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INTRODUCTION 

The Historic Columbia River Highway (HCRH) is a cultural and technical wonder that embraces 

the spirit of Oregon.  The innovative design of the highway symbolizes a desire of Oregonians to 

preserve the natural landscape.  The design of the HCRH was intended not merely as a utilitarian 

highway facility but as an expression of esteem for the beauty of the natural landscape in the 

Columbia River Gorge.  The character of the HCRH was modeled by Samuel Lancaster after the 

scenic roads of Europe. 

The Friends of the Historic Columbia River Highway (FHCRH) have brought forth 

another aspect of what makes Oregon so great: our reverence for history.  Although 

transportation progress has called for the demolition of segments of the HCRH, the FHCRH has 

moved to correct this oversight.  Plans call for the preservation of the remaining segments of the 

highway and restoration of any segments that have been lost. 

One aspect of this restoration will focus on the re-creation of the Mitchell Point Tunnel.  

Originally an emulation of the Axenstrasse at Lake Lucerne, Switzerland; the Mitchell Point 

Tunnel was designed by John Arthur Elliott to blend into the natural landscape.  Mr. Elliott 

envisioned a 385 foot tunnel carved into the Grande Ronde basalt rock face with viewing 

windows, allowing for a breath taking image of Mount Adams, Mount St. Helens, and the 

Columbia River Gorge.  

  Soon traffic demand began to exceed the capacity of the tunnel and by 1937 travel 

through the tunnel was restricted to one-way traffic, controlled by a traffic light.  The tunnel was 

closed and filled during the construction of I-84, then blasted away in 1966 along with the north 

edge of the point for slope stabilization.   

  Restoring this centerpiece of the HCRH poses many challenges, both technical and 

political.  Until the funding becomes available for the re-creation of the tunnel it is proposed that 

east and west Mitchell Point be connected with a hiking trail that will later act as a recreational 

hiking loop adding to the versatility of facilities in the area.  

  It is the vision of Samuel Lancaster that drives the reconstruction of the HCRH and acts 

as a guide for the FHCRH.  As the highway is reconnected we must ask the question, “What 

would Samuel Lancaster do?” 
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METHODOLOGY 

PLANNING THE TRAIL 

To be consistent with the intentions of Lancaster’s vision a balance must be struck with the 

natural landscape and the needs of the average hiker.  The Recreational Trail Design guidelines 

published by the University of Minnesota were employed to realize this goal.  These guidelines 

provide a step-by-step process defining how trails are found and created.  

 

STEP 1: DECIDE THE TRAIL’S PURPOSE   

The construction phase of the Mitchell Point tunnel is several years out.  Therefore, this trail is 

meant to reconnect the portions of the HCRH lost when U.S. Route 30 was constructed in the 

late 1930’s.  The trail will work as a recreational hiking loop once construction is finished on the 

re-created Mitchell Point tunnel.  Following a route located behind the crest of Mitchell Point, 

the intended trail takes hikers through a rich natural area and provides exquisite views of the 

Columbia River Gorge. 

 

STEP 2: INVENTORY THE PROPERTY 

The area directly to the west and east of Mitchell Point (the head and tail of the proposed trail) 

belongs to the state. The west end of the trail starts in the existing parking lot located in the 

Seneca Fouts Memorial State Park.  The east end lets out into the Mount Hood National Forest.  

The current access point to the east side travels over roads owned by local residents.  In planning 

the trail this issue must be taken into consideration.  Collaborating with local county officials and 

ODOT, the right of way may be purchased for access to the east side of Mitchell Point or local 

residents may grant easements. 

 

STEP 3: DESIGN THE TRAIL 

Table 2 in Appendix B lists the guidelines required in the design of hiking trails.  Using U.S. 

Geological Survey (USGS) maps an initial route was selected.  The intent was to provide a hike 

of no more than moderate difficulty, which requires a trail grade under twenty percent.  

Information was collected on the moderate trail values per Table 3 in Appendix C.  These values 
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were used in selection of the route from the USGS maps and later as a touchstone for scouting 

the route. 

 

STEP 4: SCOUT THE TRAIL 

With the basics of the trail selected, the next step was to scout out the actual trail.  This was done 

using survey equipment, GPS (global positioning system), and noting the terrain.  The proposed 

route was traversed from east to west Mitchell Point. 

RESULTS 

A route was documented using survey equipment, GPS (global positioning system), and noting 

the terrain.  Longitude and latitude data of points on the trail are listed in Appendix A.  Figure 1 

outlines this route on a topographic map of the area, while figure 2 outlines the elevations at each 

recorded data point along the route.  This path provides an enjoyable hiking experience along 

with scenic views.   

 

 

 

Figure 1 – The proposed route for the interim trail.  

 

 

Comparison of the route characteristics to trail design guidelines can be found in 

Appendix C.  While most of the issues discovered can be easily remediated there are a few 

undesirable aspects of the trail that only major work can overcome.   
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Figure 2 – Trail elevation along the proposed route. 

    

 

Trail Issues 

 The first major issue is trail width.  On the upper slopes of the western approach the trail 

narrows to between 1 and 2 feet.  Steep slopes on either side of this estimated 150 foot portion of 

trail prevent traffic from passing safely in different directions.  The length of these sections 

suggests that one hiker would need to turn around and retrace their steps to let another through.  

Cuts would need to be made in the slope in order to give a minimum clearance of 2 to 3 ft. 

  The second critical issue is the steep grades on the trail.  While a slope below ten (10) 

degrees was hoped for, the actual trail grade of the proposed route reaches sixteen (16) percent 

grade for a hundred and fifty (150) foot stretch.  The steep slopes can be mitigated by creating a 

step or switch back system. 

  The final issue is the surface condition of the trail on the eastern route.  A thin layer of 

moss covers an unstable loose gravel layer on the trail ground. This would need to be cleared to 

remove trip and slip hazards. The cleared gravel, which consists of extremely large and unstable 

rocks, would need to be replaced by a smaller aggregate that can be compacted for better footing.  
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CONCLUSION 

This proposal shows that a proposed trail reconnecting the HCRH through the Mitchell Point 

Saddle is a very realistic goal.  A route has been scouted and mapped.  The implementation of 

this trail could serve as an interim solution to reconnecting the HCRH through Mitchell Point 

and provide a recreational trail that would continue to be of use even after reconstruction of the 

Mitchell Point tunnel.  Trail users would be able to hike and enjoy the beauty of the HCRH in the 

Mitchell Point area without having to wait for the reconstruction of the Mitchell Point tunnel.  

This trail fits Samuel Lancaster’s vision of a connected HCRH that is full of breathtaking views 

and scenic roads. 

FURTHER WORK  

 The proposed trail is entirely on public lands, primarily Seneca Fouts Memorial State Park.  

Agencies interested in the trail construction would include Oregon Parks and Recreations 

Department (OPRD), the United States Forest Service (USFS), and Oregon Department of 

Transportation (ODOT).  Environmental assessment work would be needed.  There may be 

cultural issues about trail construction along the old 1872 Wagon Road that crossed the Mitchell 

Point saddle in this area. 

  Work must be done to the trail to ensure that it meets the trail standards specified in 

Appendix B.  The trail would then need to be marked properly to officially reconnect the HCRH 

through this area.  When completed the trail will allow people to enjoy the beauty of the HCRH 

and loop together with the history of this unique Oregon landmark. 
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APPENDIX A 

Table 1 – Elevation and distances between readings for the proposed trail 

Elevation 
(ft) 

Distance 
Between Points 
(ft) Slope (Deg) Longitude N   Latitude W   

171 These initial points follow the pre-
existing west end of the proposed trail. 

45 42.204 121 37.117 
399 45 42.045 121 37.086 
425 450 3.31 45 42.038 121 37.063 
469 150 16.35 45 42.081 121 37.03 
429 150 14.93 45 42.109 121 37.021 
354 400 10.62 45 42.168 121 36.994 
362 400 1.15 45 42.186 121 36.973 
323 175 12.56 45 42.202 121 36.922 
301 400 3.15 45 42.208 121 36.913 
272 275 6.02 45 42.212 121 36.935 
245 350 4.41 45 42.223 121 36.922 
220     45 42.233 121 36.9 
184 300 11.49 45 42.236 121 36.87 
156 275 5.81 45 42.241 121 36.848 
135     45 42.244 121 36.831 
131 125 11.31 45 42.244 121 36.814 
145     45 42.229 121 36.794 
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APPENDIX B  

Table 2 – Trail design guidelines 

Description of Different Trail Grades   
Percent Grade Description 

0 to 2 Nearly Level 
3 to 6 Gently Sloping 
7 to 12 Moderately Sloping 
13 to 18 Moderately Steep 
19 to 25 Steep 
26 and greater Very Steep 

  

Soil Textural Classes   
Soil Texture Identification 

Sand Loose and gritty. Will not form a ball 

Loam 

Smooth (flour-like), but slightly gritty. 
Forms a ball, but ribbon usually breaks 
easily. 

Silt 
Smooth like flour, no grittiness.  Forms 
ribbon that breaks under its own weight. 

Clay 
Smooth and sticky when wet.  Forms 
ribbon that is long and pliable. 

Organic (peat, muck) 

High amount of decomposed material 
and water.  Black to brown color. 
Wetlands, low areas. 

  

Length   
Day Use: 1/4 to 5 miles (1/2 day) 
  5 to 15 miles (full day) 
Backpacking: 25 or more miles 

  

Clearing Height 8 feet with additional to account for drooping 
braches dues to rain/snow.  

  
Tread Width   
Light use: 2 to 3 feet (one-way traffic) 
Heavy use: 4 to 6 feet (two-way traffic) 

  

Trail Surface   

Light use: 
Natural with gravel or corduroy used in wet 
areas. 

Heavy use: Natural if possible; woodchips or gravel. 
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Percent Grade   

Grades exceeding 10 percent are difficult for hikers to sustain and, without additional 
protection, erosion problems often will develop. Steps, switchbacks, or waterbars may 
be needed on slopes over 25 percent. Occasional grade changes and dips should be 
incorporated into the trail layout to promote user interest and facilitate natural drainage.  
Desired: 0 to 5% 
Maximum: 15% (sustained) 
  40% (shorter than 50 yards) 
Outslope: 4% (maximum) 

  
Facilities  

Parking area, picnic area, resting 
areas, overlooks, campsites, water, 
information board, signs  
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APPENDIX C 

Table 3 – Selected trail design guidelines and information found on site. 

Trail design guidelines  
Description of Different Trail Grades   Found on Site 
Percent Grade Description  

0 to 2 Nearly Level  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Average grade of 8% with a 
minimum of 3% and a 
maximum of 16% for 150 ft 

3 to 6 Gently Sloping 

7 to 12 Moderately Sloping 

13 to 18 Moderately Steep 

19 to 25 Steep 

26 and greater Very Steep 
Grades exceeding 10 percent are difficult for hikers to sustain and, 
without additional protection, erosion problems often will develop. 
Steps, switchbacks, or waterbars may be needed on slopes over 25 
percent. Occasional grade changes and dips should be incorporated 
into the trail layout to promote user interest and facilitate natural 
drainage.  

Desired: 0 to 5% 

Maximum: 15% (sustained) 

  40% (shorter than 50 yards) 

Outslope: 4% (maximum) 

  

Soil Textural Classes   Found on Site 
Soil Texture Identification  

Sand Loose and gritty. Will not form a ball  
 
The west side had a  
pre-existing trail and a solid 
dirt base with some rock.  
The east side is under tree 
cover with a large amount of 
organics intermixed with 
larger rocks. 

Loam 
 

Smooth (flour-like), but slightly gritty. 
Forms a ball, but ribbon usually 
breaks easily. 

Silt 

Smooth like flour, no grittiness.  
Forms ribbon that breaks under its 
own weight. 

Clay Smooth and sticky when wet.  Forms 
ribbon that is long and pliable. 

Organic (peat, muck) 
 

High amount of decomposed 
material and water.  Black to brown 
color. Wetlands, low areas. 
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Table 3 – Selected trail design guidelines and information found on site, continued 

Length   Found on Site 
Day Use: 1/4 to 5 miles (1/2 day) 2798 ft - .53 miles 

  5 to 15 miles (full day)  

Backpacking: 25 or more miles  

Clearing Height 
 

8 feet with additional to account for 
drooping braches due to rain/snow.  
 

Many points with low tree 
coverage, some providing 
clearances as little as 3 ft on 
the east side. 

   

Tread Width    

Light use: 2 to 3 feet (one-way traffic) Near the top of the preexisting 
west-side trail the width 
narrows to 1 ft with steep 
slopes on either side. 

Heavy use: 
 

4 to 6 feet (two-way traffic) 
 

   

Trail Surface    

Light use: Natural with gravel or corduroy used in 
wet areas. 

The west side trail has dirt and 
rock while the east side has a 
dense mat of organics 
intermixed with larger rocks. Heavy use: Natural if possible; woodchips or gravel. 

   

Facilities   
Parking area, picnic area, 
resting areas, overlooks, 
campsites, water, 
information board, signs  

 

 


