles farther to get good feed, so what we saw of the rock we must see
quickly. We were disappointed for we had anticipated spending hours
wandering over and around it, reading the thousands of names
carved into the solid rock.

On August 2, 1864, after a trip of 121 days, the party arrived
in Marysville, California, where they stayed with friends and
rested. After a few days they journeyed to San Francisco by
stagecoach and then boarded a ship for Port Townsend.

Acquisition of this diary was made possible by the Reno
Odlin Memorial Fund and the Friends of the WSHS Library.
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