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PATHWAYS NATIONAL HERITAGE  

AREA FEASABILITY STUDY 

 

Draft #3: FINAL DRAFT   August 1, 2024 

 

A feasibility study helps local, state, and federal decision-makers assess the merits of an area 

being Congressionally designated as a National Heritage Area (NHA). This feasibility study has 

been prepared by the Pathways National Heritage Area (PNHA) Feasibility Study Team 

which includes the following volunteers. 

Ö Mr. Vernon Lovejoy, retired National Outdoor Recreation and Commercial Concessions 

Policy Coordinator, USDI, Bureau of Reclamation, Indian Hills, Colorado 

Ö Dr. Glenn Haas, Emeritus Professor, Parks, Recreation and Tourism, Colorado State 

University 

Ö Ms. Leslie Jefferson, CEO, Discover Carbon County, Rawlins, Wyoming 

Ö Mr. Tyler Daugherty, CEO, Visit Casper, Casper Wyoming 

Ö Dr. Travis Moore, Carbon County Commissioner, Rawlins, Wyoming 

Ö Ms. Connie Hall, Chairwoman, Casper Historic Preservation Commission, Casper, 

Wyoming 

Ö Mr. Craig Collins, Casper City Planner, Casper, Wyoming 

Ö Mr. Mike Armstrong, Carbon County Comet founder, Hanna, Wyoming 

Ö Dr. Marcella Wells, Interpretation Specialist, Wells Resources, Inc, Fort Collins, Colorado 

Ö Mr. Jordan Brack, Web and Digital Support, Golden, Colorado 

Ö Mr. Karl Brack, Editorial & Production Design, Freeport, Florida 

Ö Mr. Tim Bottomley, Geographic Information Specialist, Arvada, Colorado 

The PNHA Feasibility Study began on February 21, 2024, when Natrona County 
Commissioners voted to join the Carbon County Commissioners in support of obtaining a 
feasibility study for the project. 
 
The feasibility study will be released for public comment in three successive drafts with 

each draft duly considering public comments and building upon the previous version. This 

strategy is intended to keep the community engaged and informed during the process.   
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The Draft Feasibility Study review release dates are: 

Ö Draft #1 - March 30, 2024 (completed) 

Ö Draft #2 - June 1, 2024 (completed) 

Ö Draft #3 - August 1, 2024     FINAL DRAFT 

 

The Final Feasibility Study will be submitted to the supporting partners by September 15, 

2024, and to the National Park Service who will assess the merits of the proposed PNHA for 

Congressional designation. 
  



ÂċƣőƽċǃƚШ c ШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШ?ƖċŉƣШ[ĲċƚŔĤŔũŔƣǃШÉƣƨĬǃаШƨŊƨƚƣШΝЯШΞΜΞΠЯШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШΠ 

CONTENTS 

PART 1: INTRODUCTION ééééééééééééééééééééééééPage 6 
 

A. What is a Feasibility Study? .....................................................................6 
B. What is a National Heritage Area? ...........................................................6 
C. What is the Location of the Proposed PNHA? ..........................................7 
D. What is the American Story Being Told by the PNHA? .............................9 
E. What Was the Impetus for the PNHA? ....................................................11 
F. Why Pursue National Heritage Area Designation? ..................................13 
G. How Was the Study Organized? .............................................................14 
H. What Was the Feasibility Study Process? ...............................................14 

 
PART 2: THESE PATHWAYS CONNECTED OUR CONTINENT ééééééé...Page 18 

 
              A. The Pathways 

Pathway 1: North Platte River .............................................................19 

Pathway 2: The Oregon National Historic Trail ....................................21 

Pathway 3: The California National Historic Trail ................................21 

Pathway 4: The Mormon Pioneer National Historic Trail .....................22 

Pathway 5: The Bozeman Trail ...........................................................23 

Pathway 6: The Bridger Trail ...............................................................23 

Pathway 7: The Overland Trail ............................................................23 

Pathway 8: The Cherokee Trails .........................................................24 

Pathway 9: The Chief Washakie Trail ..................................................24 

Pathway 10: The Pony Express National Historic Trail........................24 

Pathway 11: The Transcontinental Telegraph Line ..............................24 

Pathway 12: The Transcontinental Railroad ........................................25 

Pathway 13: The Transcontinental Telephone Line .............................27 

Pathway 14: The Transcontinental Lincoln Highway ...........................28 

Pathway 15: The Transcontinental US Airmail Service Route .............28 

 
              B. Rationale for National Significance ....................................................30 

1. The PNHA is the American story of how fifteen Pathways 

connected our continent ééééééééééééééééé...30 

2. Eras of Migration ............................................................................31 

3. Pathway of American Progress ......................................................31 

4. Vast Historic Landscapes ...............................................................32 
 

 

 
  



ÂċƣőƽċǃƚШ c ШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШ?ƖċŉƣШ[ĲċƚŔĤŔũŔƣǃШÉƣƨĬǃаШƨŊƨƚƣШΝЯШΞΜΞΠЯШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШΡ 

PART 3:  ADMINISTRATIVE ASPECTS FOR MANAGING THE PNHA..................Page 34 
 

A. Vision, Mission, and Goals of the PNHA ..............................................34 
 

B. PNHAôs Target Audience ........................................................................36 
 

C. Heritage Tourism ....................................................................................36 
 

D. Visitor Experiences ................................................................................38 
 

E. PNHA Mobile App ...................................................................................40 
 

 
 

PART 4. CONGRESSIONAL REQUIREMENTS FOR NHA DESIGNATIONéééPage 42 
 
Criterion 1: National, Historic and Cultural Resources ............................43 

Criterion 2: Traditions, Customs, Beliefs and Folklife ..............................48 

Criterion 3: Conservation Opportunities ...................................................59 

Criterion 4: Identified Themes ....................................................................63 

Criterion 5: Involvement, Planning & Support...........................................72 

Criterion 6: Management Entity ..................................................................80 

Criterion 7: Conceptual Boundary ..............................................................84 

 
APPENDICIES  
  

Letters of Support (forthcoming Sept. 1 2024) ..........................................87 

The National Heritage Area Act, Jan. 5, 2023 (P.L. 117-339) .....................88 

Affected Environments ................................................................................106 

The Red Desert.............................................................................................120 

Socio/Economic Profile ...............................................................................123 

Related Articles, Books and Videos ...........................................................129 

PNHA Public Engagement Strategy ...........................................................140 



ÂċƣőƽċǃƚШ c ШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШ?ƖċŉƣШ[ĲċƚŔĤŔũŔƣǃШÉƣƨĬǃаШƨŊƨƚƣШΝЯШΞΜΞΠЯШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШΣ 

PART 1: INTRODUCTION 
 

Part 1 provides basic information about National Heritage Areas (NHA) 

and feasibility studies.  

 
A.  What is a Feasibility Study? 

 

Pursuant to the National Heritage Area Act of 2023, Public Law 117-

339, a proposed national heritage area may be congressionally 

designated if it meets seven criteria set forth Paragraph 3 of the Act. To 

make such a determination, the Secretary of the Interior will review a 

feasibility study to certify that the proposed NHA meets the requirements 

set forth in Paragraph (3) of the Act.  (See Appendix B)   

   

This document is called the Pathways National Heritage Area (PNHA) 

Feasibility Study and is intended to provide sufficient analysis, documentation, 

and determinations for the Secretary to certify that the area meets the 

requirements for Congressional designation as a National Heritage Area 

(NHA). The seven criteria are stated verbatim and responded to in PART 4. 

 

B. What is a National Heritage Area? 
 

In 1984, President Ronald Reagan signed into law the National 

Heritage Act which created what he referred to as a ñnew kind of 

national park.ò As such, Congress assigned the administration of the 

National Heritage Area (NHA) program to the National Park Service 

(NPS). However, National Parks and Natural Heritages Areas are 

distinctly different. 

 

A National Heritage Area (NHA) is a congressionally designated geographic 

area which can encompass rural and urban communities with all their built 

amenities, services, and features. A NHA has no formal entrance gates, 

park fees, rangers, or NPS law enforcement. It has no on-site NPS 

management, authority, or responsibility. NHAs are not units of the NPS but 

rather are administered by a local community entity.  
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A NHA is a ñmuseum without wallsò spread out across many acres and even 

miles. Within its boundary, an NHA, such as the one proposed here, is an 

assemblage of significant heritage assets that may include historical evidence 

such as:  homesteads, train depots, river crossings, military fortifications, 

tombstones, historic trails, markers, local museums, interpretive displays, and 

original in-place artifacts. These expansive historic landscapes may also 

include facilities and locations for hosting events and activities such as 

reenactments and guided tours. 

 

What distinguishes a NHA is the combination of unique, cohesive, and 

unifying heritage assets that tell a significant American story -- a story 

compelling enough to share with future generations and in a location 

consequential enough to benefit from preservation.  

 

 

C. What is the Location of the Proposed  

Pathways National Heritage Area? 

 

Map 1 below shows the location of the proposed PNHA encompassing 

Carbon and Natrona Counties in south-central Wyoming. The two counties 

comprise 13,246 square miles or 8,477,440 acres of public and private 

land, with a 2022 population of 94,204. The PNHA is sparsely settled with 

an average of ninety acres per person where 71% of the residents are 

clustered in Casper and Rawlins. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Map 1 

A National and State Locational Map of the Proposed PNHA  
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D. What is the American Story  

Being Told by the PNHA?  

 

In the 1840s, the United States was not yet united but divided by 1,500 miles of 

a vast western landscape between Omaha and Sacramento. There were some 

25 States in the eastern part of the Nation and only California in the west.  

 

Short of transport by boat around Cape Horn or overland by Panama, the 

American continent was not connected in terms of communication, 

transportation, commerce, trade, industry, and culture. The western landscape 

with its mountains, deserts, limited water, and other factors made a land-based 

pathway difficult. But over time, through innovation, invention, political will, and 

unimaginable human endeavor, pathways became a reality.  

 

The PNHA is the American story of how fifteen Pathways connected our 

continent through western migration, settlement, and development. 

 

The term ñPathwaysò was chosen specifically because it is an 

inclusive term and allows for the story to embrace a variety of trails, 

routes, paths, roads, and rivers, as well as several technological 

advances in transportation and communication.  

 

Each Pathway has a unique and significant story which reflects the drive, 

courage, hardships, ingenuity, and innovation of early Americans who propelled 

the western expansion, settlement, and development of the Nation, and who 

connected our continent.  

 

Map 2 below provides a landscape-level view of Carbon and Natrona counties 

and the fifteen pathways of national distinction. A map showing the locations of 

local heritage sites which interpret and support the Pathways is provided in Part 

4, Criterion #1. 
 

  



ÂċƣőƽċǃƚШ c ШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШ?ƖċŉƣШ[ĲċƚŔĤŔũŔƣǃШÉƣƨĬǃаШƨŊƨƚƣШΝЯШΞΜΞΠЯШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШШΝΜ 

Map 2 

The Pathways of the Proposed National Heritage Area 
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E. What Was the Impetus for the Proposed PNHA?  

The impetus and overwhelming support for the PNHA was driven by two well-

known realities: 

1. Carbon and Natrona Counties, as well as the entire State of Wyoming, 

has been subject to economic ñboom and bustò cycles for many years. 

Thus, the need for economic diversity to complement its energy and 

agriculture industry is a shared public value.  

 

2. Wyomingites take great pride in their western heritage and abundant 

historic resources and sites. But all is not well. Residents are concerned 

about the need to preserve and protect these historic resources and 

sites. There is concern about losing the historic integrity of these historic 

resources and sites, and many people believe that more attention and 

resources are necessary. 

 

Given these two realities, interest in the proposed PNHA was quickly apparent.   

 

In March 2023, Carbon County Commissioner Dr. Travis Moore arranged for 

a public open house to discuss new potential economic and tourism 

opportunities for Carbon and Natrona Counties. He was aware that Mr. Vernon 

Lovejoy, a former Rawlins resident and 12-year employee for the U.S. Bureau 

of Land Management, had been researching potential heritage tourism for more 

than two decades in Carbon and Natrona counties. Mr. Lovejoy was invited to 

explain what a national heritage area is and how the program operates. The 

open house was well attended by Carbon County residents and elected 

officials. Once people were comfortable that there was no loss of private 

property rights and the area would remain under local control, the enthusiasm 

for the PNHA was apparent.  

 

Dr. Moore continued to serve as the lead ambassador for the national heritage 

area designation. Within several months he had secured endorsements from 

the Carbon County Board of County Commissioners, the Carbon County 

Council of Governments (12 town mayors), and the Board of the Carbon 

County Discover Carbon County tourism organization. 

 

Mr. Lovejoy enlisted the support of his business partner, Dr. Glenn Haas.  Dr. 

Haas, a former parks, recreation and tourism professor, brought technical 

expertise as he had been involved in the designation of the Cache La Poudre 

and South Park National Heritage Areas in Colorado.  
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Together, Moore, Lovejoy and Haas began working to engage additional key 

stakeholders in Carbon and Natrona Counties. After several months of outreach 

and engagement across numerous stakeholder groups, the PNHA received 

endorsements from the Natrona County Board of County Commissioners, 

the City of Casper City Council, the Board of the Visit Casper tourism 

organization, the Casper Historic Preservation Commission, and the 

National Historic Trails Interpretive Center. More recently, the Wyoming 

Congressional Delegation has endorsed the project.  (See letters of support 

in Appendix A) 

 

With these major endorsements in place, a 13-member feasibility study team 

formally initiated the Pathways National Heritage Area Feasibility Study. The 

Study Team included these volunteers: 

 

¶ Mr. Vernon Lovejoy, retired National Outdoor Recreation and 

Commercial Concessions Policy Coordinator, USDI, Bureau of 

Reclamation, Indian Hills, Colorado 

¶ Dr. Glenn Haas, Emeritus Professor, Parks, Recreation and Tourism, 

Colorado State University 

¶ Ms. Leslie Jefferson, CEO, Discover Carbon County, Rawlin, Wyoming 

¶ Mr. Tyler Daugherty, CEO, Visit Casper, Casper Wyoming 

¶ Dr. Travis Moore, Carbon County Commissioner, Rawlins, Wyoming 

¶ Ms. Connie Hall, Chairwoman, Casper Historic Preservation 

Commission, Casper, Wyoming 

¶ Mr. Craig Collins, Casper City Planner, Casper, Wyoming 

¶ Mr. Jon Ostling, Mayor, Town of Hanna, Hanna, Wyoming (resigned in 

May 2024 for health reasons) 

¶ Mr. Mike Armstrong, Carbon County Comet founder, Hanna, Wyoming.  

¶ Dr. Marcella Wells, Interpretation Specialist, Wells Resources, Inc, Fort 

Collins, Colorado 

¶ Mr. Jordan Brack, Web and Digital Support, Golden, Colorado 

¶ Mr. Karl Brack, Editorial & Production Design, Freeport, Florida 

¶ Mr. Tim Bottomley, Geographic Information Specialist, Arvada, Colorado 
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F. Why Pursue National Heritage Area Designation?  

The Mission and Goals for the PNHA best responds to this question. 

MISSION:  
The PNHA promotes heritage tourism to procure its economic and 

social benefits, strengthen communities, and conserve its heritage 

resources to tell the PNHA story.  

 

GOALS: The specific goals of the PNHA are to: 

1. Increase national and international recognition, curiosity, and 

interest in heritage tourism in the State of Wyoming 

2. Inspire local and State pride, understanding, and engagement 

in the PNHA story 

3. Support heritage conservation, protection, interpretation, and 

restoration efforts through collaborative grantsmanship 

endeavors with heritage partners 

4. Expand the economic and social benefits of heritage tourism 

to Carbon and Natrona counties by increasing the number of 

heritage visitors, their length of stay, and number of 

expenditures 

5. Communicate the PNHA story and its heritage assets through 

an effective and efficient mobile app. 
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G. How is the Feasibility Study Organized? 

The PNHA Feasibility Study is structured to clearly and explicitly address the seven 

criteria set forth by Congress used to assess the merits of a proposed area for 

Congressional designation as a National Heritage Area.  PART 4 includes the 

seven criteria followed by the study teamôs response.   

Due consideration was given to the 2019 National Park Service National Heritage 

Area Feasibility Area Study Guidelines which ñprovide a suggested methodology, 

including basic steps or areas of inquiry, which make up a comprehensive NHA 

feasibility; how to apply NHA criteria; an outline of a typical feasibility study report; 

and appendices containing helpful hints on sources of information, public 

involvement techniques, and other factors.ò 

Ultimately, it was the local feasibility study team who exercised their discretion as to 

what organization and structure would most effectively communicate and address 

the seven NHA requirements set forth by Congress. 

 

H.  What was the Feasibility Study Process?  

The following generalized steps depict the PNHA feasibility study process.  While 

the steps are presented as discrete and sequential, there were instances of 

overlapping efforts as some steps required more time.   

1. Identify a credible lead ambassador or spokesperson to advance the 

notion of a feasibility study to assess the merits and support/opposition of the 

PNHA.  

 

2. Assemble a feasibility study team of volunteers who were representative 

of Carbon and Natrona Counties and had networks to communicate with key 

stakeholders and decision-makers. Make preliminary boundary decision. 

 

3. Conduct a content analysis of NHA legislation, NPS Policy and FAQs, and 

other NHA feasibility studies, including:  

South Park, CO    Mormon Trail, UT 
Cache La Poudre. CO  Big Sky, MT 
Chattanooga, TN   Lincoln, IL 
Southern Campaign, GA  Finger Lakes, NY 
Susquehanna, PA 
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4. Inventory of existing heritage sites and Pathways in Carbon and Natrona 
Counties associated with the central theme of western migration, settlement, 
and development.  
 
This was an extensive team effort over many months involving, but not 
limited to, reviewing sites on National Register of Historic Places, local, state, 
and federal credentialled sites, heritage publications, YouTube and PBS 
documentaries, and consultation with local historians, National Historic Trail 
Interpretive Center staff, Wyoming Historical Society, numerous museum 
staff, and input from stakeholders. Major interpretive themes were also 
identified in this step.     
 

 

 

5. Assemble a comprehensive list of stakeholders (and emails) over time. 

Conceptually, the team approached this task using the following model to 

distribute PNHA information and solicit input.  

 

6. Build a central website for easy access to full and factual information, solicit 

public comments, and secure a public vote of support/oppose. The website 

was intended to be a central portal to distribute drafts of the Feasibility Study, 

maps, NHA legislation, NPS policies and FAQs, decision points, and timeline, 

The PathwaysNHA.com website was activated in August 2023 and amended 

with updated information during the study process.   
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7. Plan a phased roll-out of partial drafts of the feasibility study to 

stimulate public interest and input as the study evolved. With each 

draft new information was added and public comments addressed. 

The phased roll-out schedule was as follows:  

¶ March 31, 2024---30% draft 

¶ June 1, 2024---70% draft 

¶ August 1, 2024---FINAL DRAFT   

¶ September 15, 2024---projected date of submittal to NPS 
with letters of support 
 

8. Secure endorsements for the PNHA Feasibility Study from key 

political entities. The team secured endorsements from the following 

entities: 

Á Carbon County Board of County Commissioners 
Á Carbon County Council of Governments  (town mayors) 
Á Carbon Country Discover Carbon County (tourism 
bureau) 

Á Natrona County Board of County Commissioners 
Á Natrona County Visit Casper (tourism bureau) 
Á City of Casper City Council 
Á Casper Historic Preservation Commission 
Á Wyoming Office of Tourism 
Á Wyoming SHPO 
Á BLM Casper District Manager 
Á Wyoming Congressional delegation (i.e., staff of 
Senators Lummis and Barrasso, and Rep Hageman) 

 
 

9.  Intensive outreach began when the website became operational and 
populated with relevant documents, credible endorsements were 
secured, and stakeholders identified.  

 
The Team employed a multi-prong approach relying on direct contacts 
(e.g., conversations, presentations, meetings, open houses), print and 
digital mass media (e.g., Casper Star, WyoFile, Carbon County 
Comet), radio interviews (e.g., Bigfoot Radio), and more than 100 
email contacts who were provided drafts of the feasibility study as 
work progressed. Study team members communicated through their 
extensive networks. (See PNHA Public Engagement Strategy in 
Appendix). 
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10. Post Final Draft to website, distribute by email and hard copies, and 
inform media outlets that Final Draft of the PNHA  Feasibility Study 
was available for public review and comments for 30 days. 

 
11. Agree to transmit to NPS. Letters of support were solicited for the 

PNHA and included in the Feasibility Study submitted to the National 

Park Service.  The Study transmittal was made by the two lead 

organizations acting as the local coordinating management entity for 

the proposed PNHA: the Carbon County Visitorós Council  (dba 

Discover Carbon County) and Natrona County Travel and Tourism 

Council (dba Visit Casper).  For more information see PART 4: 

Criterion 6 Management Entity. 
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PART 2: THE PATHWAYS 

CONNECTED OUR CONTINENT 
 

 

 

A. The Pathways 

This section briefly describes the 15 key heritage pathways of the PNHA. 

The history and significance of these pathways has been well chronicled 

over time by hundreds of historians, research studies, professional 

associations, publications, and documentaries which are evidenced below. 

See also Appendix E for a sampling of related articles, books, and videos. 

 

The term ñPathwaysò was chosen as an inclusive term and allows for 

the story to embrace a variety of trails, routes, paths, roads, and 

rivers, as well as significant several technological advances in 

transportation and communication.  
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Pathway 1: The North Platte River 

While not famed with any state or national distinction, the North Platte River 

was the beacon for early westward exploration and travel. From early trappers 

transporting beaver pelts back east to the emigrants leaving the safe harbor of 

Omaha to reach the west, the North Platte was a 550-mile pathway. (See Map 

3). 

The river corridor provided a recognizable travel route, potable water for 

travelers and livestock, fish and wildlife for food, forage for livestock, and 

protection and shelter from the heat and winds. Conversely, the river also 

presented impediments with respect to high flows and dangerous river 

crossings.    

The river originates in the high Colorado Rockies and travels north through 

Saratoga and on to Casper before looping southeast into Nebraska and 

beyond. The North Platte and its tributaries in the Encampment and Saratoga 

areas of Wyoming were a vital transportation arteries fir transporting wood for 

railroad ties and poles for the transcontinental telegraph and telephone lines.  

Today, the river is rated by the Wyoming Fish and Game as a blue-ribbon 

fishery and provides  outdoor recreation, irrigation water for many farms 

and ranches. The North Platte River was a major historic pathway in the 

western expansion, settlement, and development of the Nation, and 

continues today to support Wyomingôs agriculture, recreation, and tourism 

industry.  
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Map 3 

The North Platte River Watershed 
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Pathway 2: The Oregon National Historic Trail (1843-68) 

Robert Stuart of the Astorians (a group of fur traders who established Fort Astoria 

on the Columbia River in western Oregon) became the first white man to use 

what later became known as the Oregon Trail.  

The Oregon National Historic Trail is a 2,000-mile trail connecting Missouri to the 

western valleys of Oregon. The route was founded by early trappers on foot and 

horseback. Overtime, trail improvements were made for the large-wheeled 

wagons. The trail was realigned over the years because of the desire for shorter 

routes, safer river crossings, and with advent of commercial services such as 

ferries and fee bridges. Some 400,000 emigrants travelled of the Oregon Historic 

Trial from the early 1840s through 1869. When the transcontinental railroad was 

completed in 1869, use of the trail declined as train travel was safer, faster, and 

easier.   

Congress designated the Oregon Trail 

as a National Historic Trail in 1978.  

 

Pathway 3: The California 

National Historic Trail (1841-68) 

The California National Historic Trail 

was a 2,000-mile-long wagon trail 

connecting Missouri to central 

California. Assuming good fortune (i.e., 

weather, river crossing, equipment), the 

trek required five months. Gold and rich 

farmland inspired early settlers to go 

west. While several adventurous parties 

made the arduous trek in the early 1840ôs, it was the discovery of gold in 1848 

that launched thousands of settlers west towards California.  

The route through Wyoming was shared with the Mormon Pioneer, Oregon. and 

Pony Express trails. These trails followed the North Platter River upstream to 

Casper and south to the famed Independence Rock where the Sweetwater River 

intersects. From there travelers turned west along the northwest fringe of the Red 

Desertôs Great Divide Basin to South Pass after which there were several 

alternative routes to California.  
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The California trail was heavily used between 1841 and 1869. The completion of 

the transcontinental railroad contributed to the decline of trail use much like on 

the Oregon Trail.  

Congress designated the California National Historic Trail in 1992.   

 

Pathway 4: The Mormon Pioneer National Historic Trail (1846-68) 

John Charles Fr®mont's exploration of the American West in the 1840s 

discovered the Red Desert and Salt Lake Valley. His detailed reports and maps 

had a profound influence on Brigham Young and the Mormons' decision to 

settle in the Salt Lake Valley. The Mormons departed the Oregon Trail near 

South Pass, Wyoming, and followed Fremont's instructions that led them to the 

Wasatch Basin in Utah. 

The Mormon Pioneer National Historic Trail traverses some 1,300 miles 

between Nauvoo, Illinois, and Salt Lake City, Utah. This trail followed the same 

route as the Oregon, California, and Pony Express Trail along the North Platte 

River in Wyoming, passing through Emigrant Gap, and on until the junction with 

the Sweetwater River. The trail turned 

west to South Pass and then southwest to 

their new settlement in Salt Lake Valley.      

In 1847, LDS Church leader Brigham 

Young and his party of 148 Mormons and 

72 wagons became the first Mormon 

settlers to cross this western route. Other 

parties followed over the next 20 years 

including the famed two handcart 

companies who met a fateful early 

October snowstorm just west of 

Independence Rock near Devilôs Gate.  

Numerous sites and evidence of the Mormon travels still exist including the 

Mormon Ferry and Red Butte area near Casper, along with Independence 

Rock, Devilôs Gate, Martinôs Cove, and Split Rock. Use of this trail declined with 

the completion of the transcontinental railroad in 1869. 

Congress established the Mormon Pioneer National Historic Trail in 1978. 
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Pathway 5: The Bozeman Trail (1863-68) 

The Bozeman Trail was established in 1863 as a 535-mile shortcut to the gold 

fields of western Montana. This trail departed north from the Oregon Trail near 

Casper. It was short-lived from 1863-68 because it passed through the hunting 

grounds claimed by the Lakota, Northern Cheyenne, Northern Arapahoe, and 

Crow Tribes. Settlers were subjected to frequent and vicious battles which led to 

its nickname as the ñBloody Bozeman.ò The trail was effectively abandoned in 

1868 when the Army closed Fort Phil Kearney and military use of the trail was 

discontinued.  

Designation as a national historic trail is currently under consideration.  

 

Pathway 6: The Bridger Trail (1864-1900s) 

The Bridger Trail to the west of the Bozeman Trail was intended to be a safe 

alternative connecting the Oregon Trail from Casper to the Big Horn 

Mountains and gold fields in western Montana. Mountain man Jim Bridger 

established the trail under contract with the Army Corps of Engineers. The 

trail did receive some early settlers and wagon use but was more heavily 

travelled in later years. The trail was used into the 1900s as settlers continued 

to migrate towards Wyomingôs Big Horn Basin.   

Two sections of the Bridger Trail are listed on the National Register of Historic 

Places. 

 

Pathway 7: The Overland Trail (1862-69) 

Formerly known as the Overland Trail and Stage Line, this route was 

established as a safe stagecoach route in southern Wyoming, connecting Fort 

Collins, Colorado, with the Oregon-California Trail west of Rock Springs, 

Wyoming. Early settlers as well as stagecoach passengers used this trail 

between 1862-1869. To accommodate stagecoach travel, stage stations were 

built along the pathway such as the Elk Mountain stage station. Use of the 

Overland Trail and Stage Line quickly declined with the completion of the 

transcontinental railroad in 1869. 
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Pathway 8: The Cherokee Trails (1849-50) 

Early settlers, including members of the Cherokee Nation, used these trails to 

reach California and its gold fields in 1849-50. There were several routes in 

proximity which traversed southern Wyoming and connected with the Oregon-

California Trail to the west. The northern route passed just south of Rawlins 

while the southern route passed by Saratoga and Encampment.    

 

Pathway 9: The Chief Washakie Trail (1860s) 

Chief Washakie was the leader of the eastern Shoshone Indians in Wyoming.  

He was noted as a fierce warrior but also a friend to the early settlers 

traveling west. When wagon trains were passing through Shoshone country, 

Chief Washakie was reported to assist with river crossings, recovering stray 

cattle, and guiding settlers from Rawlins north to Oregon-California Trails. 

 

Pathway 10: The Pony Express National Historic Trail (1860-61) 

The Pony Express was Americaôs first express mail service which started in 

1860.  Express mail relied on continuous teams of horse and rider relays. 

Each rider rode about 75 miles until handing the mail to another rider. This 

pattern was repeated across 2000 miles from Missouri to California, 

reportedly taking only 10 days  

The Pony Express route followed that of the California, Oregon, and Mormon 

Pioneer trails through central Wyoming. The completion of the 

transcontinental telegraph line in 1861 ended the need for the Pony Express. 

Congress established the Pony Express National Historic Trail in 1992. 

 

Pathway 11: The Transcontinental Telegraph Line (1861) 

In 1841, the news of Presidentôs Harrisonôs death took 110 days to travel from 

Washington D.C. to California. The Nation needed a quicker and more efficient 

means of communication.  While telegraph lines were operating east of the 

Mississippi and in California, reliable communication from coast to coast was not 

yet the norm. As a result, Congress passed the Telegraph Act in 1860 to connect 

the Nation.  first transcontinental telegraph line was completed in 1861. The 

telegraph line immediately made the Pony Express obsolete. Two days after the 

telegraph line opened, Pony Express ceased operations.     
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The original telegraph line through the 

western territories followed the early historic 

trails along the North Platte River finally 

reaching Fort Casaer, Wyoming.  

Construction in Wyoming was arduous. Line 

workers faced numerous challenges including 

strong winds, snow, hostile encounters with 

Native tribes, lack of ready timber, and bison 

disruptions when these large beasts knocked 

over early installed poles.   

After a few years, the line was re-routed south 

with a new multi-line telegraph that followed 

the transcontinental railroad through southern Wyoming. This southern 

route was a more direct east-west connection and had greater security 

due to growing settlements and the presence of the Army at locations 

such as Fort Fred Steele. 

The financial benefit of the transcontinental telegraph was significant. Whereas, 

early transmission charges were $1 per word (equal to $33 in 2022 dollars), the 

Telegraph Act of 1860 set a rate of 30 cents per word. The transcontinental 

telegraph line was another transformative pathway in western expansion, 

settlement, and development of the Nation.  

 

Pathway12: The Transcontinental Railroad (1869) 

The Nationôs 1st transcontinental railroad was 1,912 miles long. It connected 

Council Bluffs, Iowa, with San Francisco, California. Construction of this 

western section started at both ends in 1863 and was completed in Utah with 

the commemorative golden spike in May 1869. Cross-country rail passenger 

service began ten days later.  

The transcontinental railroad reduced the long arduous cross-country wagon 

travel which had taken month. The railroad reduced travel times across the 

western expanses from 6 months by wagon or 25 days by stagecoach, to just 4 

days by railroad. 

The southern Wyoming railroad route was attractive for its wide-open spaces 

and flat topography. The route was closer to forests which provided a ready 

source of railroad ties and to coal for the locomotives. The plains also 

contained plentiful wildlife and adequate water sources to sustain the crews. 

A replica of the 

telegraph office at 

Fort Caspar. 


