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ACROSS THE PLAINS IN THE
DONNER PARTY

(1846)

A PERSONAL NARRATIVE OF THE
OVERLAND TRIP TO CALIFORNIA
I was a child when we started to California, yet I remember the journey
well and I have cause to remember it, as our little band of emigrants who
drove out of Springfield, Illinois, that spring morning of 1846 have since
been known in history as the "Ill-fated Donner party" of "Martyr Pioneers." My father,James F. Reed, was the originator of the party, and the
Donner brothers, George and Jacob, who lived just a little way out of
Springfield, decided to join him.
All the previous winter we were preparing for the journey-and right
here let me say that we suffered vastly more from fear of the Indians before
starting than we did on the plains; at least this was my case. In the long winter evenings Grandma [Sarah] Keyes used to tell me Indian stories. She had
an aunt who had been taken prisoner by the savages in the early settlement
of Virginia and Kentucky and had remained a captive in their hands five
years before she made her escape. I was fond of these stories and evening
after evening would go into grandma's room, sitting with my back close
against the wall so that no warrior could slip behind me with a tomahawk. I
would coax her to tell me more about her aunt, and would sit listening to
the recital of the fearful deeds of the savages, until it seemed to me that
everything in the room, from the high old-fashioned bedposts down even
to the shovel and tongs in the chimriey comer, was transformed into the
dusky tribe in paint and feathers, all ready for the war dance. So when I
was told that we were going to California and would have to pass through a
region peopled by Indians, you can imagine how I felt.
Our wagons, or the "Reed wagons," as they were called, were all made
to order and I can say without fear of contradiction that nothing like our
family wagon ever started across the plains. 2 It was what might be called a
two-story wagon or "Pioneer palace car," attached to a regular immigrant
2 Virginia is exaggerating. Several pioneers of 1846 mention wagons with features similar to the Reeds' family wagon.
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train. My mother, though a young woman, was not strong and had been in
delicate health for many years, yet when sorrows and danger came upon
her she was the bravest of the brave. Grandma Keyes, who was seventyfive years of age, 3 was an invalid, confined to her bed. Her sons in Springfield, Gersham andJames W. Keyes, tried to dissuade her from the long
and fatiguing journey, but in vain; she would not be parted from my
mother, who was her only daughter." So the car in which she was to ride
was planned to give comfort. The entrance was on the side, like that of an
old-fashioned stage coach, and one stepped into a small room, as it were,
in the centre of the wagon. At the right and left were spring seats with comfortable high backs, where one could sit and ride with as much ease as on
the seats of a Concord coach. In this little room was placed a tiny sheetiron stove, whose pipe, running through the top of the wagon, was prevented by a circle of tin from setting fire to the canvas cover. A board
about a foot wide extended over the wheels on either side the full length of
the wagon, thus forming the foundation for a large and roomy second story
in which were placed our beds.5 Under the spring seats were compartments in which were stored many articles useful for the journey, such as a
well filled work basket and a full assortment of medicines, with lint and
bandages for dressing wounds. Our clothing was packed-not in Saratoga
trunks-but in strong canvas bags plainly marked. Some of mama's young
friends added a looking-glass, hung directly opposite the door, in order, as
they said, that my mother might not forget to keep her good looks, and
strange to say, when we had to leave this wagon, standing like a monument
on the Salt Lake desert, the glass was still unbroken. I have often thought
how pleased the Indians must have been when they found this mirror
which gave them back the picture of their own dusky faces.
We had two wagons loaded with provisions. Everything in that line was
bought that could be thought of. My father started with supplies enough to
last us through the first winter in California, had we made the journey in
the usual time of six months. Knowing that books were always scarce in a
3 Sources from 1846 invariably give the age as seventy.
4 Edwin Bryant and George McKinstry report that Mrs. Keyes hoped to meet her
youngest son on the trail; see Thornton, note 12.
5 In this passage, the basis of the "pioneer palace car" legend, Virginia Reed Murphy does not describe the wagon as large, nor did her sister Patty Reed Lewis
in later recollections; see Katherine Wakeman Cooper, "Patty Reed," Overland
Monthly 69 (June 1917): 518 and Wells, "The Tragedy of Donner Lake," June
13, 1919. The few emigrants who mentioned the wagon remark only on its
comforts and conveniences, not its size; see Thornton, note 13, and William M.
Boggs's 1884 account.
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new country, we also took a good library of standard works. 6 We even took
a cooking stove which never had had a fire in it, and was destined never to
have, as we cached it in the desert. Certainly no family ever started across
the plains with more provisions or a better outfit for the journey; 7 and yet
we reached California almost destitute and nearly out of clothing.
The family wagon was drawn by four yoke of oxen, large Durham steers
at the wheel.8 The other wagons were drawn by three yoke each. We had
saddle horses and cows, and last but not least my pony. He was a beauty
and his name was Billy. I can scarcely remember when I was taught to sit
on a horse. I only know that when a child of seven I was the proud owner
of a pony and used to go riding with papa. 9 That was the chief pleasure to
which I looked forward in crossing the plains, to ride my pony every day.
But a day came when I had no pony to ride, the poor little fellow gave out.
He could not endure the hardships of ceaseless travel. When I was forced
to part with him I cried until I was ill, and sat in the back of the wagon
watching him become smaller and smaller as we drove on, until I could see
him no more.
Never can I forget the morning when we bade farewell to kindred and
friends. The Donners were there, having driven in the evening before with
their families, so that we might get an early start. Grandma Keyes was carried out of the house and placed in the wagon on a large feather bed,
propped up with pillows. Her sons implored her to remain and end her
days with them, but she could not be separated from her only daughter.
We were surrounded by loved ones, and there stood all my little schoolmates who had come to kiss me good-by. My father with tears in his eyes
tried to smile as one friend after another grasped his hand in a last farewell.
Mama was overcome with grief. At last we were all in the wagons, the drivers cracked their whips, the oxen moved slowly forward and the long journey had begun.
Could we have looked into the future and have seen the misery before
us, these lines would never have been written. But we were full of hope
6 The earlier version of the memoir gives a different impression: "a small library
of select books."
7 William Boggs concurred: 'james F. Reed had the best equipped outfit of any
man with a family in the train."
8 Milt Elliott had driven the wheel oxen, Bully and George, while previously employed at Reed's factory. The animals died in July after drinking bad water at
the Dry Sandy, to Reed's great regret; he mentions their deaths several times in
his writings.
9 Virginia Reed Murphy won prizes for her horsemanship at county fairs; see D.
Alexander Brown, "A Girl with the Donner Pass Party," American History Rlustrated 1 (October 1966): 48.
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and did not dream of sorrow. I can now see our little caravan of ten or
twelve wagons as we drove out of old Springfield, my little black-eyed sister Patty sitting upon the bed, holding up the wagon cover so that
Grandma might have a last look at her old home.
That was the 14th day of April, 1846. Our party numbered thirty-one,
and consisted chiefly of three families, the other members being young
men, some of whom came as drivers. The Donner family were George and
Tamsen Donner and their five children, and Jacob and Elizabeth Donner
and their seven children. Our family numbered nine, not counting three
drivers-my father and mother, James Frazier and Margaret W. Reed,
Grandma Keyes, my little sister Patty (now Mrs. Frank Lewis, of Capitola),
and two little brothers, James F. Reed,Jr., and Thomas K. Reed, Eliza Williams and her brother Baylis, and lastly myself. Eliza had been a domestic
in our family for many years, and was anxious to see California.
Many friends camped with us the first night out and my uncles traveled
on for several days before bidding us a final farewell. It seemed strange to
be riding in ox-teams, and we children were afraid of the oxen, thinking
they could go wherever they pleased as they had no bridles. Milt Elliott, a
knight of the whip, drove our family wagon. He had worked for years in
my father's large saw-mill on the Sangamon River. The first bridge we
came to, Milt had to stop the wagon and let us out. I remember that I
called to him to be sure to make the oxen hit the bridge, and not to forget
that grandma was in the wagon. How he laughed at the idea of the oxen
missing the bridge! I soon found that Milt, with his "whoa," "haw," and
"gee," could make the oxen do just as he pleased.
Nothing of much interest happened until we reached what is now Kansas. The first Indians we met were the Caws, who kept the ferry, and had to
take us over the Caw river. I watched them closely, hardly daring to draw
my breath, and feeling sure they would sink the boat in the middle of the
stream, and was very thankful when I found they were not like grandma's
Indians. Every morning, when the wagons were ready to start, papa and I
would jump on our horses, and go ahead to pick out a camping-ground. In
our party were many who rode on horseback, but mama seldom did; she
preferred the wagon, and did not like to leave grandma, although Patty
took upon herself this charge, and could hardly be persuaded to leave
grandma's side. Our little home was so comfortable, that mama could sit
reading and chatting with the little ones, and almost forget that she was
really crossing the plains.
Grandma Keyes improved in health and spirits every day until we came
to the Big Blue River, which was so swollen that we could not cross, but
had to lie by and make rafts on which to take the wagons over. As soon as
we stopped traveling grandma began to fail, and on the 29th day of May
she died. It seemed hard to bury her in the wilderness, and travel on, and
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we were afraid that the Indians would destroy her grave, but her death
here, before our troubles began, was providential, and nowhere on the
whole road could we have found so beautiful a resting place. By this time
many emigrants had joined our company, and all turned out to assist at the
funeral. A coffin was hewn out of a cottonwood tree, andJohn Denton, a
young man from Springfield, found a large gray stone on which he carved
with deep letters the name of "Sarah Keyes; born in Virginia," giving age
and date of birth. She was buried under the shade of an oak, the slab being
placed at the foot of the grave, on which were planted wild flowers growing in the SOd.lO A minister in our party, the Rev. J. A. Cornwall, tried to
give words of comfort as we stood about this lonely grave. Strange to say,
that grave has never been disturbed; the wilderness blossomed into the city
of Manhattan, Kansas, and we have been told that the city cemetery surrounds the grave of Sarah Keyes. 11
As the river remained high and there was no prospect of fording it, the
men went to work cutting down trees, hollowing out logs and making rafts
on which to take the wagons over. These logs, about twenty-five feet in
length, were united by cross timbers, forming rafts, which were firmly
lashed to stakes driven into the bank. Ropes were attached to both ends, by
which the rafts were pulled back and forth across the river. The banks of
this stream being steep, our heavily laden wagons had to be let down carefully with ropes, so that the wheels might run into the hollowed logs. This
was no easy task when you take into consideration that in these wagons
were women and children, who could cross the rapid river in no other way.
Finally the dangerous work was accomplished and we resumed our journey.
The road at first was rough and led through a timbered country, but
after striking the great valley of the Platte the road was good and the
10 On July 12, at Independence Rock, Virginia described her grandmother's
death in a letter to to a cousin back in Springfield: "she became spechless the
day before she died. We buried her verry decent We made a nete coffin and
buried her under a tree we had a head stone and had her name cutonit and the
date and yere verry nice, and at the head of the grave was a tree we cut some
letters on it the young men soded it all ofer and put Flores on it We miss her
verry much every time we come into the Wagon we look at the bed for her."
Morgan, Overland in 1846,278.
11 In 1868 Reed and his brother-in-law James W. Keyes visited Kansas in an attempt to locate Mrs. Keyes's grave, intending to have the remains reinterred
elsewhere. The grave was near the confluence of the Big and Little Blue rivers,
close to present-day MarySville, but Reed mistakenly believed that the burial
was at the confluence of the Big Blue and Kansas rivers, some forty miles to the
south near the town of Manhattan. See Wm. H. Van Doren, "That Old Grave,"
Blue Rapids Times (Blue Rapids, Kansas), August 15, 1895. I am indebted to
Alan Feldhausen for this reference.
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country beautiful. Stretching out before us as far as the eye could reach
was a valley as green as emerald, dotted here and there with flowers of
every imaginable color, and through this valley flowed the grand old
Platte, a wide, rapid, shallow stream. Our company now numbered about
forty wagons, and, for a time, we were commanded by Col. William H.
Russell, then by George Donner. Exercise in the open air under bright
skies, and freedom from peril combined to make this part of our journey
an ideal pleasure trip. How I enjoyed riding my pony, galloping over the
plain, gathering wild flowers! At night the young folks would gather about
the camp fire chatting merrily, and often a song would be heard, or some
clever dancer would give us a barn-door jig on the hind gate of a wagon.
Traveling up the smooth valley of the Platte, we passed Court House
Rock, Chimney Rock and Scott's Bluffs, and made from fifteen to twenty
miles a day, shortening or lengthening the distance in order to secure a
good camping ground. At night when we drove into camp, our wagons
were placed so as to form a circle or corral, into which our cattle were
driven, after grazing, to prevent the Indians from stealing them, the campfires and tents being on the outside. There were many expert riflemen in
the party and we never lacked for game. The plains were alive with buffalo, and herds could be seen every day coming to the Platte to drink. The
meat of the young buffalo is excellent and so is that of the antelope, but the
antelope are so fleet of foot it is difficult to get a shot at one. I witnessed
many a buffalo hunt and more than once was in the chase close beside my
father. A buffalo will not attack one unless wounded. When he sees the
hunter he raises his shaggy head, gazes at him for a moment, then turns
and runs; but when he is wounded he will face his pursuer. The only danger lay in a stampede, for nothing could withstand the onward rush of
these massive creatures, whose tread seemed to shake the prairie.
Antelope and buffalo steaks were the main article on our bill-of-fare for
weeks, and no tonic was needed to give zest for the food; our appetites
were a marvel. Eliza soon discovered that cooking over a camp fire was far
different from cooking on a stove or range, but all hands assisted her. I
remember that she had the cream all ready for the chum as we drove into
the south fork of the Platte, and while we were fording the grand old
stream she went on with her work, and made several pounds of butter. We
found no trouble in crossing the Platte, the only danger being in quicksand. The stream being wide, we had to stop the wagon now and then to
give the oxen a few moments' rest. At Fort Laramie, two hundred miles
farther on, we celebrated the fourth of July in fine style. 12 Camp was
12 In her 1846 letter Virginia wrote that the family had spent Independence Day
"on plat at Bever crick." The Donner party was a week out from Fort Laramie
onJuly 4; it was the Graves family who spent the holiday at the fort. This passage
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pitched earlier than usual and we prepared a grand dinner. Some of my
father's friends in Springfield had given him a bottle of good old brandy,
which he agreed to drink at a certain hour of this day looking to the east,
while his friends in Illinois were to drink a toast to his success from a companion bottle with their faces turned west, the difference in time being
carefully estimated; and at the hour agreed upon, the health of our friends
in Springfield was drunk with great enthusiasm. 13 At Fort Laramie was a
party of Sioux, who were on the war path going to fight the Crows or
Blackfeet. The Sioux are fine looking Indians and I was not in the least
afraid of them. They fell in love with my pony and set about bargaining to
buy him. They brought buffalo robes and beautifully tanned buckskin,
pretty beaded moccasins, and ropes made of grass, and plaCing these articles in a heap alongside several of their ponies, they made my father
understand by signs that they would give them all for Billy and his rider. 14
Papa smiled and shook his head; then the number of ponies was increased
and, as a last tempting inducement, they brought an old coat, that had
been worn by some poor soldier, thinking my father could not withstand
the brass buttons!
On the sixth ofJuly we were again on the march. The Sioux were several days in passing our caravan, not on account of the length of our train,
but because there were so many Sioux. Owing to the fact that our wagons
were strung so far apart, they could have massacred our whole party without much loss to themselves. Some of our company became alarmed, and
the rifles were cleaned out and loaded, to let the warriors see that we were
prepared to fight; but the Sioux never showed any inclination to disturb
us. Their curiosity was annoying, however, and our wagon with its conspicuous stove-pipe and looking-glass attracted their attention. They were
continually swarming about trying to get a look at themselves in the mirror, and their desire to possess my pony was so strong that at last I had to
ride in the wagon and let one of the drivers take charge of Billy. This I did
not like, and in order to see how far back the line of warriors extended, I
picked up a large field-glass which hung on a rack, and as I pulled it out
with a click, the warriors jumped back, wheeled their ponies and scattered.
This pleased me greatly, and I told my mother I could fight the whole
demonstrates that the author must have referred to McGlashan, who used W.
C. Graves's description of the celebration.
13 Virginia described the incident in 1846: "severel of the gentemen in Springfield
gave paw a botel oflicker and said it shouden be opend till the 4 day ofJuly and
paw was to look to the east and drink it and they was to look to the West an drink
it at 12 0 clock paw treted the compiany and we all had some lemminade."
14 As mentioned in Farnham, note 3, accounts of Indian attempts to buy white
girls appear to be apocryphal.
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Sioux tribe with a spy-glass, and as revenge for forcing me to ride in the
wagon, whenever they came near trying to get a peep at their war-paint
and feathers, I would raise the glass and laugh to see them dart away in
terror,l5
A new route had just been opened by Lansford W. Hastings, called the
"Hastings Cut-off," which passed along the southern shore of the Great Salt
Lake rejoining the old "Fort Hall Emigrant" road on the Humboldt. It was
said to shorten the distance three hundred miles. Much time was lost in
debating which course to pursue; Bridger and Vasques, who were in
charge of the fort, sounded the praises of the new road. My father was so
eager to reach California that he was quick to take advantage of any means
to shorten the distance, and we were assured by Hastings and his party that
the only bad part was the forty-mile drive through the desert by the shore
of the lake. None of our party knew then, as we learned afterwards, that
these men had an interest in the road, being employed by Hastings. 16 But
for the advice of these parties we should have continued on the old Fort
Hall road. Our company had increased in numbers all along the line, and
was now composed of some of the very best people and some of the
worst. 17 The greater portion of our company went by the old road and
reached California in safety. Eighty-seven persons took the "Hastings Cutoff," including the Donners, Breens, Reeds, Murphys (not the Murphys of
Santa Clara County), C. T. Stanton,John Denton, Wm. McClutchen [sic},
Wm. Eddy, Louis Keseburg, and many others too numerous to mention in
a short article like this. And these are the unfortunates who have since
been known as the "Donner Party."
On the morning ofJuly 31 18 we parted with our traveling companions,
some of whom had become very dear friends, and, without suspicion of
impending disaster, set off in high spirits on the "Hastings Cut-otr'; but a
few days showed us that the road was not as it had been represented. We
were seven days in reaching Weber Cafton, and Hastings, who was guiding a party in advance of our train, left a note by the wayside warning us
that the road through Weber Cafton was impassable and adviSing us to
select a road over the mountains, the outline of which he attempted to give
on paper. These directions were so vague that C. T. Stanton, William

15 Patty Reed Lewis describes her father frightening the Indians off with the telescope; see Wells, "The Tragedy of Donner Lake," June 18, 1919.
16 As W. C. Graves heard it, Hastings was in the pay of Bridger and Vasquez.
17 This sentence echoes a line from a letter by Tamsen Donner, published by McGlashan.
18 The emigrant companies had separated ten days earlier, but the Donner party
did set out on the cutoff on July 31, the day they left Fort Bridger.
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Pike,19 and my father rode on in advance and overtook Hastings and tried
to induce him to return and guide our party. He refused, but came back
over a portion of the road, and from a high mountain endeavored to point
out the general course. Over this road my father traveled alone, taking
notes, and blazing trees, to assist him in retracing his course, and reaching
camp after an absence of four days.20 Learning of the hardships of the
advance train, the party decided to cross towards the lake. Only those who
have passed through this country on horseback can appreciate the situation. There was absolutely no road, not even a trail. The canon wound
around among the hills. Heavy underbrush had to be cut away and used
for making a road bed. While cutting our way step by step through the
"Hastings Cut-off," we were overtaken and joined by the Graves family,
consisting of W. F. Graves, his wife and eight children, his son-in-law Jay
Fosdick, and a young man by the name of John Snyder. Finally we
reached the end of the canon where it looked as though our wagons would
have to be abandoned. It seemed impossible for the oxen to pull them up
the steep hill [Donner Hill] and the bluffs beyond, but we doubled teams
and the work was, at last, accomplished, almost every yoke in the train
being required to pull up each wagon. While in this canon Stanton and
Pike came into camp; they had suffered greatly on account of the exhaustion of their horses and had come near perishing. Worn with travel and
greatly discouraged we reached the shore of the Great Salt Lake. It had
taken an entire month, instead of a week, and our cattle were not fit to
cross the desert.
We were now encamped in a valley [Tooele Valley] called "Twenty
Wells." The water in these wells was pure and cold, welcome enough after
the alkaline pools from which we had been forced to drink. We prepared
for the long drive across the desert and laid in, as we supposed, an ample
supply of water and grass. This desert had been represented to us as only
forty miles wide but we found it nearer eighty. It was a dreary, desolate,
alkali waste; not a living thing could be seen; it seemed as though the hand
of death had been laid upon the country. We started in the evening, traveled all that night, and the following day and night-two nights and one day
of suffering from thirst and heat by day and piercing cold by night When

19 Here Virginia has Pike as the third member of this party, not McCutchen,
agreeing with the accounts of Thornton and McGlashan but not her father's
published memoir.
20 Some details of the foregoing passage agree with Reed's diary-setting out on the
cutoff onJuly 31, seven days' travel to reach the Weber, and Reed's absence of
four days-but they either contradict or are absent from Thornton and McGlashan. Murphy does not appear to have used the diary for other dates, however.
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the third night fell and we saw the barren waste stretching away apparently
as boundless as when we started, my father determined to go ahead in
search of water. Before starting he instructed the drivers, if the cattle
showed signs of giving out to take them from the wagons and follow him.
He had not been gone long before the oxen began to fall to the ground
from thirst and exhaustion. They were unhitched at once and driven
ahead. My father coming back met the drivers with the cattle within ten
miles of water and instructed them to return as soon as the animals had satisfied their thirst. He reached us about daylight. We waited all that day in
the desert looking for the return of our drivers, the other wagons going on
out of Sight. Towards night the situation became desperate and we had
only a few drops of water left; another night there meant death. We must
set out on foot and try to reach some of the wagons. Can I ever forget that
night in the desert, when we walked mile after mile in the darkness, every
step seeming to be the very last we could take! Suddenly all fatigue was
banished by fear; through the night came a swift rushing sound of one of
the young steers crazed by thirst and apparently bent upon our destruction. My father, holding his youngest child in his arms and keeping us all
close behind him, drew his pistol, but finally the maddened beast turned
and dashed off into the darkness. Dragging ourselves along about ten
miles, we reached the wagon ofJacob Donner. The family were all asleep,
so we children lay down on the ground. A bitter wind swept over the
desert, chilling us through and through.21 We crept closer together, and,
when we complained of the cold, papa placed all five of our dogs around
us, and only for the warmth of these faithful creatures we should doubtless
have perished.22
At daylight papa was off to learn the fate of his cattle, and was told that
all were lost, except one cow and an ox. The stock, scenting the water,
had rushed on ahead of the men, and had probably been stolen by the
Indians, and driven into the mountains, where traces of them were lost. A
week was spent here on the edge of the desert in a fruitless search. Almost
every man in the company turned out, hunting in all directions, but our
eighteen head of cattle were never found. We had lost our best yoke of
oxen before reaching Bridger's Fort from drinking poisoned water found
standing in pools, and had bought at the fort two yoke of young steers, but
now all were gone, and my father and his family were left in the desert,
21 The incidents are strikingly similar to Reed's 1871 memoir but are given in a
different order. Virginia's letter of May 16, 1847, relates very similar details of
the Salt Desert crossing but omits the incident of the thirst-maddened ox; see
Morgan, Overland in 1846, 281-82.
22 In editing Virginia's 1847 letter Reed recorded the dogs' names for posterity:
Tyler, Barney, Trailer, Tracker, and Cash.
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eight hundred miles from Californiat seemingly helpless. We realized that
our wagons must be abandoned. The company kindly let us have two
yoke of oxen, so with our ox and cow yoked together we could bring one
wagont bu4 alas! not the one which seemed so much like a home to us,
and in which grandma had died.23 Some of the company went back with
papa and assisted him in cacheing everything that could not be packed in
one wagon. A cache was made by digging a hole in the ground, in which a
box or the bed of a wagon was placed. Articles to be buried were packed
into this boxt covered with boards, and the earth thrown in upon them,
and thus they were hidden from sight.24 Our provisions,. were divided
among the company. Before leaving the desert campt an inventory of provisions on hand was taken, and it was found that the supply was not sufficient to last us through to California, and as if to render the situation more
terrible, a storm was came on during the night and the hill-tops became
white with snow. Some one must go on to Sutter's Fort after provisions. A
call was made for volunteers. C. T. Stanton and Wm. McClutchen bravely
offered their services and started on bearing letters from the company to
Captain Sutter asking for relief. We resumed our journey and soon
reached Gravelly Ford on the Humboldt. 25
I now come to that part of my narrative which delicacy of feeling for
both the dead and the living would induce me to pass over in silence, but
which a correct and lucid chronicle of subsequent events of historical
importance will not suffer to be omitted. On the 5th day of Octobert 1846,
at Gravelly Ford, a tragedy was enacted which affected the subsequent lives
and fortunes of more than one member of our company. At this point in our
journey we were compelled to double our teams in order to ascend a steept
sandy hill. Milton Elliot4 who was driving our wagon, andJohn Snyder,
who was driving one of Mr. Graves's became involved in a quarrel over the
management of their oxen. Snyder was beating his cattle over the head with
the butt end of his whipt when my father, returning on horse-back from a
23 Reed's diary entry for September 9, 1846, and his 1871 memoir state that the
family wagon had been salvaged from the Salt Desert, yet Virginia was convinced that it had been abandoned there. It is difficult to reconcile these contradictions, but Reed's contemporary testimony gives him the advantage. If he
is correct, the "palace car" was abandoned twice-once, temporarily, on the Salt
Desert, and again, permanently, along the Humboldt. It seems likely that Murphy confused the memory of the first, presumably more traumatic, abandoning
with the later one.
24 As previously stated (Thornton, note 41), it is unlikely that the emigrants would
have taken the time for such elaborate precautions, which the thick mud would
have hampered considerably.
25 The reference to Gravelly Ford as the site of Snyder's death is another indication
that the author resorted to McGlashan's history; see Thornton, note 48, above.
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hunting trip, arrived, and, appreciating the great importance of saving the
remainder of the oxen, remonstrated with Snyder, telling him that they
were our main dependance26 and at the same time offering the assistance of
our team. Snyder having taken offense at something Elliott had said
declared that his team could pull up alone, and kept on using abusive language. Father tried to quiet the enraged man. Hard words followed. Then
my father said: "We can settle this,John, when we get up the hill." "No,"
replied Snyder with an oath, "we will settle it now," and springing upon the
tongue of a wagon, he struck my father a violent blow over the head with
his heavy whip-stock. One blow followed another. Father was stunned for a
moment and blinded by the blood streaming from the gashes in his head.
Another blow was descending when my mother ran in between the men.
Father saw the uplifted whip, but had only time to cry: '10hn,John," when
down came the stroke upon mother. Quick as a thought my father's hunting
knife was out and Snyder fell, fatally wounded. He was caught in the arms
of W. C. Graves, carried up the hill-side, and laid on the ground. 27 My
father regretted the act, and dashing the blood from his eyes went quickly to
the assistance of the dying man. I can see him now, as he knelt over Snyder,
trying to stanch the wound, while the blood from the gashes in his own
head, trickling down his face, mingled with that of the dying man. In a few
moments Snyder expired. Camp was pitched immediately, our wagon
being some distance from the others. My father, anxious to do what he
could for the dead, offered the boards of our wagon, from which to make a
coffin. Then, coming to me, he said: "Daughter, do you think you can dress
these wounds in my head? Your mother is not able, and they must be
attended to." I answered by saying: "Yes, if you will tell me what to do." I
brought a basin of water and sponge, and we went into the wagon, so that
we might not be disturbed. When my work was at last finished, I burst out
crying. Papa clasped me in his arms, saying: "I should not have asked so
much of you," and talked to me until I controlled my feelings, so that we
could go to the tent where mama was lying.
We then learned that trouble was brewing in the camp where Snyder's
body lay. At the funeral my father stood sorrowfully by until the last clod
26 Interestingly, Virginia Reed Murphy describes Reed's reaction as pragmatic,
while her sister saw it as affectionate. A late account derived from the testimony
of Patty Reed Lewis stresses Reed's love of animals, which caused "the tragedy
of his life, for he had never been able to see an animal abused." Wells, "The
Tragedy of Donner Lake," June 13, 1919; see also the installments ofJune 20
and 23. Reed's frequent references to animals by name certainly suggest concern for them.
27 This reference is another sign of McGlashan's influence; in an early letter to the
historian, Mrs. Murphy wrote that she did not remember W. C. Graves.
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was placed upon the grave. He andJohn Snyder had been good friends,
and no one could have regretted the taking of that young life more than
my father.
The members of the Donner party then held a council to decide upon
the fate of my father while we anxiously awaited the verdict. They refused
to accept the plea of self-defense and decided that my father should be
banished from the company and sent into the wilderness alone. It was a
cruel sentence. And all this animosity towards my father was caused by
Louis Keseburg, a German who had joined our company away back on
the plains. Keseburg was married to a young and pretty German girl, and
used to abuse her, and was in the habit of beating her till she was black and
blue. This aroused all the manhood in my father and he took Keseburg to
task-telling him it must stop or measures would be taken to that effect.
Keseburg did not dare to strike his wife again, but he hated my father and
nursed his wrath until papa was so unfortunate as to have to take the life of
a fellow-creature in self-defense. Then Keseburg's hour for revenge had
come. But how a man like Keseburg, brutal and overbearing by nature,
although highly educated, could have such influence over the company is
more than I can tell. I have thought the subject over for hours but failed to
arrive at a conclusion. The feeling against my father at one time was so
strong that lynching was proposed. He was no coward and he bared his
neck, saying, "Come on, gentlemen," but no one moved. It was thought
more humane, perhaps, to send him into the wilderness to die of slow starvation or be murdered by the Indians; but my father did not die. God took
care of him and his family, and at Donner Lake we seemed especially
favored by the Almighty as not one of our family perished, and we were
the only family no one member of which was forced to eat of human flesh
to keep body and soul together. When the sentence of banishment was
communicated to my father, he refused to go, feeling that he was justified
before God and man, as he had only acted in self-defense.
Then came a sacrifice on the part of my mother. Knowing only too well
what her life would be without him, yet fearful that if he remained he
would meet with violence at the hands of his enemies, she implored him to
go, but all to no avail until she urged him to remember the destitution of
the company, saying that if he remained and escaped violence at their
hands, he might nevertheless see his children starving and be helpless to
aid them, while if he went on he could return and meet them with food. It
was a fearful struggle; at last he consented, but not before he had secured a
promise from the company to care for his wife and little ones.
My father was sent out into the unknown country without provisions or
arms-even his horse was at first denied him. When we learned of this
decision, I followed him through the darkness, taking Elliott with me, and
carried him his rifle, pistols, ammunition and some food. I had determined
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to stay with him, and begged him to let me stay, but he would listen to no
argument, saying that it was impossible. Finally, unclasping my arms from
around him, he placed me in charge of Elliott, who started back to camp
with me-and papa was left alone. 28 I had cried until I had hardly strength
to walk, but when we reached camp and I saw the distress of my mother,
with the little ones clinging around her and no arm to lean upon, it seemed
suddenly to make a woman of me. I realized that I must be strong and
help mama bear her sorrows.
We traveled on, but all life seemed to have left the party, and the hours
dragged slowly along. Every day we would search for some sign of papa,
who would leave a letter by the way-side in the top of a bush or in a split
stick, and when he succeeded in killing geese or birds would scatter the
feathers about so that we might know that he was not suffering for food.
When pOSSible, our fire would always be kindled on the spot where his had
been. but a time came when we found no letter, and no trace of him. Had
he starved by the way-side, or been murdered by the Indians?
My mother's despair was pitiful. Patty and I thought we would be bereft
of her also. But life and energy were again aroused by the danger that her
children would starve. It was apparent that the whole company would
soon be put on a short allowance of food, and the snow-capped mountains
gave an ominous hint of the fate that really befell us in the Sierra. Our
wagon was found to be too heavy, and was abandoned with everything we
could spare, and the remaining things were packed in part of another
wagon. 29 We had two horses left from the wreck, which could hardly drag
themselves along, but they managed to carry my two little brothers. The
rest of us had to walk, one going beside the horse to hold on my youngest
brother who was only two and a half years of age. The Donners were not
with us when my father was banished, but were several days in advance of
our train. Walter Herron, one of our drivers, who was traveling with the
Donners, left the wagons and joined my father.
On the 19th of October,3o while traveling along the Truckee, our hearts
were gladdened by the return of Stanton, with seven mules loaded with provisions. Mr. McClutchen was ill and could not travel, but Captain Sutter
28 Eddy had claimed to Thornton that he was the one who took provisions to
Reed, but Virginia makes no mention of him. Her courage in this undertaking
inspired George WhartonJames to write two articles about her. He collected
materials for a contemplated biography of Virginia, including a photostatic
copy of her famous letter of May 16, 1847-providentially, as it turned out, for
the original has since disappeared.
29 In her 1847 letter Virginia says this occurred two or three days after Reed left
the company, or about October 8; see Thornton, note 50.
30 The date is from Thornton, repeated by McGlashan.
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had sent two of his Indian vaqueros, Luis and Salvador with Stanton. Hun-

gry as we were, Stanton brought us something better than food-news that
my father was alive. Stanton had met him not far from Sutter's Fort;31 he
had been three days without food, and his horse was not able to carry him.
Stanton had given him a horse and some provisions and he had gone on.
We now packed what little we had left on one mule and started with Stanton. My mother rode on a mule, carrying Tommy in her lap; Patty andJim
rode behind the two Indians, and I behind Mr. Stanton, and in this way we
journeyed on through the rain, looking up with fear towards the mountains,
where snow was already falling although it was only the last week in October. Winter had set in a month earlier than usual. All trails and roads were
covered; and our only guide was the summit which it seemed we would
never reach. Despair drove many nearly frantic. Each family tried to cross
the mountains but found it impossible. When it was seen that the wagons
could not be dragged through the snow, their goods and provisions were
packed on oxen and another start was made, men and women walking in
the snow up to their waists, carrying their children in their arms and trying
to drive their cattle. The Indians said they could find no road, so a halt was
called, and Stanton went ahead with the guides, and came back and
reported that we could get across if we kept right on, but that it would be
impossible if snow fell. He was in favor of a forced march until the other
side of the summit should be reached, but some of our party were so tired
and exhausted with the day's labor that they declared they could not take
another step; so the few who knew the danger that the night might bring
yielded to the man, and we camped within three miles of the summit.
That night came the dreaded snow. Around the camp-fires under the
trees great feathery flakes came whirling down. The air was so full of them
that one could see objects only a few feet away. The Indians knew we were
doomed, and one of them wrapped his blanket about him and stood all
night under a tree. We children slept soundly on our cold bed of snow with
a soft white mantle falling over us so thickly that every few moments my
mother would have to shake the shawl-our only covering-to keep us from
being buried alive. In the morning the snow lay deep on mountain and valley. With heavy hearts we turned back to a cabin that had been built by the
Murphy-Schallenberger party two years before. We built more cabins and
prepared as best we could for the winter. That camp, which proved the
camp of death to many in our company, was made on the shore of a lake,
since known as "Donner Lake." The Donners were camped in Alder

31 George W. Tucker, in an 1879 memoir written for McGlashan, said that his
company was at Bear Valley when Stanton came by with the Indians and provisions, the same day that Reed passed, going in the opposite direction.
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Creek Valley below the lake, and were, if possible, in a worse condition
than ourselves. The snow came on so suddenly that they had no time to
build cabins, but hastily put up brush sheds, covering them with pine
boughs.
Three double cabins were built at Donner Lake, which were known as
the "Breen Cabin," the "Murphy Cabin," and the "Reed-Graves Cabin.,,32
The cattle were all killed, and the meat was placed in snow for preservation. My mother had no cattle to kill, but she made arrangements for some,
promising to give two for one in California. Stanton and the Indians made
their home in my mother's cabin.
Many attempts were made to cross the mountains, but all who tried
were driven back by the pitiless storms. Finally a party was organized,
since known as the "Forlorn Hope." They made snow-shoes, and fifteen
started, ten men and five women, but only seven lived to reach California;
eight men perished. They were over a month on the way, and the horrors
endured by that Forlorn Hope no pen can describe nor imagination conceive. The noble Stanton was one of the party, and perished the sixth day
out, thus sacrificing his life for strangers. I can find no words in which to
express a fitting tribute to the memory of Stanton.
The misery endured during those four months at Donner Lake in our little dark cabins under the snow would fill pages and make the coldest heart
ache. Christmas was near, but to the starving its memory gave no comfort.
It came and passed without observance, but my mother had determined
weeks before that her children should have a treat on this one day. She had
laid away a few dried apples, some beans, a bit of tripe, and a small piece of
bacon. 33 When this hoarded store was brought out, the delight of the little
ones knew no bounds. The cooking was watched carefully, and when we
sat down to our Christmas dinner mother said, "Children, eat slowly, for
this one day you can have all you wish." So bitter was the misery relieved
by that one bright day, that I have never since sat down to a Christmas dinner without my thoughts going back to Donner Lake. 34
The storms would often last ten days at a time, and we would have to
cut chips from the logs inside which formed our cabins, in order to start a
32 The only double cabin was the Graves-Reed cabin; Keseberg built a shed
against the Breen cabin.
33 Lovina Graves also remembered having tripe and beans for Christmas dinner;
see her memoir, below. The Murphys had oxtail soup.
34 As might be expected, survivors had strong feelings about food. Several could
not abide calves'-footjelly or similar dishes which reminded them of the gluey
boiled hide they ate at Donner Lake.Jacob Donner's son George could never
sit down to a large family meal; abundant food reminded him of the days when
there was none.

280

VIRGINIA REED MURPHY

fire. We could scarcely walk, and the men had hardly strength to procure
wood. We would drag ourselves through the snow from one cabin to
another, and some mornings snow would have to be shoveled out of the
fireplace before a fire could be made. Poor little children were crying with
hunger, and mothers were crying because they had so little to give their
children. We seldom thought of bread, we had been without it so long.
Four months of such suffering would fill the bravest hearts with despair.
During the closing days of December, 1846, gold was found in my
mother's cabin at Donner Lake by John Denton. I remember the night
well. The storm fiends were shrieking in their wild mirth, we were sitting
about the fire in our little dark home, busy with our thoughts. Denton with
his cane kept knocking pieces off the large rocks used as fire-irons on
which to place the wood. Something bright attracted his attention, and
picking up pieces of the rock he examined them closely; then turning to
my mother he said, "Mrs. Reed, this is gold." My mother replied that she
wished it were bread. Denton knocked more chips from the rocks, and he
hunted in the ashes for the shining particles until he had gathered about a
teaspoonful. This he tied in a small piece of buckskin and placed in his
pocket, saying, "If we ever get away from here I am coming back for
more." Denton started out with the first relief party but perished on the
way, and no one thought of the gold in his pocket. 35 Denton was about
thirty years of age; he was born in Sheffield, England, and was a gunsmith
and gold-beater by trade. Gold has never been found on the shore of the
lake, but a few miles from there in the mountain cafions, from which this
rock possibly came, rich mines have been discovered.
Time dragged slowly along till we were no longer on short allowance
but were simply starving. My mother determined to make an effort to cross
the mountains. She could not see her children die without trying to get
them food. It was hard to leave them but she felt that it must be done. She
told them she would bring them bread, so they were willing to stay, and
with no guide but a compass we started-my mother, Eliza, Milt Elliott and
myself. Milt wore snow shoes and we followed in his tracks. We were five
days in the mountains; Eliza gave out the first day and had to return, but
we kept on and climbed one high mountain after another only to see others higher still ahead. Often I would have to crawl up the mountains, being
too tired to walk. The nights were made hideous by the screams of wild
beasts heard in the distance. Again, we would be lulled to sleep by the
moan of the pine trees, which seemed to sympathize with our loneliness.
One morning we awoke to find ourselves in a well of snow. During the

35 James F. Reed described Denton's discovery in a letter published in the Illino~
Journal on July 4, 1849.
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night, while in the deep sleep of exhaustion, the heat of the fire had melted
the snow and our little camp had gradually sunk many feet below the surface until we were literally buried in a well of snow. The danger was that
any attempt to get out might bring an avalanche upon us, but finally steps
were carefully made and we reached the surface. My foot was badly frozen, so we were compelled to return, and just in time, for that night a storm
came on, the most fearful of the winter, and we should have perished had
we not been in the cabins.
We now had nothing to eat but raw hides and they were on the roof of
the cabin to keep out the snow; when prepared for cooking and boiled
they were simply a pot of glue. When the hides were taken off our cabin
and we were left without shelter Mr. Breen gave us a home with his family,
and Mrs. Breen prolonged my life by slipping me little bits of meat now
and then when she discovered that I could not eat the hide. Death had
already claimed many in our party and it seemed as though relief never
would reach us. Baylis Williams, who had been in delicate health before
we left Springfield, was the first to die; he passed away before starvation
had really set in.
I am a Catholic although my parents were not. I often went to the Catholic church before leaving home, but it was at Donner Lake that I made
the vow to be a Catholic. The Breens were the only Catholic family in the
Donner party and prayers were said aloud regularly in that cabin night and
morning. Our only light was from little pine sticks split up like kindling
wood and kept constantly on the hearth. I was very fond of kneeling by the
side of Mr. Breen and holding these little torches so that he might see to
read. One night we had all gone to bed-I was with my mother and the little ones, all huddled together to keep from freezing-but I could not sleep.
It was a fearful night and I felt that the hour was not far distant when we
would go to sleep-never to wake again in this world. All at once I found
myself on my knees with my hands clasped, looking up through the darkness, making a vow that if God would send us relief and let me see my
father again I would be a Catholic. That prayer was answered.
On his arrival at Sutter's Fort, my father made known the situation of
the emigrants, and Captain Sutter offered at once to do everything possible
for their relief. He furnished horses and provisions and my father and Mr.
McClutchen started for the mountains, coming as far as possible with
horses and then with packs on their backs proceeding on foot; but they
were finally compelled to return. Captain Sutter was not surprised at their
defeat. He stated that there were no ablebodied men in that vicinity, all
having gone down the country with Fremont to fight the Mexicans. He
adyised my father to go to Yerba Buena, now San Francisco, and make his
case known to the naval officer in command. My father was in fact conducting parties there-when the seven members of the Forlorn Hope
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arrived from across the mountains. Their famished faces told the story.
Cattle were killed and men were up all night drying beef and making flour
by hand mills, nearly 200 pounds being made in one night, and a party of
seven, commanded by Captain Reasen P. Tucker, were sent to our relief
by Captain Sutter and the alcalde, Mr. Sinclair. On the evening of February 19th, 1847, they reached our cabins, where all were starving. They
shouted to attract attention. Mr. Breen, clambered up the icy steps from
our cabin, and soon we heard the blessed words, "Relief, thank God,
relief!" There was joy at Donner Lake that night, for we did not know the
fate of the Forlorn Hope and we were told that relief parties would come
and go until all were across the mountains. But with the joy sorrow was
strangely blended. There were tears in other eyes than those of children;
strong men sat down and wept. For the dead were lying about on the snow,
some even unburied, since the living had not had strength to bury their
dead. When Milt Elliott died,-our faithful friend, who seemed so like a
brother,-my mother and I dragged him up out of the cabin and covered
him with snow. Commencing at his feet, I patted the pure white snow
down softly until I reached his face. Poor Milt! it was hard to cover that
face from sight forever, for with his death our best friend was gone.
On the 22d of February the first relief started with a party of twentythree-men, women and children. My mother and her family were among
the number. It was a bright, sunny morning and we felt happy, but we had
not gone far when Patty and Tommy gave out. They were not able to stand
the fatigue and it was not thought safe to allow them to proceed, so Mr.
Glover informed mama that they would have to be sent back to the cabins
to await the next expedition. What language can express our feelings? My
mother said that she would go back with her children-that we would all go
back together. This the relief party would not permit, and Mr. Glover
promised mama that as soon as they reached Bear Valley he himself would
return for her children. Finally my mother, turning to Mr. Glover said,
"Are you a Mason?" He replied that he was. "Will you promise me on the
word of a Mason that if we do not meet their father you will return and
save my children?" He pledged himself that he would. My father was a
member of the Mystic Tie and mama had great faith in the word of a
Mason. It was a sad parting-a fearful struggle. The men turned aside, not
being able to hide their tears. Patty said, "I want to see papa, but I will take
good care of Tommy and I do not want you to come back." Mr. Glover
returned with the children and, providing them with food, left them in the
care of Mr. Breen.
With sorrowful hearts we traveled on, walking through the snow in single file. The men wearing snow-shoes broke the way and we followed in
their tracks. At night we lay down on the snow to sleep, to awake to find
our clothing all frozen, even to our shoe-strings. At break of day we were
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again on the road, owing to the fact that we could make better time over
the frozen snow. The sunshine, which it would seem would have been welcome, only added to our misery. The dazzling reflection of the snow was
very trying to the eyes, while its heat melted our frozen clothing, making
them cling to our bodies. My brother was too small to step in the tracks
made by the men, and in order to travel he had to place his knee on the little hill of snow after each step and climb over. Mother coaxed him along,
telling him that every step he took he was getting nearer papa and nearer
something to heat. He was the youngest child that walked over the Sierra
Nevada. On our second day's journey John Denton gave out and declared
it would be impossible for him to travel, but he begged his companions to
continue their journey. A fire was built and he was left lying on a bed of
freshly cut pine boughs, peacefully smoking. He looked so comfortable
that my little brother wanted to stay with him; but when the second relief
party reached him poor Denton was past waking. His last thoughts seemed
to have gone back to his childhood's home, as a little poem was found by
his side, the pencil apparently just dropped from his hand.
Captain Tucker's party on their way to the cabins had lightened their
packs of a sufficient quantity of provisions to supply the sufferers on their
way out. But when we reached the place where the cache had been made
by hanging the food on a tree, we were horrified to find that wild animals
had destroyed it, and again starvation stared us in the face. But my father
was hurrying over the mountains, and met us in our hour of need with his
hands full of bread. He had expected to meet us on this day, and had
stayed up all night baking bread to give us. He brought with him fourteen
men. Some of his party were ahead, and when they saw us coming they
called out, "Is Mrs. Reed with you? If she is, tell her Mr. Reed is here." We
heard the call; mother knelt on the snow, while I tried to run to meet papa.
When my father learned that two of his children were still at the cabins,
he hurried on, so fearful was he that they might perish before he reached
them. He seemed to fly over the snow, and made in two days the distance
we had been five in traveling, and was ovexjoyed to find Patty and Tommy
alive. He reached Donner Lake on the first of March, and what a sight met
his gaze! The famished little children and the death-like look of all made
his heart ache. He filled Patty's apron with biscuits, which she carried
around, giving one to each person. He had soup made for the infirm, and
rendered every assistance possible to the sufferers. Leaving them with
about seven days' provisions, he started out with a party of seventeen, all
that were able to travel. Three of his men were left at the cabins to procure
wood and assist the helpless. My father's party (the second relie~ had not
traveled many miles when a storm broke upon them. With the snow came
a perfect hurricane. The crying of half-frozen children, the lamenting of
the mothers, and the suffering of the whole party was heart-rending; and
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above all could be heard the shrieking of the Storm King. One who has
never witnessed a blizzard in the Sierra can form no idea of the situation.
All night my father and his men worked unceasingly through the raging
storm, trying erect shelter for the dying women and children. At times the
hurricane would burst forth with such violence that he felt alarmed on
account of the tall timber surrounding the camp. The party were destitute
of food, all supplies that could be spared having been left with those at the
cabins. The relief party had cached provisions on their way over to the
cabins, and my father had sent three of the men forward for food before
the storm set in; but they could not return. Thus, again, death stared all in
the face. At one time the fire was nearly gone; had it been lost, all would
have perished. Three days and nights they were exposed to the fury of the
elements. Finally my father became snow-blind and could do no more,
and he would have died but for the exertions of William McClutchen and
Hiram Miller, who worked over him all night. From this time forward, the
toil and responsibility rested upon McClutchen and Miller.
The storm at last ceased, and these two determined to set out over the
snow and send back relief to those not able to travel. Hiram Miller picked
up Tommy and started. Patty thought she could walk, but gradually everything faded from her Sight, and she too seemed to be dying. All other sufferings were now forgotten, and everything was done to revive the child.
My father found some crumbs in the thumb of his woolen mitten; warming
and moistening them between his own lips, he gave them to her and thus
saved her life, and afterward she was carried along by different ones in the
company. Patty was not alone in her travels. Hidden away in her bosom
was a tiny doll, which she had carried day and night through all of our trials. Sitting before a nice, bright fire at Woodworth's Camp, she took dolly
out to have a talk, and told her of all her new happiness. 36
There was untold suffering at that "Starved Camp," as the place has
since been called. When my father reached Woodworth's Camp, a third
relief started in at once and rescued the living. A fourth relief went on to
Donner Lake, as many were still there-and many remain there still,
including George Donner and wife, Jacob Donner and wife and four of
their children. George Donner had met with an accident which rendered
him unable to travel; and his wife would not leave him to die alone. It
would take pages to tell of the heroic acts and noble deeds of those who lie
sleeping about Donner Lake.

36 The doll is currently on display at the Sutter's Fort State Historic Park in Sacramento; a replica is at Donner Memorial State Park in Truckee. Patty Reed's Doli
(1989), a children's book by Rachel K Laurgaard, tells the story of the Donner
party from the doll's point of view.
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Most of the survivors, when brought in from the mountains, were taken
by the different relief parties to Sutter's Fort, and the generous hearted captain did everything possible for the sufferers. Out of the eighty-three persons who were snowed in at Donner Lake, forty-two perished, and of the
thirty-one emigrants who left Springfield, Illinois, that spring morning,
only eighteen lived to reach California. Alcalde Sinclair took my mother
and her family to his own home, and we were surrounded with every comfort. Mrs. Sinclair was the dearest of women. Never can I forget their kindness. But our anxiety was not over, for we knew that my father's party had
been caught in the storm. I can see my mother now, as she stood leaning
against the door for hours at a time, looking towards the mountains. At last
my father arrived at Mr. Sinclair's with the little ones, and our family were
again united. That day's happiness repaid us for much that we had suffered; and it was spring in California.
Words cannot tell how beautiful the spring appeared to us coming out
of the mountains from that long winter at Donner Lake in our little dark
cabins under the snow. Before us now lay, in all its beauty, the broad valley of the Sacramento. I remember one day, when traveling down Napa
Valley, we stopped at noon to have lunch under the shade of an oak; but I
was not hungry; I was too full of the beautiful around me to think of eating.
So I wandered off by myself to a lovely little knoll and stood there in a bed
of wild flowers, looking up and down the green valley, all dotted with
trees. The birds were singing with very joy in the branches over my head,
and the blessed sun was smiling down upon all as though in benediction. I
drank it in for a moment, and then began kissing my hand and wafting
kisses to Heaven in thanksgiving to the Almighty for creating a world so
beautiful. I felt so near God at that moment that it seemed to me that I
could feel His breath warm on my cheek. By and by I heard papa calling,
"Daughter, where are you? Come, child, we are ready to start, and you
have had no lunch," I ran and caught him by the hand, saying, "Buy this
place, please, and let us make our home here." He stood looking around
for a moment, and said, "It is a lovely spot," and then we passed on.
VIRGINIA REED MURPHY
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