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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 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 chimney corner, 
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. . . .  

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 new country, we 
also took a good library of standard works. 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; 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. The other wagons 
were drawn by three yoke each.  

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.  

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. . . .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 
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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, . . . 

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 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. . .  

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 camp-fires 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. . . . 

At Fort Laramie was a party of Sioux, who were on the war path going to fight the Crows or Blackfeet. 
The Sioux arc fine looking Indians and I was not in the least afraid of them.  

On the sixth of July 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 use 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.  

A new route had just been opened . . . called the "Hastings Cutoff," which passed along the southern 
shore of the Great Salt Lake rejoining the 0ld "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; . . . 
The greater portion of our company went by the old road and reached California in safety. Eighty-seven 
persons took the "Hastings Cutoff," .  .  . who have since been known as the "Donner Party."  

On the morning of July 31 we parted with our traveling companions, some of whom had become very 
dear friends, and, without a suspicion of impending disaster, set off in high spirits on the "Hastings Cut-off 
"; but a few days showed us that the road was not as it had been represented. We were seven days in 
reaching Weber Canon,  . . .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 
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We were now encamped in a valley called "Twenty Wells" (now Grantsville,Utah). 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; . . .  When 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 thin. 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! . . . Dragging 
ourselves along about ten miles, we reached the wagon of Jacob Donner. The family were all asleep, so 
we children lay down on the ground. . . . 

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 all 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 resumed our journey and soon 
reached Gravelly Ford on the Humboldt.  

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 19th of October, while traveling along the Truckee, [and] [t]hat 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 coveting -- 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." . . . 

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 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 
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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. . . . 

 


