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Preface 

In the summer of 1981 a team of landscape archi­
tects, architects and historians came together 
in Cascade Locks, Oregon to study the historic 
and recreational resources of the Columbia River 
Highway. The Columbia River Highway Project was 
initiated and funded by a group of local, state 
and federal agencies, and directed by the Cul­
tural Programs Division of the National Park 
Service, Pacific Northwest Region. 

The project study area encompassed 83 miles of 
the 1916 highway between Troutdale, 16 miles 
east of Portland, and The Dalles. The team 
researched the highway's history, inventoried 
the resources remaining along its route and 
developed strategies for their conservation and 
reuse. 

Other publications prepared by the Columbia 
River Highway Project are: 

Columbia River Highway 
Guide for Maintenance 

Columbia River Highway Inventory 
Columbia River Highway Driving Tour 
Vista House Historic Structure Report 

For further information contact: 

National Park Service 
Pacific Northwest Region 

Division of Cultural Programs 
2001 Sixth Avenue 
Seattle, Washington 98121 

This report has two goals. First, by summariz­
ing the highway's history and current condition 
the report should increase recognition of the 
highway's significance and value for future use. 
Second, it presents a program of improvements 
which should help today's highway better serve 
the needs of its users in the communities along 
its route and in the region. The team hopes 
that the many people interested in the highway's 
future will find it a useful tool in their plan­
ning for continued public enjoyment of the 
Columbia River Highway. 
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Crown Point and the Columbia River Gorge from Chanticleer Point. [Mile 9.6J 
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The Columbia River Gorge is no place for timid 
minds. Lewis and Clark were there in 1805 and 
with them came a new way of life, a new kind of 
civilization to this awesome place. A century 
later, Henry Ford brought out his first Model 
"T" and another revolution in life in the Gorge 
commenced. This publication deals with a land­
mark in that second revolution, the coming of 
the automobile to the Pacific Northwest, the 
advent of the Automotive Age with its new needs 
and new perspectives. No less daring than the 
early explorers, the man who designed and en­
gineered the Columbia River Highway, Samuel C. 
Lancaster, spoke often of the "magnitude of my 
task and the splendid opportunity it presented." 

What Lancaster and the other supporters of the 
highway wanted was nothing less than a careful 
balance of landscape values and automotive 
needs. Humbled as we all are by the majesty of 
this giant slash through the heart of the 
Cascades, he sought to "have sense enough to do 
the thing in the right way." In the process, 
he left for those who come after a remarkable 
record of our early aspirations as an automotive 
culture. The Columbia River Highway was so 
carefully integrated with the landscape that it 
became a work of art in itself. Climbing the 
cliffs and skirting the river edge, the highway 
set engineering standards on its time and for 
almost fifty years it brought the motoring pub­
lic into a close association with the beauty 
and drama of the Columbia River Gorge. 

The new world heralded by the Columbia Highway 
was a dynamic one: change began as soon as the 
road was completed. Towns acquired auto courts, 
service stations and inns; estates appeared in 
the newly accessible highlands. The Gorge be­
came Portland's backyard playground as thousands 
of acres were set aside for recreation and scenic 
protection along the route. At the same time, 
the automobile changed from an open, largely 
recreational vehicle, to an enclosed utility 
vehicle, and with that came a change in the per­
ception of just what the Columbia Scenic Highway 
was good for. To Lancaster, in 1916, it meant 
a roadway artfully constrained by the twists and 
turns of the landscape; but to the commuter of 
the 1930s those same twists and turns had become 
obstacles to be straightened out or leveled. 
Speed and efficiency came to be more valued in 
automotive travel than closeness to nature. The 
scenic roadway was reworked, replaced, and 
finally fragmented. 

During the early spring of 1981 the Columbia 
River Highway Project Steering Committee assemb­
led a group of Federal, state, and local agen­
cies and individuals to see what might be done 
to recognize and possibly reclaim this grand 
old lady of the early auto age. Recognizing 
the highway as an historic resource of poten­
tially national significance, the committee 
examined the highway as a technical and civic 
achievement of its time. Working under the 
early and determined leadership of Richard Ross, 
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the committee recognized the highway us - a suc­
cessful balance of environmental sensitivity 
and imaginative engineering as well as a valu­
able record of the cultural forces that shaped, 
and continue to shape, our cultural landscape. 
As a member of that Steering Committee I pro­
posed a study team to spend the summer document­
ing precisely what was left of the highway and 
exploring options for reuse, case studies of 
how our own culture could again find utility 
and enjoyment in the creation of an earlier era. 
In the summer of 1981, thanks to the commitment 
and imagination of that Steering Committee, a 
team of landscape architects, architects, and 
historians assembled in an office in Cascade 
Locks to begin a summer-long study of the his­
toric and recreational resources of the Colum­
bia River Highway. The project encompassed 83 
miles of road from Troutdale to The Dalles. 
The team researched the history of the highway's 
construction as' well as the important history 
of its use from 1916 to 1981. Every two-mile 
section of the original road was examined and 
evaluated; every historic structure that was 
part of the highway or associated with it was 
documented; every opportunity for conservation 
and reuse studied. Ideas came from the Steering 
Committee, from several public meetings held on 
both sides of the river, and from people who 
cared and took the time to come by the office. 
Working with that team was a remarkable pro­
fessional experience. The depth and vigor of 
commitment and perception remain strong images 
even a year and a half later. 

This report has two goals. First, by summariz­
ing the history and current condition of the 
highway it affords recognition of its signifi­
cance and integrity. Second, it presents a 
program of possible improvements; opportunities 
to preserve its unique values and to capitalize 
on its remaining recreational, scenic, and his­
toric resources. The first two chapters set 
the highway in its environmental and historic 
context. The third discusses the condition of 
the highway corridor today, as well as major 
issues that will affect the road in the future. 
The final — and most important -- chapter pre­
sents our studies of various kinds of oppor­
tunities to improve use and enjoyment of the 
Columbia River Highway in years to come. 

Following in the footsteps of Sam Lancaster and 
Portland's early civic leaders, and working in 
the grandeur of the Columbia River Gorge left 
little room for pretension among the project 
staff. Columbia River Highway: Options For 
Construction and Reuse is the final report of 
the project; a summary of twelve weeks of ex­
amination, evaluation, and hard work. We hope, 
like Samuel Lancaster, we had "sense enough to 
do the thing in the right way." 

T. Allan Comp, Ph.D. 

Regional Historian and Chief 
Cultural Resources Division 
National Park Service 
2001 Sixth Avenue, Rm. 1920 
Seattle, Washington 98121 
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Few landscapes compare to the one that the 
Columbia River Highway traverses and reveals. 
The Columbia River Gorge is the only near sea-
level waterway cutting through the fiery vol­
canic mountains of the Cascade Range. Dividing 
Oregon from Washington, it runs 75 miles east 
from the mouth of the Sandy River, east of Port­
land, to the arid inland plateau near the city 
of The Dalles. The dramatic basalt cliffs of 
the Oregon side rise an average of 1500 to 3000 
feet above the mile-wide river; the average 
width of the gorge from wall to wall is 3 miles. 

Geology 

The Columbia River Gorge formed only seconds ago 
in geologic time. Twenty million years ago, the 
river carved through layer after layer of basalt 
as lava flows repeatedly forced the river to 
change course. Later, the Cascade Range 
uplifted in a great arch beginning at the Sandy 
River near Troutdale, reaching a summit at 4000 
feet above Cascade Locks and then dropping off 
toward Hood River. The rising mountains and the 
falling sea speeded the Columbia and 
strengthened it as it cut a gorge down through 
the mountains. During the Ice Age, dams of ice 
and debris created huge inland lakes of glacial 
melt covering what is now Spokane, Washington 
and Missoula, Montana. Periodically these dams 
broke, sending catastrophic floods of a scale 
unknown today across Idaho, eastern Oregon and 

Washington. About 13,000 years ago the flood 
waters of the last and possibly greatest of 
these roared through the gorge at depths to 1000 
feet, stripping the eastern part of the gorge of 
topsoil and scouring out channelled basalt areas 
called scablands near The Dalles. The flood 
left behind hanging valleys, turning mountain 
streams into cascading waterfalls. Steepened 
and undercut by the flood, the gorge walls began 
to crumble into the river, forming huge talus 
slopes and landslides of as much as 14 square 
miles. Both the talus slopes and the landslide 
areas continue to move slowly into the river 
from either shore, making large areas adjacent 
to the river geologically unstable. 

Hydrology 

The Columbia River carries a volume of water 
second only to the Mississippi, draining an area 
of 259,000 square miles in Oregon, Washington, 
Idaho, Montana and British Columbia. The first 
major hydroelectric project on this part of the 
river was completed at Bonneville in 1938; The 
Dalles Dam was completed in 1956. The river 
level at Portland averages 25 feet above sea 
level, at Bonneville Dam 72 feet and at The 
Dalles 160 feet above sea level. 

Eleven streams enter the river from the south 
shore, all of them carving out short, steep and 
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Oregon white oak, near Rowena. 
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narrow canyons. At or near the mouths of most 
of these canyons are high waterfalls, where 
streams fall out of the "hanging valleys" left 
behind by the catastrophic floods. There are 
twenty-five mapped waterfalls, eleven of which 
can be seen from either the freeway or the 
scenic highway. 

Climate 

As the Cascade Range rose, it raised a barrier 
to the eastward movement of moist ocean air. 
Today The Dalles, at the east end of the gorge, 
averages only 14 inches of rainfall annually, 
while the Portland Airport west of the gorge 
collects 42 inches annually. Near the middle of 
the gorge, at Wind River and Bull Run, rainfall 
reaches between 100 and 150 inches, but drops 
off rapidly to 29 inches at Hood River. 

Vegetation 

This "rain shadow" effect causes a striking and 
rapid transition in vegetation from the moist 
western slope of the Cascades to the dry plateau 
in the east. Travelling from west to east one 
passes through three major vegetative types. 
First is dense coniferous forest of second-
growth Douglas fir (Pseudotsuga menziesii), 
western red cedar, western hemlock, vine maple, 
bigleaf maple and alder. Near Hood River is a 

broad transition zone where Douglas fir forest 
mixes with the more arid forest of yellow pine 
and Oregon white oak. The third vegetative type 
is sparse, arid forest of Oregon white oak 
(Quercus garryana) and yellow pine (Pinus pon-
derosa) mixed with grasslands. 

Because it is a near sea-level slash through a 
mountain range with nearby peaks such as Mount 
Hood reaching over 10,000 feet, the gorge has a 
vertical gradient of environmental conditions as 
well. The river seldom freezes, while the 
forested plateaus just above the river receive 
snow each year. In the steep side canyons are 
damp, protected microclimates that further 
expand the variety of habitats available for 
plant and animal life. As a result, the gorge 
supports a unique flora of over 800 species. 9 
plants grow nowhere but in the gorge; 58 are 
considered rare or endangered. The environmen­
tal diversity here allows southern species and 
northern species to mingle at the outer edges of 
their normal ranges. There are two sites now 
protected for their botanical value along the 
Columbia River Highway. Oneonta Gorge is a 
Forest Service botanical area where rare species 
of fern have been collected. Rowena Plateau, 
rich in wildflowers, is now protected by the 
Nature Conservancy as Tom McCall Preserve. 
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