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Dee Wright Observatory

Synopsis

Renovation and enhancement of a popular, yet remote, historic site in a visually sensitive area to
achieve universal accessibility, while maintaining historic and aesthetic values.

State(s): Oregon
Byway(s): McKenzie Pass - Santiam Pass
Category: Visitor Experience
Project Type: Accessibility
Year Initiated: 1992
Year Completed: 2003

Person Submitting Project

Stacey Forson
Recreation, Heritage, Lands and Minerals Staff Officer
McKenzie Pass - Santiam Pass/West Cascades National Scenic Byways
3106 Pierce Parkway, Suite D
Springfield, Oregon 97477
Phone: 541-225-6301
E-mail: slforson@fs.fed.us

Byway Leader

Stacey Forson
Recreation, Heritage, Lands, and Minerals Staff Officer, Willamette National Forest
McKenzie Pass - Santiam Pass
3106 Pierce Parkway, Suite D
Springfield, Oregon 97477
Phone: 541-225-6301
E-mail: slforson@fs.fed.us

State Or Indian Tribe Coordinator

Patrick Moran
State Scenic Byways Program Manager
355 Capitol St, NE
Salem, Oregon 97301
Phone: 503-986-4261
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E-mail: Patrick.M.Moran@odot.state.or.us

Project Description

The McKenzie Pass area has been a popular tourism destination since 1905. As the land
manager, the USDA Forest Service was among the first to recognize the potential of the lava
flows and volcanic peaks as a tourist destination. In 1926 a bronze peak finder was installed at
McKenzie Pass. The Civilian Conservation Corps built the Dee Wright Observatory in 1935,
and named it for a CCC foreman. From the Observatory, visitors can view six Cascade peaks on
a clear day. In 1992, the Observatory and surrounding area was considered for an important
restoration project, using Forest Highway Enhancement funding from the Western Federal
Lands Division of the Federal Highway Administration. Today, the Observatory receives tens of
thousands of visitors after the snow recedes and the gates to seasonal Historic Highway 242 are
opened each year.

During project planning, we learned our visitors range in age, from families with small children
in strollers to retirees. Abilities ranged from fully able-bodied to people requiring walking
assistance via canes, to people in wheelchairs. Some visitors felt intimidated by the uneven
stairs and swinging chain handrail that led to the observatory. But project scoping also revealed
that people loved this site: they cared about its preservation and wanted assurance they could
access it for years to come.

Prior observatory repairs were often patchwork and performed on an emergency basis. The
design team felt it was imperative that the project-life span 15 to 20 years with minor
maintenance. The long-term vision was to provide a full-service destination facility for the
widest range of visitors of all abilities. This included the adjacent Lava River National
Recreation Trail, a unique, paved interpretive trail in the heart of recent lava flows.

The Dee Wright Observatory Reconstruction project uniquely challenged planners and designers
to find a solution that met barrier-free accessibility and interpretive objectives without detracting
from the historic, rustic character of the original structure and natural surroundings. Overall, the
project was comprised of several components: historic restoration and stabilization;
development of an accessible route into the interior of the observatory structure; new accessible
toilet; an accessible trail through the lava flow; and, accessible interpretive courtyard and
parking area.

Design began on the project in 1993; a design change was completed in 1997, and project
construction was completed in 2003. The development of a new accessible loop of the Lava
River National Recreation Trail, along with interpretive upgrades, will be completed fall of
2010.

The project has been successful especially because of the people and partners who worked
together to thoughtfully design and carefully implement a range of renovations and newly
constructed features. Oregon Department of Transportation, the State Historic Preservation
Office, and Federal Highway Administration worked closely with the Willamette National
Forest to review and provide input into design and construction of the project. Planning and
design was thorough and not rushed; the project planning team was willing to let go of earlier

2 of 4



concepts in light of an opportunity to provide a design that more fully met universal
accessibility. Although the project took time, everyone recognized they were preserving a
unique and important part of the McKenzie Pass historic landscape.

Community involvement and Public Outreach

Public outreach occurred over the life of the project. Part of the outreach was to understand who
visited the site, and why. It was also important to let the public know the project intent as a way
to assist the Forest Service, Oregon Department of Transportation, and project contractors in
managing public use in the area during reconstruction and construction efforts. The communities
of McKenzie Bridge and Sisters were key in informing visitors to the area of the project,
including status of area access and closures during the construction period.

Partnerships

Multiple partners supported the project, including Western Federal Lands Highway Division of
the Federal Highway Administration, the Oregon Department of Transportation, and the State
Historic Preservation Office.

Advancing The Goals Of The Byway's Corridor Management

The McKenzie Pass – Santiam Pass National Scenic Byway Management Strategy (1992) had
several goals that were met by this project: increase public enjoyment; provide for barrier-free
accessibility; prepare for future use trends; reach traditionally underserved groups; and, link
byway visitors to attractions and activities.

Describe Project's Innovation

Now that the project is complete, it seems easy to say “renovation to a historic site to make it
more accessible is something we should do.” However, a project like this one can face complex
challenges to maintain historic integrity, protect aesthetic qualities of an area and site, and to
manage visitor use in a safe and enjoyable setting. One of the most innovative aspects of this
project was determining where providing accessibility made sense and could work, and where it
would not, and to be willing to accept new and creative thinking throughout the design and
implementation phases. It may not be appropriate or feasible to modify an entire historic site for
accessibility; for the Dee Wright Observatory, there was not a solution available that would
provide universal access to the parapet top and still retain the structure’s historic integrity.
However, developing an accessible route up to, and into, the structure was the premiere
innovative accessibility solution the team discovered and realized.

Primary Funding Sources

Funds contributed from local or State sources: $100,000
Funds contributed from Federal sources: $700,000
Funds contributed from other sources:
Total cost of project: $800,000

During this project, we learned:
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Patience and flexibility is needed. Not all shareholders have the same goal for renovation.
Make clear the multiple benefits of change to encourage support.
Universally accessible renovations can be more expensive, but worthwhile in the long run.
This type of project needs long and strong leadership from inception through construction.

If we were to do it again, we would:

Time the project construction more closely with other highway-related projects.
Involve mobility groups, such as Mobility International USA, to review and celebrate the
project.
Stage the reconstruction of the adjacent National Recreation Trail more closely with the
observatory project.
Look for additional highway traffic safety features for pedestrians in the area.

Supporting Images for this Project

Historic Dee Wright Observatory

Interpretive Courtyard

Inside the Observatory
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