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PREFACE


After forty summers of puttering randomly around the United States, mostly in a series of four VW buses, in 2010 we decided to try something different. Following a fiftieth high school reunion in Rushville, Indiana, we headed west to follow the Oregon Trail. From the early pioneers’ staging area in Courthouse Square in Independence, Missouri, we drove over 2,000 miles to Oregon City in Oregon’s Willamette Valley. During the return east to our home in South Georgia, we followed the Lewis & Clark Trail from the Corps’ 1805–1806 winter quarters at Fort Clatsop, Oregon, to St. Louis where the Corps of Discovery had commenced its epic journey in search of a Northwest Passage.


It was a fine summer, with each leg of the trip proving enjoyable and educational. We visited interpretive centers and museums, stopped at dozens of historic landmarks, and met many friendly residents and fellow travelers. The trip proved to be one of the best in our many years of travel. The only downside was Kay declaring upon the return home that we had spent our last night camping in a small tent, which was banished to the attic, where it remains in the event she changes her mind.


Having experienced both the trail of the emigrants’ journey to the Northwest and the return route taken by Lewis and Clark, it was easy to declare a winner: The Oregon Trail offered by far the richer travel experience. Little physical evidence remains of Lewis and Clark’s journey other than William Clark’s inscription of his name on Pompeys Pillar in Montana. Historians know where members of the Corps camped, what they did, and who they met because the entire trip was recorded in great detail in personal journals. Along the Oregon Trail there remain buildings, wagon ruts, graves, and more. We found it easier to imagine pioneer experiences on the Oregon Trail than the Corps of Discovery’s experiences searching for a passage to the Pacific.


The 2010 journey following the Oregon Trail was so enjoyable, we repeated the trip 7 years later, during which we described the experience in a weekly travel column for a national newspaper chain.


After acceptance of our 2021 proposal for a book exploring the Oregon Trail, we began planning a third trip nearly identical to our 2017 journey. That is, we would fly to Kansas City, drive the trail in a rental vehicle, and return home on a flight from Portland. This time we spent considerable time studying Oregon Trail history and compiling a list of landmarks we considered important and reachable. (The trail frequently passes through remote locations beyond the reach of most vehicles.) In other places where a landmark was remote and barely reachable, we gave it our best shot.




It is an incredible experience to stand beside a long depression resulting from thousands of wagons being pulled by oxen up a steep incline like that at Nebraska’s California Hill. Likewise, standing atop Wyoming’s Independence Rock and viewing the zigzag of the Sweetwater River that pioneers were required to cross several times is a sight long remembered. Along the trail are excellent interpretive centers including those at Fort Kearny, Chimney Rock, Scotts Bluff, Fort Laramie, and Casper in Wyoming; Montpelier in Idaho; and Oregon City and, best of all, the National Historic Oregon Trail Interpretive Center outside Baker City in Oregon.


Unlike the Lewis & Clark Trail, along which there is virtually no remaining physical evidence of the Corps of Discovery’s journey, numerous sections of the Oregon Trail include ruts, physical structures, graves, and monuments. Imagine the pleasure of strolling a golf course fairway along a lengthy depression made by thousands of pioneer wagons headed across Idaho. Just as impressive is standing in 5-foot-deep ruts in sandstone cut by wagons and livestock traveling through southeast Wyoming. Following the trail and experiencing these historic pioneer footprints sparks the imagination to recall one of the most important mass migrations in our country’s history.


A major plus of a road trip along the Oregon Trail is that the journey is mostly through rural America. Except for the beginning in Kansas City and ending in Oregon City, a suburb of Portland, larger towns along the way include Topeka, Casper, Pocatello, Twin Falls, Boise, Pendleton, and The Dalles—pleasant communities that are easily navigated.


Another boon is the lack of crowds. Even at major landmarks such as South Pass, we stood alone at the site where emigrants crossed the Continental Divide. Despite the trail being one of the major factors in the expansion of the United States, many travelers, for whatever reason, fail to consider the Oregon Trail when planning a major road trip. This is their loss.


The two of us have enjoyed five decades of roaming throughout the country while visiting all fifty states. We have driven from our home in Georgia to Alaska and across the entirety of Canada. We have traveled Route 66, the Pacific Coast Highway, and US 1 from South Florida to Maine. None matched the rich experience of our journeys following the Oregon Trail. Tracing the route of America’s pioneers who sought a new and better life in the Northwest offers a history lesson for today’s travelers. We hope thumbing through the landmarks and images in this book will entice you to plan a trip of your own.


—Kay and David Scott


Valdosta, Georgia




ENHANCING YOUR ROAD TRIP


Should you decide to embark on a road trip following the Oregon Trail, here are some thoughts based on our own experiences during three journeys from Independence to Oregon City. Each trip offered an education that made the following trip even better.


	1.If possible, follow the trail from east to west The journey is much more meaningful when trail landmarks are encountered in the order experienced by the pioneers. Starting in Independence and driving through the tallgrass prairie, the short-grass prairie, the Rocky Mountains, and, finally, the Columbia Plateau offers a better sense of what it was like for the pioneers, even though they traveled with a lot less horsepower.


	2.Don’t hurry At least three weeks are necessary to appreciate most of what this road trip has to offer. In truth, a month or more would be even better. If time is limited, consider splitting the trip in half, perhaps by making an initial trip from Independence, Missouri, to near Rock Springs, Wyoming, with a plan to drive the western segment of the trail to Oregon City later. This would allow you to use the Salt Lake City airport at the end of the first leg and the beginning of the second leg.


	3.Don’t miss stopping at museums and interpretive centers along the way Start with the National Frontier Trails Museum in Independence and finish with the End of the Oregon Trail Interpretive Center in Oregon City. Between these two bookends are numerous museums and interpretive centers to enrich the journey. Interpretive centers in Casper, Wyoming; Montpelier, Idaho; and Baker City, Oregon, are outstanding. Museums in towns along the way including Topeka, Kansas; North Platte, Nebraska; Kearney, Nebraska; Douglas, Wyoming; Boise, Idaho; and The Dalles, Oregon, are certainly worth a visit. Take time to enjoy these interesting places that some very dedicated and knowledgeable men and women maintain for all of us.


	4.Enhance your knowledge of Oregon Trail history prior to departing home and you will experience a much richer journey Learning about the pioneers’ fascination with western Nebraska monoliths such as Courthouse Rock and Chimney Rock brings these landmarks to life while driving along the North Platte River. Likewise, a sense of the importance to emigrants of Fort Kearny, Fort Laramie, Fort Bridger, and Fort Hall makes your own visit to these historic sites considerably more rewarding. A short bibliography notes books we found helpful for our own travels along the trail. Read the books by Dary, Mattes, and Unruh before leaving home, and take Franzwa and Haines along for the ride.
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Millions of years of erosion by the Sweetwater River in southern Wyoming cut the distinctive V of Devils Gate that fascinated pioneers on the Oregon Trail.


	5.Take time to talk with locals who are proud of their hometowns, museums, stores, and history Personal interactions enrich a road trip and sprinkle it with memories. It’s rewarding to gain the perspective of the people who live where you are a visitor.
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MISSOURI


During the early years of the Oregon Trail, Independence, Missouri, served as ground zero for wagon train departures to the West As the years passed, emigrants and gold seekers preferred jumping-off locations farther upstream including Westport, Fort Leavenworth, St. Joseph, and Council Bluffs. But during the initial years of migration, Independence Courthouse Square was where the pioneers congregated, acquired supplies, and organized or joined wagon trains for the five-to six-month trip to the Northwest.


Many emigrants arrived at Independence by steamboat from St. Louis, docking 3.5 miles north of town at Upper Independence Landing. Some arrived with only personal items, needing to purchase wagons and oxen for the coming trip. This created a market that resulted in Independence becoming a setting for numerous wagonmakers and blacksmiths. Other emigrants chose to bring along their livestock and disassembled wagons on the steamboats rather than travel overland. Steamboat passage saved nearly 3 weeks of overland travel and reduced wear on both the wagons and livestock. Westport Landing, farther upriver and with better docking, had become the more popular arrival location for steamboats by the mid-1840s.
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William Henry Jackson, Westport Landing SCBL-(ARCHIVE 19), SCOTTS BLUFF NATIONAL MONUMENT






Emigrants initially departed from Independence by following the route of the old Santa Fe Trail. The trace had long been used by traders to transport goods between the United States and Mexico following the latter country’s independence from Spain. The trail from Independence Courthouse Square to the small community of New Santa Fe on Missouri’s western border stretched approximately 18 miles. Depending on the weather (rain often resulted in a muddy trail and difficult travel conditions) and the departure time from Courthouse Square, wagon trains stopped for the night at various locations along the trail including the Rice-Tremonti Home, Cave Spring, and Hart Grove Creek before reaching the community of New Santa Fe.


Later in the 1840s the majority of pioneers arriving in Independence chose to travel overland to Westport (now Kansas City) before heading south to meet the Santa Fe Trail a little northeast of New Santa Fe. This would be the last stop in the United States before entering present-day Kansas, which at the time was “Indian country” or “Indian Territory,” where the emigrants would become trespassers.


1. Upper Independence Landing


Upper Independence Landing on the Missouri River was the nearest docking location for overland travel to Independence, 3.5 miles distant. Lower Independence Landing at Blue Mills was in the vicinity but not heavily used due to issues with sand-bars, frequent muddiness, and a somewhat greater distance from Independence.


In the early 1840s Upper Independence Landing bustled with activity. As passengers disembarked and animals and cargo were unloaded from steamboats, the landing’s levee was often a madhouse. Crates and barrels were stacked high; adults scurried around to corral their animals and children; and wagons that had been disassembled for transport were being reassembled. The hike from the levee to the road was steep and often muddy. Cargo frequently had to be carried up the bank to be loaded into the wagons.


Sandbars left by an 1844 flood of the Missouri River rendered Upper Independence Landing less desirable for steamboats, and most arriving captains began choosing the newer Westport, or Kanzas Landing, 2 miles upriver. This was a grim development for Independence merchants, who convinced the town to install a type of rail system from the levy to Independence Square. Pulled by mules, the railcar operation brought about a temporary recovery, but by 1856, in part due to a shifting of the river, Upper Independence Landing was no longer usable.


Today the historic landing site is on private property. An overlook near the intersection of East Kentucky Road and North River Boulevard is about a half mile south of the location of the original landing site. Exhibits at the overlook interpret the three trails pioneers followed west from Independence.




2. Independence Courthouse Square


Independence, Missouri, had only a few hundred citizens when it was founded in 1827 on the western edge of developed territory. As the eastern terminus of the Santa Fe Trail, the small town enjoyed blacksmith shops, wagonmakers, and outfitters to meet the needs of traders. Availability of these businesses made Independence the preferred jumping-off spot for the emigrants who planned to head west to Oregon and California in the early 1840s.


The activities centered on the courthouse square, which was lined with shops. By the mid-1840s at least a dozen blacksmith shops were busy 14 hours a day as thousands of emigrants with wagons, oxen, horses, cattle, and other animals arrived early each spring. Most spent 2 to 3 weeks in the vicinity while they acquired provisions and organized groups of fifty or so wagons in order to travel in greater safety across 2,000 miles of wilderness that at the time was outside the United States.


Some emigrants camped behind buildings that surrounded the square while others preferred to move a mile or two outside Independence, where grass was available for the animals. If oxen were purchased in Independence, time was required to train the teams. Getting ready to head out, the emigrants would gather at Independence Courthouse Square
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The courthouse that dominates Independence Square served as the official starting location for emigrants heading west.


A President’s Home Where the Oregon Trail Began


Independence, Missouri, not only served as the early demarcation point for pioneers heading to Oregon, it would also be the hometown of Harry S Truman, our nation’s thirty-third president. The home in which he and his wife, Bess, lived most of their lives is administered by the National Park Service. The site’s visitor center is a block north of Courthouse Square, the location where pioneers once gathered in preparation for the trip west. The Truman home is four blocks west and one block north of the courthouse.


Harry Truman was born in a small Missouri town south of Kansas City. He grew up in Independence and married his childhood sweetheart, Elizabeth (Bess) Virginia Wallace, after returning from serving in France during World War I. Other than their years spent at the White House in Washington, D.C., the couple lived in the Independence home of the bride’s grandfather for the remainder of their lives.


During Truman’s presidency, the house in Independence was referred to as the “Summer White House.” Following his presidency the home was frequently surrounded by people seeking a peek at the president, causing the Secret Service to erect a wrought-iron fence to keep the crowds back. Upon returning home from Washington, Truman selected Independence as the site for his presidential library and helped supervise its construction.


Bess Truman’s last will left the large Queen Victorian home “to the United States of America to preserve the legacy of her husband and the presidency.” Free ranger-guided tours are available. Tickets required for tours can be obtained at the National Park Service visitor center, which offers a 12-minute orientation video about Truman and his life in Independence. For information on days and times of operation, call the Harry S Truman National Historic Site at (816) 254-2720.
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Harry Truman’s home in Independence, Missouri, is near Courthouse Square, where pioneers gathered before heading west.





Following an 1844 flood that made docking steamboats at Upper Independence Landing more difficult, a new upstream landing was used. Westport Landing shaved several miles off the journey, and, being beyond the mouth of the Blue River, resulted in one less river to cross. By the 1850s, most emigrants were departing from Westport Landing or other locations farther north, and the merchants in Independence had seen the majority of their business vanish.


Today’s Independence Courthouse Square continues to present a feel of the past. Not the past of the 1840s, but a feel similar to what many of us now on Social Security may have experienced in our own hometowns. It’s an enjoyable place to stroll, and even though the 1840s courthouse has been expanded and renovated several times, the current building is worth exploring. A monument on the west lawn of the courthouse declares, “Here the Oregon Trail Began.” It speaks the truth and is a good place for a picture before starting on your own trip to the Willamette Valley.


3. Santa Fe Trail Park


Santa Fe Trail Park is a 45-acre recreational area that includes a quarter mile of historic Oregon, California, and Santa Fe Trail ruts. The Kansas City Park Board acquired the property in 1967 after being informed of the old ruts. The park is at 2900 S. Santa Fe Road in Independence. To view the ruts, follow the entrance drive as it bends to the right and then to the left. The ruts will be on the right in a grove of trees just prior to arriving at the parking area for the tennis courts. The park includes a picnic pavilion and walking trails.


4. The Rice-Tremonti Home


The Rice-Tremonti Home sat beside the Santa Fe Trail, 8 miles from Independence. The home’s grounds served as a popular camping spot for both Santa Fe traders and emigrants heading to Oregon and California. The family, known for its hospitality, offered food for the pioneers and their livestock. The property had springs for watering the animals and prairie grasses for feeding them.


In 1836 Archibald Rice and his family placed a claim on 160 acres they cleared before building a two-story log home and several slave cabins. In 1844 Rice constructed the Gothic Revival frame farmhouse that remains today.


A replica slave cabin near the farmhouse is similar to that in which “Aunt” Sophia White moved into in 1850 when her owner married the Rices’ son, Elihu Coffee Rice Coffee had become the home’s owner when his father died in 1849. “Aunt” Sophia cooked their meals in the hearth of her cabin.
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The Rice-Tremonti Home (top) and replica slave cabin (right).
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In 1861, at the start of the Civil War, the Rice family and their slaves fled to Texas. They reclaimed the home upon their return to Missouri in 1866. Many homes in the surrounding area had been destroyed during the war, but theirs remained intact. “Aunt” Sophia moved back into her cabin where she lived until just prior to her death in 1896.



Coffee Rice died in 1903 and the house was subsequently owned by two other families, the last being the Tremontis. In 1988 the house became the property of the city of Raytown, where it is maintained and preserved by a nonprofit volunteer organization. The home is at 8801 E. 66th Street in Raytown. Private tours may be arranged by calling (816) 510-8179.


5. Cave Spring


Cave Spring is a 36-acre nature center that once served as a midday rest area and emigrant campground along the Santa Fe, Oregon, and California Trails. The park is less than a mile down the road from the Rice-Tremonti homestead that also served as a campground for many emigrants during their first night on the trail.


The Cave Spring property was settled in 1836 by the Jesse Barnes family and known at the time as the “Barnes Enclosure.” Barnes constructed a two-story home and farmed much of his land. The Santa Fe Trail ran beside the property, where the owner allowed emigrants to camp. He also converted the home into an inn and tavern. Journal entries by emigrants in 1846 noted overnight stays in the home/inn. The property was later owned by the maternal grandfather of President Harry S Truman.


The park has a small cave and a spring, thus the new name. A granite monument was placed at the trail site in 1909 by the Daughters of the American Revolution and the state of Missouri.


In 1975 the Cave Spring Association, a nonprofit group, acquired the land in order to preserve the Santa Fe Trail on the east side of the park. The association manages and maintains the site as a nature center and outdoor education facility with several hiking trails looping through the property. The trails are open to the public from 9 a.m. to sunset. The park is located at 8701 E. Gregory Boulevard in Kansas City. Phone (816) 659-1945 for information.


6. Wieduwilt Swales


Ruts and swales made by wagons, livestock, and people traveling the Oregon Trail are a rare find in a city neighborhood. An exception is a small park where the grass-blanketed depressions are plainly evident at the location where East 85th Street intersects Manchester Avenue in Kansas City. The park is private and maintained by the Cave Spring Association, which permits public access.
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Wieduwilt Swales are in a residential area at 85th and Manchester.






On the 85th Street side, about 50 yards from the corner, large swales head southwest. The deep swales resulted from freight and emigrant wagons climbing a hill single file to avoid the large rock formation near the center of the park. A historical marker denotes the site at 7558 E. 85th Street, Kansas City.


7. Schumacher Park


Pioneers in the mid-1800s passed in a westerly direction through the south end of present-day Schumacher Park Although the park no longer offers visible swales or ruts, it does provide visitors with a view of how the prairie would have appeared to the emigrants. Interpretive exhibits have been installed along a sidewalk.


The park is in the southern section of Kansas City. From I-435 take exit 70 east on Bannister Road. Turn left on Hillcrest Road and then right on 93rd Street. The park is on the right.
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Schumacher Park has no remaining swales but offers a look at the prairie as experienced by pioneers.


St Louis: Emigrant Gateway to the West


St. Louis owes its birth to a French fur trading post founded in 1764 near the confluence of the Mississippi and Missouri Rivers. Named for the King of France, the town served as the departure point for the Lewis and Clark Expedition and, several decades later, as the gateway for many emigrants who would be heading overland to Oregon and California.


The first steamship arrived here in 1817, setting the stage for St. Louis to become the primary transportation hub for the Mississippi and, later, the Missouri River. In 1821, when traders began traveling overland to Mexico via the Santa Fe Trail, steamships navigated the Missouri as far as Upper Independence Landing, about 3 miles north of the town of Independence. This became the location where much of the early overland trade and travel to the West commenced. Traders’ merchandise was loaded on steamships at St. Louis for the three-and-a-half-day trip upriver, saving time and 300 miles of overland travel.


When the great westward migration commenced in 1842, many pioneers made their way to St. Louis for steamship passage to Independence, the early overland starting point for the Oregon Trail. As the years passed, emigrants chose jumping-off points farther upstream, but all the while St. Louis remained the main portal through which people and goods made their way up and down the rivers. The population of St. Louis tripled between 1840 and 1850, and then nearly doubled during the subsequent decade. The city was truly the “Gateway to the West,” although a large number of travelers apparently decided to make it their permanent home.


In the 1930s the town’s civic leaders wanted to commemorate the city’s role in the expansion of the United States. A competition for architects was held in 1947–1948 with a design by Eero Saarinen declared the winner. The centerpiece of his plan was a giant stainless steel arch that was eventually completed in1965. The work was initially named Jefferson National Expansion Memorial to honor President Thomas Jefferson, who initiated the Louisiana Purchase and organized the Lewis and Clark Expedition. The park later underwent major renovations with a broadening of its scope, and in 2018 was rechristened Gateway Arch National Park.
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8. Hart Grove Creek Campground at Marion Park


Wagon trains departing from Independence had to cross the Blue River. With plentiful fish and wild game, the river valley’s attractive Hart Grove Creek area became a popular camping spot on the night prior to the crossing. The legendary Donner Party camped here in 1846. Exhibits and stone markers define the trail’s path along the creek.


Marion Park is located in the “V” where US 71 and I-435 join off Bannister Road. Turn south on Marion Park Drive on the west side of Home Depot, and then west on Hickman Mills Drive. Parking is available in the next block.


9. Red Bridge Crossing of the Blue River


The 235-acre Minor Park, located to the south of Red Bridge Road in Kansas City, offers an 18-hole golf course, tennis courts, a cricket ground, hiking trails, and picnic shelters. Through the middle of the park flows the Blue River, where most wagon trains departing from Independence in the 1840s and 1850s experienced their first river crossing. The park is home to outstanding swales where emigrant wagons were pulled from the river to ascend a hill. Red Bridge, a wooden covered bridge, was constructed in 1859 and allowed wagon trains to avoid a ford of the river. The original bridge was later replaced by an attractive metal bridge.


A parking area is at the end of a short drive off Red Bridge Road to the south. The drive, east of Holmes Road and west of the Minor Park North Entrance, isn’t named but sports a national park trail sign.
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The current Red Bridge was constructed in 1932 to replace an earlier version that itself replaced the original wooden Red Bridge over the Blue River in Minor Park.




The swales are directly south of the parking area. One major and two shallow swales can be seen where pioneer wagons were pulled up the hill after exiting the river. The swales are much easier to discern when the grass is short after a recent mowing.


The Red Bridge is across the railroad tracks in an adjacent section of the park. To access the bridge, drive across the current bridge and turn right onto the park entrance road. Railings on each side of the bridge are decorated with several thousand “love locks,” padlocks clasped onto the bridge railing by couples who wish to signify their unbreakable love.


10. New Santa Fe


New Santa Fe in present-day southwest Kansas City was once known as Little Santa Fe, a small community that developed where freight wagons laid over in the 1830s during their travels to markets in Mexico and California. About 10 miles south of Westport and 18 miles from Independence, Little Santa Fe was on the Missouri side of the border and the final town before emigrants exited the United States into Indian Territory. Whiskey was not allowed in Indian Territory, and New Santa Fe was the last place where it could legally be sold. Not surprisingly, the little town was home to several saloons.
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The small cemetery is all that remains of New Santa Fe.






Today’s travelers find a Kansas City neighborhood where the town once stood. Light swale remnants are visible in privately owned New Santa Fe Cemetery, which we found interesting to explore. The cemetery is home to gravestones from the 1800s along with interpretive information about the Overland Trail. The cemetery is located on West Santa Fe Trail, 0.1 mile east of State Line Road. It sits behind a church across from West 122nd Street.


11. Westport (Kanzas) Landing


By the mid-1840s Westport Landing had overtaken Upper Independence Landing as the location where emigrants arriving by steamboat from St. Louis disembarked. The new arrival point was blessed with a large rock ledge at river’s edge, making it easier for steamboats to navigate. Emigrants arriving at Westport Landing also benefited from being farther upriver and beyond the Blue River, which emigrants using Upper Independence Landing were required to cross.


The town of Westport, 4 miles from the landing, was near the Missouri state line, which at the time was the western border of the United States. To the west was land that had been given to American Indians relocated in the 1830s from eastern states. As part of the treaty, American Indians were allocated money, some of which was spent in Westport. Thus the town was relatively prosperous prior to becoming the primary departure point for pioneers heading west.
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Westport Landing replaced Upper Independence Landing in importance and later grew into today’s Kansas City.



Businesses in town grew to take care of pioneer needs, and by the end of 1846 the economies of Westport and its landing were booming. The population of 300 more than doubled in one year, and the town that sprang up next to the landing was officially named Kanzas. As growth continued through the early 1850s, the name was changed to City of Kansas and, in 1889, Kansas City.


The landing where the emigrants arrived on steamboats is now part of an industrialized area of the city. The Riverfront Heritage Trail is a wide walkway alongside the river accompanied by interpretive signs describing the riverfront’s historic past. The old landing site is accessed via a pedestrian bridge at the north terminus of Main Street near the intersection with East 2nd Street.


12. Jim Bridger Grave


In 1868, following decades exploring the West, mountain man, scout, and trapper Jim Bridger, suffering various health problems, returned to his home in Westport, Missouri. Bridger had purchased his Westport farm in 1855, but discovered he wasn’t yet ready to settle down. It was here in 1881 he died at 77 years of age. Bridger was buried in an unmarked grave in a cemetery near his
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Authors Kay and David Scott at California Hill in western Nebraska.
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