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The Importance of 
setting

B Y  D AV I D  W E L C H



their length and the size of their setting. The Cali-
fornia and Oregon National Historic Trails are each
about two thousand miles long. In the wide-open
spaces of the west, their setting often encompasses
thirty miles or more on each side of the trail. Thus
their setting encompasses 120,000 square miles, most
of which has already been severely impacted by
modern intrusions. There are, in fact, only a few sites
which remain relatively pristine. 

My interest in the western emigrant trails is based
upon the fact that I am the descendant of twelve trail
emigrants in the mid-1800s. The journey they under-
took was history changing and the emigrant’s sacri-
fice was great. While all of my ancestors survived the
journey, it is estimated that over twenty thousand
died on the trails due to disease and exposure, ten
emigrants for every mile of trail. When visiting the
trails you are literally visiting a cemetery that is a
memorial to the emigrant’s efforts. Native Ameri-

scape, and have fought for more than a hundred years
to set aside areas where today’s visitor finds a setting
basically unchanged over the centuries. I suspect
something within us preserves the memory of our
ancestor’s first intrusion into the natural landscape.

Those of us with an interest in history have been
much less successful in articulating the importance
of the setting (or landscape) to the location of an
historical event. While historic preservation laws and
regulations recognize the importance of the area
around a site, protection of the larger setting has
often been a lower (or absent) priority. As a result
we are left to visualize history by attempting to sub-
tract irrelevant things from the view, a difficult if not
impossible task. For example, often we must attempt
to visualize a Civil War or Indian war battlefield and
its horrific events by eliminating intrusions such as
signs, malls, and office buildings. It does not work.

Historic trails present a special challenge due to

W
ilderness provides a unique experience and the essence of this

experience is the lack of modern intrusions. Advocates and vis-

itors have long recognized the importance of preserving land-

WINTER 2009 111

P R E S E R VAT I O N  

(facing page) A photograph taken on the 
Sublette Cutoff north of Kemmerer near 
Emigrant Springs. A pristine segment of 
the Sublette Cutoff lays near the base of 
these transmission lines, now approximately
twenty-five years old. While the trail in the
area is Class 1, the setting and the experience
have been destroyed.
(right) Looking west just beyond the summit 
of South Pass. The dirt road is a Class 2 two-
track heading for Pacific Springs. Just to its
left are parallel Class 1 swales that are often
overlooked. The wide open setting is clearly
evocative of the emigrant experience. 
Emigrants realize they are now in Oregon and
the distant, uncluttered horizon is their goal
for tomorrow and the days to come. But this
picture reveals only a portion of today’s 
landscape. All photos are courtesy of the author.
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cans honor the spiritual importance of many loca-
tions; it should be recognized that descendants of trail
travelers can be similarly moved.

Sharing some of the emigrants’ experience when
I visit the trail (of course without many of the hard-
ships) is important to me, and I know many others.
I have stood alone at South Pass in Wyoming and
felt the passing of 200,000 or more emigrants through
that welcoming gap in the Rockies. The wind whis-
tles through the sagebrush, and with a little imagi-
nation you can hear the jangle of the wagon gear and
the voices guiding the oxen across the plains. The
view extends a hundred miles to the west to the next
mountain range and fifty miles to the Wind River
Range to the north. It was at this point the United
States as a continent-wide nation was born when the
trappers and then the emigrants passed.

The setting at South Pass is not pristine, but it is
still evocative of the emigrant’s journey. A power line
crosses the trail a few miles west of the pass and an
old railroad grade lies parallel to the trail. Wind farm
sites are being studied on the adjacent ridges. I am not

certain that future visitors will be able to replicate the
experience at South Pass that means so much to me.

A friend of mine, who deals with historic trail set-
ting and landscape issues on a daily basis, summa-
rized the preservation of an historic trail as follows.
First, there is the story: the challenges, failures, and
successes of the emigrants themselves as found in the
journals, reminiscences, and stories that have been
preserved. Second, there are the physical remnants:
the ruts and swales. Third is the personal experience,
which can only be felt by visiting an undisturbed trail
site. We have done a good job on the first (history),
less well on the second (physical remains), and very
little on the third (setting). As another colleague
observed, once part of the trail and the setting is lost,
a part of the story is lost as well. The loss is irreplace-
able.

David Welch has served the Oregon-California Trails
Association in many ways. He is a past-president, former
national preservation officer, and is currently the chair of
the Trail Mapping and Marking Committee. 

Taken not far from the image on the pre-
vious page, as the camera turns to the
right it captures the 1950s era railroad
grade and telephone poles on the far hori-
zon  instead of the first undisturbed set-
ting. The first picture shows what the
view could be; this image shows the mod-
ern intrusions if the 180 degree view is
considered.




