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 South Pass was a very interesting encounter for many of the travelers.  It 
was known as the òGateway to Westó.  Having traveled through the eastern 
portion of the Rocky Mountains, many travelers were surprised when they 
reached it.   

 Amelia Hadley in 1851 noted,  

ò...we saw the far famed south pass, but did not see it until we had passed it for I was all the 
time looking for some narrow place that would almost take your breath away but was      
disappointed.  It is a body of table land rooling but not mountainous and is 15 miles wide...the 
altitude here is 7 thousand & 30 feet.  We have been on a gradual accend since we left Larimi 
and now we shall decend the same to the pacificéó 

 South Pass was discovered by fur trader Robert Stuart and six           
companions in 1812.  He and his companions were following an Indian trace in 
Wyoming and found the wide pass in the Rocky Mountains.  At 7,550 feet in 
elevation, it crossed the Continental Divide and made it easier for overland 
travel with ox-drawn wagons. 

 Meldahl in his book, Hard Road West, writes: 

 òCrossing the Continental Divide, the emigrants drank for the first time from waters that 

flow west to the Pacific Ocean.  Spirits were high.  The first 1,000 miles were over, and it   
hadnõt been that bad. 

 Up to South Pass, the emigrants had ascended the valleys of east-flowing riversñThe Platte, 
the North Platte, and the Sweetwater.  The rivers gave water, the grassy bottomlands        
provided feed for livestock and the smooth slopes of the valleys made natural avenues for 
overland travel.  West of South Pass, the land becomes less cooperativeéó 

 Alonzo Delano in 1849 was very critical of the area.  He notes,  

òThere are no particular land-marks to distinguish the scenery on the east side of the Pass 
from that of the valley, through which we had come. The ascent is so gradual that the           
culminating point is a matter of doubt with the thousands who have crossed it, and I can only 
give my own impressions.  Half a mile before we reach the highest rounded knoll, according to 
my ideas of the highest point, are two small conical hills, which stand near each other, on the 
same plain, perhaps twenty rods asunder, between which the road passes... 

...From the culminating point, the view is not as grand as at many places along the Sweet   
Water Mountains, for these mountains, though here much diminished in size, hinder any  
extended view in that direction. The point has an altitude of  between seven and eight         
thousand feet, and the rarification of the  air is so great that it is necessary to stop frequently 
to get breath on ascending the hills in the vicinity.ó  
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National Historical Trails Interpretive Center  
 

This past summer, I was able to travel the California Trail through parts of        
Wyoming.   
 

As I have been volunteering at the California 
Interpretative Trail Center, writing and         
researching articles for our newsletter, I felt the 
need to experience the Trail personally.  Iõve 
been reading and hearing about specific land-

marks and I was curious to see these places.  So this trip has given  me an 
experience that I will always remember.  More so, since I have also taken 
a number of pictures, I can share these pictures with our readership.  
 

Iõve wanted to go to Caspar, Wyoming to see our counterpartñthe 
National Historical Trails Interpretive Center.   Like our California 
Trail Interpretative Center here in Elko, the NHTI Center really      
captures the real-life drama that the pioneers experienced as they   
traveled through Wyoming from 1841 to 1868. 

 
Situated on a hillside over Casper, it also provides a 
view of the valley and has markers showing where 
the trails historically crossed through the town of 
Casper. 

 

The Center provides both visual and audio presentations of the Oregon-California 
Trail Experience.  It is self-directed, so you can take your time to read and listen to 
informational presentations.    
 

The NHTI Center covers the Oregon, California and Mormon Trails.  They also 
include information on the Pony Express Trail and its historical significance.    
There are hands-on activities that engage people of all ages.   
 

I can especially relate to this quote by Lesley Wischmann, once I read it.    
 

òIf you have ever thought about throwing your possessions into the back of your car and heading 
out for parts unknown, you already know the feeling that propelled hundreds of thousands of 
emigrants westward in the 19th  Century.ó  

 
- Leah Brady 


