Unfortunate Emigrants
Johnson, Kristin

Published by Utah State University Press
Johnson, Kristin.
Unfortunate Emigrants.
1 ed. Utah State University Press, 1996.
Project MUSE.

muse.jhu.edu/book/9318.

For additional information about this book
https://muse.jhu.edu/book/9318

[ Access provided at 8 Jan 2023 14:49 GMT with no institutional affiliation ]

THE SNow-BoUND, STARVED

EMIGRANTS OF

1846

STATEMENT BY MR. REED, ONE OF
THE DONNER COMPANY

"The Donner Tragedy-A Thrilling Chapter
in Our Pioneer History."
Editors PREss:-An article under the above quoted title appeared in your
issue ofJanuary 21st, 1871. The preface contained the following:
"The sufferings of the Donner party, who were snowed in, and detained
on the mountains more than three months, in the winter of 1846-47 has
been much talked about, and some garbled stories have been published;
but from the very nature of the case, anything like a true history was difficult to come at. "
The writer of the above truly says that it has been much talked about,
and some garbled stories have been published. But there never was a more
garbled story that the one entitled the "Donner Tragedy," written by F. H.
McDougal. After the lapse of 25 years the sad affair must be raked over
and hashed up to furnish material for F. H. McDougal's "Tragedy."
F. H. McDougal's informant, Mrs. Curtis, never was a member of the
Donner party, and she states herself that she never was. Then how could it
be possible for her to give anything like a true history. "From the very
nature of the case" she could know nothing about the company in the
mountains. Nevertheless she vouches for her statement as being true, when
it must have been derived from hearsay only, and the writer of the "Tragedy," knowing from the statement of Mrs. Curtis that the information she
could give was only hearsay, must have exercised very little judgment in
writing such garbled matter for a journal of the character of the PREss.
I have never appeared voluntarily, and never wished to, before the public
in reference to this sad affair; haVing gained the ill-will of parties who wished
to write books with reference to it by refusing. Myself and family have
always refused giving particulars, but were always willing to give general
items; and it is with extreme reluctance that I publish the follOwing statement
of my connection with the Donner party, only giving the general outlines.
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I have a diary containing all the particulars pertaining to the party in the
mountains, 3 and my four children are living witnesses of the truth. Two of
them were old enough at that time to remember all the circumstances. I
have always "drawn the curtain over the revolting scenes."
I would do all again that I did do in the company, except two things:
First, leaving my family and wagons in the desert to hunt water to gratify
the desire of a number of the company, when there was a plain road traveled by companies before us. Second: No inducement could persuade me
to leave my family to the tender mercies of a company.
"A touching little incident is related of these times. On the passage from
the camp to Fort Sutter, Mr. Brein and one of this little daughters became
very faint, and it was feared that they would die. It was proposed to Mr.
Reid that they should stop and light fires, and try to restore them. He
treated the matter coolly, not to say gruffiy, saying that he did not think it
worth while to take much trouble about it. On hearing this, his little girl
took him by the hand, saying in the sweet earnestness of a grateful child,
"Papa, if it hadn't been for Mr. Reed (Mr. Brein), we should all have been
dead!" The sight of the sweet pleader brought the lesson home to his heart.
He instantly ordered a halt; when they kindled fires on each side of them,
administered remedies, and the sufferers were saved."
With what fine flow of language, and how smoothly the "touching little
incident" is written. Surely the informant and writer, after being so particular in giving the conversation, could have located the place on the route
from the emigrants' camp to Sutters Fort. No, that would not answer the
purpose. I denounce it as wilfully and maliciously false, and the heart that
could giver utterance to it, must be devoid of all the finer feelings of a
woman. Referring to Mr. McCutchen's account for all the transactions at
this place "Starved Camp" only stating that Mr. Brien was not sick, neither
was it feared that he would die. He had only one daughter then, she was an
infant not more that eighteen months old.
I thank Mr. and Mrs. Brien for giving shelter to my wife and children,
but as to giving them of their stores they never did. 4
The article "Donner Tragedy," reflecting with unmerited severity on me
as a man and my efforts in carrying relief to the suffering party when I, without fear of contradiction, can say that myself with Mr. McCutchen did more

3 It is unclear whether Reed is referring to the Miller-Reed diary or the diary he
kept of the Second Relief; he does not seem to have used either in writing this
memoir. See note 11, below.
4 As mentioned in the introduction to Farnham's account, Virginia Reed Murphy reports that Margaret Breen slipped her a few bits of meat; but the Breens
did not regularly share food with the Reed family.
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for that party than all the members together, is my justification in publishing
the following statement of my acts in connection with the Donner Party.
Anyone wishing further information of myself is referred to Thornton's
"Oregon and California," Bryant's "What I Saw in California," and Hall's
"History of SanJose."
I left Springfield, Ill., with my family about the middle of April, 1846.
George and Jacob Donner with their families accompanied me. We
arrived at Independence, Mo., where I loaded two of my wagons with provisions, a third one being reserved for my family. Col. W. H. Russell's
company had started from here before our arrival. We followed and overtook them in the Indian Territory. I made application for the admission of
myself and others into the company, and it was granted. We traveled on
with the company as far as the Little Sandy, here a separation took place.
The majority of the members going to Oregon, and a few wagons, mine
with them, going the Fort Bridger, [or] Salt Lake Route for California. The
day after our separation from the Russel company, we elected George
Donner captain, and from this time the company was known as "The Donner Company."
Arriving at Fort Bridger, I added one yoke of cattle to my teams, staying
here four days. Several friends of mine who had passed here with pack animals for California, had left letters with Mr. Vasques-Mr. Bridger's partner-directing me to take the route by way of Fort Hall and by no means to
go the Hastings cut-off. Vasques being interested in having the new route
traveled, kept these letters. This was told me after my arrival in California. 5
Mr. McCutchen, wife and child joined us here.
Leaving Fort Bridger, we unfortunately took the new route, traveling on
without incident of note, until we arrived at the head of Webber [Weber]
canyon. A short distance before reaching this place we found a letter sticking in the top of a sage bush. It was from Hastings. He stated that if we
would send a messenger after him he would return and pilot us through a
route much shorter and better than the canyon. A meeting of the company
was held, when it was resolved to send Messrs. McCutchen, Stanton and
myself to Mr. Hastings;6 also we were at the same time to examine the
canon and report at short notice. We overtook Mr. Hastings at a place we
called Blackrock, 7 south end of Salt Lake, leaving McCutchen and Stanton
5 Edwin Bryant reports leaving such letters onJuly 18.
6 Here Reed identifies McCutchen as the third member of this party, where
Thornton reports that it was Pike. McCutchen did not correct Reed's statement,
but neither did he correct McGlashan's contradictory one.
7 This may be the formation called Black Rock located on the south shore of the
lake, but Adobe Rock, a few miles to the south in Tooele Valley, is another possibility.
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here, their horses having failed. I obtained a fresh horse from the company
Hastings was piloting, and started on my return to our company, with Mr.
Hastings. When we arrived at about the place where Salt Lake city is built, 8
Mr. Hastings, finding the distance greater than anticipated by him, stated
that he would be compelled to return the next morning to his company.
We camped this evening in a canyon.9 Next morning ascending to the
summit of the mountain where we could overlook a portion of the country
that lay between us and the head of the canon, where the Donner party
were camped. 10 After he gave me the direction, Mr. Hastings and I separated. He returning to the companies he had left the morning previous, I
proceeding on eastward. After descending to what may be called the table
land, I took an Indian trail and blazed the route where it was necessary that
the road should be made, if the company so directed when they heard the
report. When McCutchen, Stanton and myself got through Webber cafton
on our way to overtake Mr. Hastings, our conclusions were that many of
the wagons would be destroyed in attempting to get through the cafton.
Mr. Stanton and McCutchen were to return to our company as fast as their
horses would stand it, they haVing nearly given out. I reached the company in the evening and reported to them the conclusions in regard to
Weber cafton, at the same time stating that the route that I had blazed that
day was fair, but would take considerable labor in clearing and digging.
They agreed with unanimous voice to take that route if I would direct them
in the road making, they working faithfully until it was completed. Next
morning we started, under these conditions, and made camp that evening
without difficulty on Bossman [East Canyon] creek. The afternoon of the
second day, we left the creek, turning to the right in a cafton, leading to a
divide. Here Mr. Graves and family overtook us. ll This evening the first

8 In 1868 Reed traveled to Kansas in an attempt to locate Sarah Keyes's grave;
this statement suggests that he passed through Salt Lake City on the way. See
note 13, below.
9 Morgan suggests that the men spent the night "where Clyman had encamped
on June 2,"-i.e., in Parleys Canyon-but does not indicate his reasons for this
statement. Emigration Canyon is at least as likely a candidate for the campsite,
particularly in light of Thornton's account; see Thornton, note 30, above.
10 Morgan identifies this peak as Big Mountain, which would have required an additional fifteen miles of travel, roundtrip, for Hastings. It seems unlikely that he
would have agreed to go so far if he were intent on returning to his company,
as Reed states; however, Morgan's closely reasoned argument is hard to beat.
See Korns, Westfrom Fort Bridger, 211-12, note 9.
11 Here it sounds as though the Graveses caught up with the Donner party two
days after the latter left Henefer; in this case the upsetting of the wagon mentioned here would have happened on August 12 and would not be the same
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accident that had occurred was caused by the upsetting of one of my wagons. The next morning the heavy work of cutting the timber commenced.
We remained at this camp several days. During this time the road was
cleared for several miles ahead. Mter leaving this camp the work on the
road slackened and the further we advanced the slower the work progressed. 12 I here state that the number of days we were detained in roadmaking was not the cause by any means, of the company remaining in the
mountains during the following winter.
We progressed our way, and crossed the outlet of the Utah, now called
Jordan, a little below the location of Salt Lake city.13 From this camp in a
day's travel we made connection with the trail of the companies that Hastings was piloting through his cut-off. We then followed his road around the
Lake without incident worthy of notice until reaching a swampy section of
the country west of Black Rock, the name we gave it. Here we lost a few
days on the score of humanity. One of our company, a Mr. Halloron being
in a dying condition from consumption. We could not make regular drives
owing to his situation. He was under the care of Mr. Geo. Donner, and
made himself know to me as a Master Mason. In a few days he died. After
the burial of his remains we proceeded on our journey, making our regular
drives, nothing occurring of note until we arrived at the springs where we
were to provide water and· as much grass as we could for the purpose of
crossing the Hastings desert, which was represented as 40 or 45 miles in
length (but we found it at least 70 miles). We started to cross the desert traveling day and night only stopping to feed and water our teams as long as
water and grass lasted. We must have made at least two-thirds of the way
across when a great portion of the cattle showed signs of giving out. Here
the company requested me to ride on and find the water and report. Before
leaving I requested my principal teamster [Milt Elliott], that when my cattle
became so exhausted that they could not proceed further with the wagons,
to turn them out and drive them on the road after me until they reached
the water, but the teamster misunderstanding unyoked them when they
first showed symptoms of giving out, starting on with them for the water.
accident as the broken axletree recorded in the Miller-Reed diary on August
18; but Reed's memory may have been faulty.
12 A letter in the California Star of February 13, 1847, probably by George
McKinstry based on information from Reed, reports "they were sixteen days
making the road, as the men would not work one quarter of their time."
13 There were two fords across the Jordan, one at about North Temple and the
other at about 2700 South in present-day Salt Lake City. Reed's description-"a
little below the location of Salt Lake City"-obviously refers to the latter, for in
his day the city did not extend as far as 2700 South. This passage also suggests
Reed's familiarity with the area in later years.
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I found the water about twenty miles from where I left the company and
started on my return. About 11 o'clock at night I met my teamsters with all
my cattle and horses. I cautioned them particularly to keep the cattle on
the road, for that as soon as they would scent the water they would break
for it I proceeded on and reached my family and wagons. Some time after
leaving the men one of the horses gave out and while they were striving to
get it along, the cattle scented the water and started for it. And when they
started with the horses the cattle were out of sight, they could not find them
or their trail, as they told me afterward. They supposing the cattle would
find water, went on to camp. The next morning they could not be found,
and they never were, the Indians getting them, except one ox and one cow.
Losing nine yoke of cattle here was the first of my sad misfortune[s]. I staid
with my family and wagons the next day, expecting every hour the return
of some of my young men with water, and the information of the arrival of
the cattle at the water. Owing to the mistake of the teamsters in turning the
cattle out so soon the other wagons had drove miles past mine and
dropped their wagons along the road, as their cattle gave out, and some
few of them reaching water with their wagons. Receiving no information
and the water being nearly exhausted, in the evening I started on foot with
my family to reach the water. In the course of the night the children
became exhausted. I stopped, spread a blanket and laid them down covering them with shawls. In a short time a cold hurricane commenced blowing; the children soon complained of the cold. Having four dogs with us I
had them lie down with the children outside the covers. They were then
kept warm. Mrs. Reed and myself sitting to the windward helped shelter
them from the storm. Very soon one of the dogs jumped up and started out
barking, the others follOwing making an attack on something approaching
us. Very soon I got sight of an animal making directly for us; the dogs seizing it changed its course, and when passing I discovered it to be one of my
young steers. Incautiously stating that it was mad, in a moment my wife
and children started to their feet scattering like quail, and it was some minutes before I could quiet camp; there was no more complaining of being
tired or sleepy the balance of the night. 14 We arrived about daylight at the
wagons ofJacob Donner, the next in advance of me, whose cattle having
given out, had been driven to water. Here I first learned of the loss of my
cattle, it being the second day after they had started for the water. Leaving
my family with Mrs. Donner, I reached the encampment. Many of the people were out hunting cattle, some of them had got their teams together and
were going back into the desert for their wagons. Among them Mr. Jacob

14 Virginia Reed Murphy reports the same events, but in a different sequence. See
her memoir, in this volume.
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Donner, who kindly brought my family along with his own to the encampment. We remained here for days hunting cattle, some of the party finding
all, others a portion, all having enough to haul their wagons except myself.
On the next day, or day following, while I was out hunting my cattle, two
Indians came to the camp, and by signs gave the company to understand
that there were so many head of cattle out, corroborating the number still
missing; many of the people became tender-footed at the Indians coming
into camp, thinking that they were spies. Wanted to get clear of them as
soon as possible. My wife requested that the Indians should be detained
until my return, but unfortunately before returning they had left. The next
morning, in company with young Mr. [W. C.] Graves, he kindly volunteering, I started in the direction the Indians had taken; after hunting this day
and the following, remaining out during the night, we returned unsuccessful,
not fmding a trace of the cattle. I now gave up all hope of finding them and
turned my attention to making arrangements for proceeding on my journey.
In the desert were my eight [three] wagons; all the team remaining was
an ox and cow. There was no alternative but to leave everything but provisions, bedding and clothing. These were placed in the wagon that had
been used for my family.15 I made a cache of everything else. Members of
the company kindly furnishing team to haul the wagon to camp. I divided
my provisions with those who were nearly out, and indeed some of them
were in need. 16 I had now to make arrangement for sufficient team to haul
that one wagon; one of the company kindly loaned me a yoke of cattle,
and with the ox and cow I had, made two yoke. We remained at this camp
from first to last, if my memory is right, seven days.
Leaving this camp we traveled for several days. It became necessary
from some cause, for the party who loaned me the yoke of cattle to take
them. I was again left with my ox and cow, but through the aid of another
kind neighbor, I was supplied with a yoke of cattle.
Nothing transpired for some days of any note. Some time after this it
became known that some families had not enough of provisions remaining
to supply them through; as a member of the company, I advised them to
make an estimate of provisions on hand and what amount each family
would need to take them through. After receiving the estimate of each family, on paper, I then suggested that if two gentlemen of the company would
15 The Miller-Reed diary entry for September 9 confirms that the "family waggon" was salvaged.
16 Virginia Reed's letter of May 16, 1847, states that the Reeds had to divide their
provisions with the other emigrants before the others would consent to carry
them. McGlashan's correspondence from survivors suggests that this was a sore
spot-the Reeds were convinced that they had fed their impoverished companions, while the latter felt that they had done the Reeds a favor.
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volunteer to go in advance to Captain Sutters (near Sacramento), in California, I would write a letter to him for the whole amount of provisions that
were wanted, and also stating that I would become personally responsible
to him for the amount. I suggested that from the generous nature of Captain Sutter he would send them. Mr. McCutchen came forward and proposed that if they would take care of his family he would go. This the
company agreed to. Mr. Stanton, a Single man, volunteered, if they would
furnish him a horse. Mr. McCutchen, having a horse and a mule, generously gave the mule. Taking their blankets and provisions they started for
California. After their leaving us we traveled on for weeks, none of us
knowing the distance we were from California. All became anxious for the
return of McCutchen and Stanton.
Leaving the Company.
It was here suggested that I go in advance to California, see what had
become of McCutchen and Stanton, and hurry up the supplies. They
would take care of my family. That being agreed upon I started, taking
with me about three days provisions, expecting to kill game on the wayP
The Messrs. Donner were two days drive in advance of the main party
when I overtook them. With George Donner there was a young man
named Walter Herren [Herron], who joined me; with all the economy I
could use, our provisions gave out in a few days; I supplied our wants by
shooting wild geese and other game when we could find any. The next day
after I was joined by Herren, I proposed to him-I having a horse and he
none-that we would ride half the day about; it was thankfully accepted; no
game to be seen; hunger began to be felt, and for days we traveled without
hope or help. We reached the Sierra Nevada mountains; I could have
stopped here, and hunting, found game. Then again I might not be successful. This would have delayed our progress and increased our hunger.
The second day before we found relief, Herren wanted to kill the horse; I
persuaded him from it by stating that we might find relief soon, but before
we would perish I would kill the horse. Soon after this he became delirious; this afternoon, while walking, I found a bean, and gave it to him, and
there never was a road examined more closely for several miles than was
this. We found in all five heans. Herren's share was three of them. We
camped that night in a patch of grass a short distance off the road. Next
morning, after traveling a few miles, we saw some wagons.
17 Reed here omits any reference to Snyder's death, and there is no mention that
he was banished without food or arms, as described by his daughter Virginia;
see her memoir, this volume.
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Eating Axle-Grease.
We soon reached and ransacked the wagons, hoping to find something
to eat, but found nothing. Taking the tar bucket that was hanging under
one of the wagons, 1 scraped the tar off and found a streak of rancid tallow
at the bottom. 1 remember well that when 1 announced what 1 had found,
Herren, who was sitting on a rack near by, got up, hollooing with all the
strength he had, and came to me. 1 handed the tar paddle to him, having
some of the tallow about the size of a walnut on it. This he swallowed without giving it a smell. 1 then took a piece myself, but it was very repulsive.
He, craving more, 1 gave him another piece. Still wanting more, 1 positively refused stating that it would kill him. After leaving the wagons probably fifty yards, 1 became deadly sick and blind. 1 rested myself against a
rock, leaning my head on the muzzle of my gun. Herren, seeing my condition came to me and said, "My God, Mr. Reed, are you dying!" After resting a few minutes, 1 recovered, much to his joy.
The wagons were within a short distance of the steep descent going
down into Bear river Valley. After descending the first steep pitch, 1 discovered wagons in the valley below us. Herren, said 1 there are wagons in
the valley, pointing to them. When he saw them, he gave vent to his joy,
hallooing at the top of his voice, but could not be heard ten rods off, he
being so weak. The Sight of the wagons revived him and he descended the
mountains with all his ability.18
On reaching the wagons we found several families of emigrants who
supplied us with bread. 1 here met Mr. Stanton with provisions sent by
Capt. Sutter, on receiving my letter. Next morning Mr. Stanton started for
the company and myself for Capt. Sutter's.

Arrive at Capt. Sutter's.
When 1 arrived, making known my situation to him, asking if he would
furnish me horses and saddle to bring the women and children out of the
mountains (I expected to meet them at the head of Bear Valley by the time
18 This is the last Reed tells of his companion, Walter Herron, a twenty-sevenyear-old native of Virginia. After he reached California Herron enlisted and
took part in the Mexican War, attaining the rank of major. In the fall of 1847
he assistedJasper O'Farrell in surveying the site of Stockton, where Herron settled. He was elected San Joaquin County surveyor in 1850 and also served as
the first recorderfor the city of Stockton. At the beginning ofJanuary 1853 Herron set off for Mexico; he wrote to a friend after arriving in Acapulco in February but was never heard from again.
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I could return there), he at once complied with the request, also saying that
he would do everything possible for me and the company. On the evening
of my arrival at the Captain's, I found Messrs. [Edwin) Bryant, [Benjamin)
Lippencott, [A.J.) Grayson, and [R. T.1Jacobs, some of the early voyagers
in the Russel Company, they haVing left that company at Fort Laramie,
most of them coming on horseback.
DUring the evening a meeting was held, in which I participated, adopting a memorial to the commander of Sutter's Fort, to raise one or more
companies of volunteers, to proceed to Los Angeles, we being at war with
Mexico at this time. The companies were to be officered by the petitioners.
Being requested to take command of one of the companies, I declined,
stating that it would be necessary for the Captain to stay with the company;
also, that I had to return to the mountains for the emigrants; but that I
would take a Lieutenantcy. This was agreed to, and I was on my return to
the emigrants to enlist all the men I could between there and Bear Valley.
On my way up I enlisted twelve or thirteen.
The second night after my arrival at Captain Sutter's, we had a light
rain; next morning we could see snow on the mountains. The Captain
stated that it was low down and heavy for the first fall of the season. The
next day I started

On My Retum
with what horses and saddles Capt. Sutter had to spare. He furnished us all
the flour needed, and a hind quarter of beef, giving us an order for more
horses and saddles at Mr. Cordway's, near where Marysville is located. 19 In
the mean time, Mr. McCutchen joined me, he being prevented from returning with Mr. Stanton, on account of sickness. After leaving Mr. Johnson'S
ranch we had thirty horses, one mule, with two Indians to help drive.
Nothing happened until the evening before reaching the head of Bear
Valley, when there commenced a heavy rain and sleet, continuing all
night. We drove on until a late hour before halting. We secured the flour
and horses, the rain preventing us from kindling a fire; next morning proceeding up the valley to where we were to take the mountain, we found a
tent containing a

19 Theodor Cordua, a German settler, established Neu Mecklenburg at the forks
of the Yuba and Feather rivers in 1843. The ranch became the site of Marysville, named for Donner party survivor Mary Murphy Covillaud. Cordua mentions the Donner party in "The Memoirs of Theodor Cordua," ed. and trans.
by Edwin G. Gudde, California Historical Society Qyarterly 12 (December 1933):
291-92.
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Mr. Curtis and Wife.
They hailed us as angels sent for their delivery, stating that they would
have perished had it not been for our arrival. Mrs. Curtis stated that they
had killed their dog, and at the time of our arrival had the last piece in the
Dutch oven baking. We told them not to be alarmed about anything to
eat, for we had plenty, both of flour and beef; that they were welcome to
all they needed. Our appetites were rather keen, not having eaten anything from the morning of the day previous. Mr. Curtis remarked that in
the oven was a piece of the dog, and we could have it. Raising the lid of
the oven, we found the dog well baked, and having a fine savory smell. I
cut out a rib, smelling and tasting, found it to be good, and handed the
rib over to Mr. McCutchen, who, after smelling it some time, tasted it
and pronounced it very good dog. We Partook of Curtis' Dog. Mrs Curtis
immediately commenced making bread, and in a short time had supper
for all.
At the lower end of the valley, where we entered, the snow was eighteen inches in depth, and when we arrived at the tent, it was two feet.
Curtis stated that his oxen had taken the back track; that he had followed
them by the trail though the snow. In the morning before leaving, Mrs.
Curtis got us to promise to take them into the settlement when on our
return with the women and children. Before leaving, we gave them flour
and beef sufficient to keep them until our return, expecting to do so in a
few days.
We started, following the trail made by the oxen, and camped a number
of miles up the mountain. In the night, hearing some of the horses going
down the trail, we went to where the Indians had lain down, and found
them gone. McCutchen mounted his horse and rode down the mountain
to Curtis' camp; found that the Indians had been there, stopped and
warmed themselves, and then started down the valley.
Next morning we started, still on the trail of the oxen, but unfortunately,
the trail turned off to the left from our direction. We proceeded on, the
snow deepening rapidly, our horses struggling to get through; we pushed
them on until they would rear upon their hind feet to breast the snow, and
when they would alight they would sink in it until nothing was seen of
them but the nose and a portion of the head. Here we found that it was
utterly impossible to proceed further with the horses. Leaving them, we
proceeded further on foot, thinking that we could get in to the people, but
found that impossible, the snow being soft and deep.
I may here state that neither of us knew anything about snow shoes,
having always lived in a country where they never were used. We were
here
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Compelled to Return,
and with sorrowful hearts, we arrived that night at the camp of Mr. Curtis,
telling them to make their arrangements for leaving with us in the morning. Securing our flour in the wagon of Mr. Curtis, so that we could get it
on our return, we packed one horse with articles belonging to Mr. and
Mrs. Curtis, and started down the valley to where the snow was light, and
where there was considerable underbrush, so that our famished animals
could browse, they not having eaten anything for several days.
After packing Mr. Curtis' horse for him the next morning, we started; in
a short time, Mr. and Mrs. Curtis proceeded ahead, leaving the pack-horse
behind for us to drive, instead of his leading him; we having our hands full
in driving the loose ones, they scattering in all directions. The pack turned
on the horse. Mr. Curtis was requested to return and help repack and lead
his horse, but he paid no attention to us. We stood this for some time;
finally, McCutchen became angry, started after him, determined to bring
him back; when he got with him he paid no attention to McCutchen's
request to return; Mc becoming more exasperated, hit him several times
over the shoulders with his riatte. This brought him to his senses. He said
that if Mc would not kill him, he would come back and take care of the
pack animal, and he did. 20
As soon as we arrived at Capt. Sutter's, I made a statement of all the
circumstances attending our attempt to get into the mountains. He was
no way surprised at our defeat. I also gave the Captain the number of
head of cattle the company had when I left them. He made an estimate,
and stated that if the emigrants would kill the cattle, and place the meat
in the snow for preservation, there was no fear of starvation until relief
could reach them. He further stated that there were no able bodied men
in that vicinity, all having gone down the country with and after Fremont, to fight the Mexicans. He advised me to proceed to Yerba Bueno,
now San Francisco, and make my case known to the naval officer in
command.
I left Capt. Sutter's, by the way of San Jose, for San Francisco, being
unable to come by water. When I arrived at San Jose, I found the San
Francisco side of the bay was occupied by the Mexicans. Here I remained

20 This is the last time Reed mentions Curtis, but the two apparently were at loggerheads a few months later. On January 29, 1847, R. F. Pinckney discharged
jonathan" Curtis for being insubordinate and abusive to his superior officer,
James F. Reed. Eberstadt, A Transcript ofthe Fort Sutter Papers, MS 106.
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and was attached to a company of volunteers, commanded by Capt. Webber, until after the fight at Santa Clara. 21
The road now being clear, I proceeded to San Francisco, with a petition
for some of the prominent citizens of San Jose, asking the commander of
the navy to grant aid to enable me to return to the mountains. Arriving at
San Francisco, I presented my petition to Commodore Hull, also making a
statement of the condition of the people in the mountains as far as I knew;
the number of them, and what would be needed in provisions and help to
get them out. He made an estimate of the expense that would attend the
expedition, and said that he would do anything within reason to further the
object, but was afraid that the department at Washington would not sustain
him, if he made the general out-fit. His sympathy was that of a man and a
gentleman.
I also conferred with several of the citizens of Yerba Bueno, their advice
was not to trouble the commodore further. That they would call a meeting
of the citizens and see what could be done. At the meeting, the situation of
the people was made known, and committees were appointed to collect
money. Over a thousand dollars was raised in the town, and the sailors of
the fleet gave over three hundred dollars. At the meeting, midshipman
Woodworth volunteered to go into the mountains. Commodore Hull gave
me authOrity to raise as many men, with horses, as would be required. The
citizens purchased all the supplies necessary for the out-fit, and placed
them on board the schooner - , for Hardy's Ranch, mouth of Feather
river. Midshipman [Selim E.] Woodworth took charge of the schooner,
and was the financial agent of the government.
I left in a boat for Napa, by way of Sonoma, to procure men and horses,
and when I arrived at Mr. [William] Gorden's, on Cache creek, I had all
the men and horses needed. From here I proceeded to the mouth of
Feather river for the purpose of meeting Mr. Woodworth with the provisions. When we reached the river the boat had not arrived. The water was
very high in the river, the tule lands being overflowed. From here I sent a
man to a point of the Sacramento river opposite Sutter's Fort, to obtain
information of the boat with our provisions, he returned and reported the
arrival of the boat at the Fort.
Before leaving Yerba Bueno, news came of a party of 15 persons having
started from the emigrant encampment, and only 7 getting to Johnson'S. I
was here placed in a quandary-no boat to take us across the river, and no
21 Reed described this skirmish, which occurred on January 2,1847, in a letter to
Sutter. It came to light sixty-three years later in Edwin A. Sherman's article "An
Unpublished Report of the Battle of Santa Clara, written by John [sic} Frazier
Reed Using his Saddle Hom as a Desk," published in the San Francisco Chronicle
on September 4, 1910.
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provisions for our party to take into the mountains. We camped a short distance back from the river, were we killed a number of elk, for the purpose
of using the skins in covering a skeleton boat. Early next morning we
started for the river, and to our delight saw a small schooner, belonging to
Perry McCan,22 which had arrived during the night. We immediately
crossed, McCutchen and myself, to the opposite bank of the river. I
directed the men to cross and follow us to Johnson's ranch. We arrived
there early that day. Making known our situation, he drove his cattle up to
the house, saying "There are the cattle, take as many as you need." We
shot down five head, staid up all night, and with the help of Mr. Johnson
and his Indians, by the time the men arrived the next morning, we had the
meat fire dried, and ready to be placed in bags. Mr. Johnson had a party of
Indians making flour by hand mills, they making during the night, nearly
2001bs.

Start for the Emigrants' Camp.
We packed up immediately and started. After reaching the snow, the
meat and flour was divided into suitable packs for us to carry, we leaving
the horses there. AtJohnson's, I learned that a relief party had passed in a
few days previous, being sent by Captain Sutter and Mr. Sinclair.
Leaving a man at this camp with all the extra provisions we could not
pack, with instructions to prepare a camp for the parties coming out, we
passed on and at the head of Bear Valley met the party returning with a
party of women and children. Among them was my wife and two of my
children. We delayed no time, only a few minutes, and pushed on until the
snow became too soft for us to travel on. Then stopping until it froze sufficient to bear us, we traveled all this night, and about the middle of the next
day we arrived at the frrst

Camp of Emigrants,
being Mr. Breen's. If we left any provisions here, it was a small amount. He
and his family not being in want. We then proceeded to the camp of Mrs.
Murphy, where Keysburg and some children were. Here we left provisions

22 Perry McCoon, an English sailor, had come to California about 1843. He first
worked for Sutter; in 1845 he established a ranch near the Cosumnes River. On
June 1, 1847, he married the orphaned Elitha Donner, then only fourteen years
old. McCoon was dragged to death by a runaway horse in 1851.
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and one of our company to cook [for] and attend them. From here we visited the camp of Mrs. Graves, some distance further east. A number of the
relief party remained here, while Messrs. Miller, McCutchen, and one of
the men and myself, proceeded to the camp of the Messrs. Donner's. This
was a number of miles further east. We found Mrs. Jacob Donner in a very
feeble condition. Her husband had died early in the winter. We removed
the tent and placed it in a more comfortable situation. I then visited the
tent of Geo. Donner, close by, and found him and his wife. He was helpless. Their children and two ofJacob's had come out with the party we met
at the head of Bear valley.
I requested Mrs. George Donner to come out with us, as I would leave a
man to take care of both Mr. George Donner and Mrs.Jacob Donner. Mrs.
Geo. Donner positively refused, saying that as her children were all out she
would not leave her husband in the situation he was in.23 After repeatedly
urging her to come out, and she as positively refusing, I was satisfied in my
own mind that Mrs. Geo. Donner remained with her husband for pure
love and affection, and not for money, as stated by Mrs. Curtis.
When I found that Mrs. Geo. Donner would not leave her husband, we
took the three remaining children ofJacob Donner's leaving a man to take
care of the two camps. LeaVing all the provisions we could spare, and
expecting the party from Sutter's Fort would be in in a few days, we
returned to the camp of Mrs. Graves, where all remained during the night
except McCutchen, Miller, and myself, we going to the cabin of Mr.
Breen, where two of my children were. Notice was given in all the camps
that we would

Start on Our Return
to Sutter's early the next day. About the middle of the day we started, taking with us all who were able to travel. In a short time we reached Donner
Lake. Traveling on ice a short distance, we made camp on the eastern side.
Here were several springs; in the water were many small fish. The next
day we traveled up to the head of the Lake on the ice, making camp here
for the night. From this camp I sent in advance of us two of our men,Jondrieux Uoseph Gendreau] and [Matthew] Dofar, good mountaineers, for
the purpose of getting the provisions in our last cache and returning with
them they to meet us on the road the next day.
When coming in we made three caches, or deposits of beef. Two of
them were made by taking a bag of dried beef to the top of a pine sapling,

23 Actually, the George Donners' three youngest daughters had yet to be rescued.
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then securing it, cutting all the limbs off the tree to prevent animals from
getting up and destrOying the meat.
The next morning we proceeded up the mountain and in the evening
came to one of the camping places of the party we had met in Bear Valley.

Starved Camp.
With a little repairs everything necessary for building a fire on the snow,
which was twenty feet at least in depth, was here. We camped for the night.
During all this day the sky had been overcast, threatening a storm. This
night a heavy snow storm burst upon us, continuing all this night and the
following day and night, and up to the middle of the next day. Our provisions gave out, and one of the children [Isaac Donner] died. I expected the
two men,Jondrieux and Dofar, at the latest, to be back in the morning
after we made camp here. But the storm had overtaken them. They found
the cache had been destroyed by animals and had proceeded on to the
next one, finding that partly destroyed, there were they snow-bound, and
were nearly perishing.
As soon as the storm abated we made preparations for leaving. All that
were able started, with the exception of Mr. Breen and family. He stated
that if he had to die, he would rather die in camp that on the way. A
strange proceeding of Mr. Breen, when he and his family were all strong
enough to travel. We remonstrated with him, advising him to come with
us; that if we perished, let us all die together in the effort to get out. Finding
that we could not prevail upon him, I asked some of the men standing by
to witness, that I then told Mr. Breen, "that if his family died, their blood
be upon his head, and not ours. ,,24
We had not proceeded far before the weather became intensely cold
and when we stopped for the night many of the party had their feet frozen. The next day our travel was slow, many in pain. When night came
on those in advance camped, the next coming straggling in, making considerable noise. This gave the camp of Mr. Woodworth the first intimation of our proximity to them. He sent some of his party to us requesting
that we would come down to his encampment; but the most of us having
laid down for the night, declining going, but would be glad if he would
sent us something to eat, which he did, and some of the party who had not
24 Here Reed seems to forestall criticism for having abandoned the refugees, but
he actually had little choice. W. C. and Mary Graves apparently accepted the
necessity, for they expressed no resentment towards Reed for leaving their family at Starved Camp, despite the fact that their mother and little brother died
and were cannibalized there.
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camped, went down. Next morning Mr. Woodworth proceeded on with
all haste, and my impression is, that two or three of our party went back
with them.
We proceeded slowly, and the second night, we reached the encampment at Bear valley, in company with Mr. Woodworth, he returning to
Sutter's Fort. From here a majority of the party rode to Sutter's, I stopping
at Mr. Sinclair's.
JAMES

F.

REED

San Jose, Santa Clara Co., Calif.
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