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Letter from Elijah Cook Matheny who was traveling on the ñCalifornia road.ò 

The letter is dated May 21, 1849.1 

 

 
I have long desired to see California; the production of her gold mines has been a marvel to 

me, and her stand for the Union, her generous offerings to the Sanitary (Commission), and her 

loyal representatives have endeared your people to me; and nothing would give me more 

pleasure than a visit to the Pacific shore, and to say in person to your citizens, ôGod bless you 

for your devotion to the Union,õ but the unknown is before us. I may say, however, that I have 

it now in purpose when the railroad is finished, to visit your wonderful state. 

 

 Abraham Lincoln, speaking to his friend Charles Maltby,  

 Superintendent of Indian Affairs for California, on March 25, 1865. 
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1  Illinois State Journal, Springfield, Illinois, Wednesday, June 13, 1849, p. 3.  (Hereafter referred to as the Journal.) 



      
      

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

The Independent Gold Hunter on His Way to California,  

hand-colored lithograph by Nathaniel Currie.  DõAmour Museum of Fine Arts, Springfield, Massachusetts. 

 

Man walking to right in image.  Dressed in knee high boots and knee length jacket and carrying 

all his tools and kitchen implements.  The California Gold Rush inspired many Easterners to 

journey westward.  Gold was discovered in 1848 in California, an area that became a state of 

the Union in 1850.  Eastern newspapers shifted from stories of frontiersmen and pioneers to 

dramatic tales of the easy wealth and riches attained by those traveling to the West.  While 

many artists portrayed gold prospectors as heroic adventurers, Currier & Ives often produced 

Gold Rush images that portrayed gold seekers as unrealistic optimists.  Here, a prospective 

gold hunter has traveled half way to California by foot.  The sign in the background reads that 

he still has over 1,000 miles to go.  He carries practical items for his journey including a shovel, 

a set of gold scales, a kettle, a gold processor that also acts as a hat, a gold washing basin and a 

frying pan, whose handle also serves as a fishing pole.  Though the man strides forward, 

confident in his decision and determined to reach California to make his fortune, his 

appearance suggests that he is on a foolõs mission. 



      
      

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dedicated to my California friend who loves Lincoln 

Robert S. òBobó Willard 
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Foreword 

James C. Cornelius 

 
When J. B. L. Soule coined the phrase ñGo West, young man,ò in a Terre Haute, Indiana, newspaper 

in 1851, he caught Horace Greeleyôs eye at the New York Tribune.  Greeley re-printed Souleôs 

article, giving the phrase great currency (and unrightfully getting credit for its coinage).  Yet the 

young had already been going to the far west for nearly a decade by that point, including from 

Sangamon County. 

 

Some of them wrote home.  It is a form of recycling that these travelersô personal letters to loved 

ones were turned over to the local newspaper so that all neighbors could read them; and 150 years 

later, those newspaper contents can be turned into books, so that even more of us can read the 

personal experiences of some of the bravest, hardiest, sometimes greediest or foolhardiest folks of 

our past.  We are all the richer for it.  Dick Hart for his élan and doggedness in seeking out these 

leaves of the past for our edification deserves praise. 

 

What do we gain from turning letters and news clips into books?  Plenty, when their context is 

provided so well, and the subject matter -- a cross-section of local experience, ca. 1845-1855 -- is 

a vital backdrop to Abraham Lincolnôs development.  It was and is news that William L. Todd, for 

example, headed west and helped launch Californiaôs independence from Spanish rule.  Todd left 

a very comfortable home in Springfield, where his father Dr. John Todd owned an entire city block, 

to take up the rigors of migration.  He left his first cousin Mary Lincoln, as well as a dozen other 

relations, to chart a new course.  Among other points in his 1846 letters here, he recommended that 

like-minded people instead óstay homeô -- Springfield was much more advanced and comfortable 

than the unbuttoned West. 

 

Another example was Benjamin A. Watson, whose many heartfelt letters home to wife Emily and 

their very young children make excellent fare.  He yearns as much to be back with her as with the 

gold prospectors.  He along with a formally incorporated group of more than a dozen Springfield 

businessmen (i.e., those with gold fever) lit out and did well, though not all survived.  Or take Elijah 

Cook Matheny, bearing three names central to Springfield history; his adventures lasted not long 

enough.  Other individuals or groups were less fortunate -- the Donners, the disappeared.  If we 

suppose that the first ones on the trails, to Oregon or to California, faced the gravest danger, we are 

mistaken.  Just as many were killed or died of disease in the early 1850s, by the sample we see 

here.  Nor was the initial news of the Westôs riches the only draw.  This writer did not know that 

1852 was the year in which more California gold was mined than any other.  All of these lives and 

tales we learn from brief or lengthy columns in the Illinois State Journal and Illinois State Register.  

The personal became the newsworthy, and vice-versa.  The Lincolns knew most of the families. 

 

Donôt forget: these migrants did all this pre-railroad. They never saw a paved or even macadamized 

or corduroy road.  With cash and luck, some took a riverboat a small part of the way, but even some 

of those vessels went down with lives, or letters, or goods, as close as St. Louis, as far as the Platte 

River in Nebraska.  That anyone at all survived should cause everyone today to marvel. 

 

The strangeness of the new places, and the strange behavior they engendered, also come out in this 

book.  One Sangamon County sprout named Baker had always wanted to join an Indian tribe.  When 

of age, he went west and did so, keeping two wives and running a cash-cow ferry business.  

(Apparently this was agreeable to government authorities; had he been Mormon, well ...)  Others 

fell to fighting while en route.  ñNo water for 25 miles.ò  Others lost hope; or came home early; or 

never came home.  ñFever season.ò The Australian gold strike of 1853 drew thousands worldwide, 

including some of those erstwhile Illinoisans.  More often, the travelers were charmed by the 

scenery, by Oregonôs soil and climate, by a black squirrel (ñfirst one I ever sawò), by the sight of a 
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month-old newspaper, by buffalo chips for fuel, or a new tool for mining, ñan Indian grave up in a 

tree,ò Presbyterian missionaries at work with the tribes, an elk on a ridge, or the music they made 

themselves with fiddle and mouth harp by a fire, singing ñOld Hundredò or ñDead March in Saul.ò  

(Both of those tunes, little could they have guessed, were to figure prominently in their erstwhile 

neighbor Lincolnôs funerals in 1865.)  And, as ever, they were stunned at times by the traffic, by 

too many oxen on too narrow a path, by the arrogance of a federal agent jumping the ferry line, by 

a snake that killed a horse, by the prevalence of bears.  Back home, one lonely wife went down to 

the ñlineò just to watch the ñcars,ò as she wrote to her migratory husband.  That is, the railroad had 

arrived.  Why did she watch?  Her journal does not exactly say. 

 

Leaving a town, knowing theyôd miss it, is part of the American pattern.  Hartôs genealogical deep 

mining reveals that many of these young men (and a few families with them) were born in 

Kentucky, Tennessee, Virginia, Ohio, and tarried for a time in central Illinois before lighting out 

for the plains, mountains, valleys, and riches of another land farther on.  John Carroll Power touched 

on these developments 150 years ago; Doug Pokorski gave us another taste of this material two 

decades ago.  Now we get a fuller sense of how Sangamon County stood as a dot on their dash 

westward. 

 

All this is background to ... Mr. Lincoln?  Yes, read this book and you will understand more fully 

why he could be offered the secretaryship, then the governorship, of Oregon Territory in 1849; and 

why Mary, and perhaps Abraham too, determined that the risk was too great, the loss of contact 

with the familiar world too debilitating.  But these stories are background to all of central Illinois, 

for those extended families who made even bigger news out west than did Maryôs cousin.  The 

reader can discover that for him- or herself.  It is worth the trip. 

 

 James M. Cornelius 

 Springfield, Illinois 

 April 2019 

 



Letters From California and Oregon                   Introduction

      

      

 
 
 

 x 

California Dreaminô 

Richard E. Hart 
 

In the liberated 60s, many of the youth of that generation had dreams of going to California.  The 

Mamas and the Papas expressed those dreams in a popular songðCalifornia Dreamin.ô  Earlier, in 

the mid 19th Century, many young men of Lincolnôs Springfield also had California dreams.  The 

west coast sirens lured them to leave their Springfield homes and families for a wild ride west 

across the prairies and mountains to California and Oregon.  They embodied the persistent 

American desire for a new and better place and played a small part in a larger historical event--

Americaôs Manifest Destiny.  They were all California Dreamin.ô 

 

Their stories have been overshadowed largely by the abundance of study of Abraham Lincoln and 

those Springfield residents who were significant in his life.  There are a few exceptions, such as the 

oft-told story of the ill-fated Donner Party that in 1846 left from Springfieldôs Public Square for 

the Pacific Coast led by Sangamon County natives, James Reed and George Donner.  But in most 

instances, the stories of the unknown dreamers have not been told, and they do deserve telling.   

 

In the 1840s and 1850s, Springfield was small a town with a population in 1850 of 4,533.  

Sangamon County in 1850 had a population of 32,374.  From 1845 through 1852, over 200 of these 

citizens ventured west to California and Oregon where they played major roles in the early history 

of both states.  It is fortunate that some of these travellers were quite literate and kept journals and 

wrote letters back to their families in Illinois.  Many of their letters were given to the Springfield 

newspapersðIllinois State Journal and Illinois State Registerðand were published as part of the 

news. 

 

In early 1849, gold was discovered in California.  Sangamon County furnished its quota of 

emigrants rushing to California and Oregon.  News of the discovery of gold in California induced 

a group of 21 citizens to form an association--The Illinois and California Mutual Insurance 

Company--for the purpose of travelling to California and supplying the gold miners. The company 

left Springfield on Tuesday, March 27, 1849.  In 1849 at least 72 Sangamon County residents were 

bit by gold fever and headed west to become 49rs. 

 

Lincoln knew many of these who went west and as an ardent newspaper reader most certainly read 

many of their stories and letters that were printed in the Springfield newspapers.  Some of those 

writing had close connections to the Lincoln family.  Will iam L. Todd, Mary Lincolnôs cousin, 

wrote of adventures including his creation of the California Bear Flag still used today.  Springfield 

native, William Ide, also went to California in 1846 and there led the Bear Revolt.  He became the 

first Governor of the California Republic.  Benjamin R. Biddle was a Lincoln neighbor and 

Abrahamôs personal tailor.  Biddle went to Oregon where he became a prominent public servant.   

 

The west coast sirens also tempted Abraham Lincoln.  In 1849, he was offered the governorship of 

Oregon.  Mary said no and that was that.  But on the afternoon of April 14, 1865, Mary and 

Abraham took a carriage ride around Washington and dreamed of the future without the burdens 

of the presidency.  Lincoln said that they should fulfill a dream of going west to see California and 

Mary agreed.  All of that was cut short by the events of that evening. 

 

In years of searching the Illinois State Journal and Illinois State Register, I frequently came across 

articles and descriptions about town residents who left for the west coast.  Many of the articles 

contain letters from those California and Oregon travelers.  Other unpublished letters have been 

found in the manuscripts section of the Abraham Lincoln Presidential Library, the California State 

Library History Room and the Society of California Pioneers.  I have collected many of those 

articles and letters and I share them here.  I acknowledge that there, no doubt, are letters that I have 

not found. I leave that to future California Dreamers. 
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Those who wrote the letters and journal entries contained in this book were literate.  Their 

descriptions are informative and sometimes repetitive and mundane, but nevertheless written with 

clarity and facile use of the English language.  These were not the country bumpkins that one may 

imagine from the general descriptions of pioneers found in many histories of the west.  Indeed, in 

many instances, the writers of the letters and journals found in this book have the ability to 

communicate and write far better than many of todayôs ñeducatedò graduates. 

 

Individually these letters may not shake the world of mid nineteenth century American History, but 

collectively they do.  And more importantly they add to our knowledge of the environment that 

Abraham Lincoln experienced in Springfield in the late 1840s and early 1850s.  That environment 

included a great number of restless young Springfield men.  They were a part of Springfield and 

thus Lincolnôs environment.  They were participants in the fulfillment of American Manifest 

Destiny and Lincoln was a very interested observer. 

 

Richard E. Hart 

Springfield, Illinois 

September 11, 2019 
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Prelude 

 
Some might say that knowledge of the beginning of Americans moving to the West Coast 

is lost in the shadows of time.  Bits and pieces, however, do appear and give us a glimpse into those 

long ago beginnings.  In the fall of 1838, Harriet and Hamilton Campbell of Carlinville, Illinois 

with relatives in South Sangamon County, Illinois, came under the spell of the Methodist 

missionary James Lee.  Lee operated an Indian Mission in Oregon and he sought volunteers to join 

him in his endeavor to convert the Native Americans to be Methodists.  I include their story and a 

few of their letters, as they are a prelude to what seriously began seven years later in 1845ðthe 

emigration of Americans to the West Coast. 

 

Fall 1838 
 

Missionary James Lee Seeks Missionaries for Oregon Territory Indian Mission 
 

In the fall of 1838, Jason Lee, a Methodist missionary, returned from Oregon, and stopped 

at Springfield and Carlinville where he spoke.  He spoke of the great Oregon Territory bordering 

on the Pacific Ocean and of his Mission in the Willamette Valley, south of the Columbia River.  

Lee was a large, fine looking man about thirty-five years of age, with an unusual amount of personal 

magnetism, a pleasing voice and fanatical zeal for his missionary work.  

 

Soon after Lee was called to the ministry in 1832, he heard that the Native Americans of 

the Northwest wanted to know about the white manôs God and the Great Book that told of the true 

religion.  When Lee heard this, he knew that they needed him and he planned to go to them as soon 

as possible.  In April 1834, he reached Independence on the Missouri frontier and started his journey 

to Oregon on horseback.   

 

In the fall of 1834 after arriving in Oregon, Lee built a home and mission in the Willamette 

Valley.  His mission prospered from the first, but more workers and money were needed.  He felt 

that he was called to leave his wife and assistant-superintendent in temporary charge while he went 

east to interest the proper people in the undertaking.  At his meetings in Illinois, he said that men 

with families were needed to colonize the Northwest, and to develop its great natural resources.  He 

was sure that they could teach the Indians better if colonists could develop a civilization that would 

be an example for the Indians to follow. He appealed to the people to listen to the voice of God that 

was calling for volunteers and for money to help in this great work.    

 

When Lee spoke in Carlinville, Illinois in the fall of 1838, Harriett and Hamilton Campbell 

heard him address the crowd in front of the tavern where he stayed.  He told them of his plan to 

charter a boat to take all of the missionaries and colonists who would go with him when he returned 

to Oregon Territory.  He said that while they needed teachers and doctors, they also needed 

carpenters, blacksmiths, farmers, and artisans of all kinds.   The families at the Mission in that 

fertile valley of Oregon would be the pioneers of a permanent civilization.  He painted glowing 

word pictures of the Western Territory.  Henriettaôs brother Benjamin R. Biddle and Benjaminôs 

wife Maria also heard Lee speak in Springfield, Illinois.2 

 

  

 
 
2  And This is Our Heritage, Esther Moreland Leithold, Woodland, California, 1944, pp. 56-57.  (Hereafter referred to as And 

This Is Our Heritage.)  

http://hdl.handle.net/2027/wu.89062850458
http://ancestryisland.blogspot.com/2014/10/hat-tip-to-those-relatives-who-wrote_15.html
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Harriet and Hami lton Campbell Plan Move to Oregon Territory as Missionaries 

 
Harriet and Hamilton Campbell decided to go with Jason Lee when his boat sailed from 

New York for Fort Vancouver and his Mission in the fall of 1839. The family tried to dissuade 

Harriet and Hamilton from going so far away from their home to an undeveloped country where 

they would have to live among Indians.  They all admired Brother Lee and his life of self-

sacrificeðhis willingness to give allð even the lives of his wife and infant son (who had both died 

a few months before at the Mission)ðfor the salvation of Native Americans.  But they also knew 

of the hardships common to the lives of all pioneersðand of the treachery of Indians who were 

sometimes considered friendly.  

 

Harriet laughed at the fears of her family and friends, and said: ñWhy should we be more 

afraid than our ancestors who all crossed the ocean in smaller and frailer boats than we are going 

to have.  And any way, God will watch over us as well at sea as on land. He will surely care for 

those who are dedicating their lives to His service.ò  Such faith was an answer to all objections, 

and the Hamilton Campbellôs started to make their plans to join the Jason Lee party when it was 

ready to sail.  They had nearly a year to wait, and did not sail until late in October of 1839.3  

 

1839 
 

Harriet  and Hamilton Campbell Leave For Voyage to Oregon as Missionaries  
 

In the spring of 1839, Harriet and Hamilton Campbell were busy getting ready for their 

long trip to Oregon. They sold their home at Carlinville, and most of their furnitureðsaving only 

such things as could be carried to New York in their wagon for shipment.   

 

The last few weeks they spent with her father and mother on their Lick Creek, Sangamon 

County farm.  Harriet also spent some time in Springfield with Benjamin R. and Maria Biddle while 

they helped her make new clothes for the trip.  It was late that summer when Harriet and Hamilton, 

with littl e Mary, started for New York in their covered wagon, which was loaded with household 

furniture, clothes, bedding, and a variety of other things to be used in their new home in Oregon.  

The family and friends told them a sad good-bye.  No one expected to see the little Campbell family 

again, on this earth, but Harriet was smiling through her tears, as she waved them a last good-bye 

as the horses trotted down the road.4 

 

1.  Harriet  Campbellôs Letter From New York City 
 

From New York City, on October 1, 1839, Harriet Campbell wrote:  

 

We reached here about ten days before time for the Lausanne (our boat) to sail; but we have 

been entertained royally by the members of the Greene Street Methodist church. These good 

people are taking care of all of the Oregon Missionaries from the time they reach New York 

until our boat leaves on October third.  Brother Lee had raised $42,000.00 for the expenses 

of the expedition; and nothing has been overlooked to make the trip a success. As he wanted 

only married men, with their wives and families, to go with him on the voyage, he decided that 

he should not be an exception to the rule, and is to be married before we start, to a very fine 

woman ña school teacherñwho will be a great help to him at the Mission.  Two of the McKay 

(Indian) boys are staying at a school in Massachusetts to be educated; but the third one is going 

back to Oregon with us.  Dr. Richmond (a minister and physician), with his wife and four 

 
 
3  And This Is Our Heritage, pp. 57-58. 
4  And This Is Our Heritage, pp. 59- 60.   



Letters From California and Oregon                       Prelude

      

      

 
 
 

 3 

children, will be with our party. His little boy, whom they call Oregon, and our Mary, are to be 

baptized before we start. The next letter you get from us will be from our new home in Oregon, 

unless we can send letters from the Sandwich Islands.  I believe we are to stop there on the 

way: but this is our last good-bye until we have sailed twenty thousand miles, over two great 

oceans, and reached our future home.  I am already hoping that you too will want to join us 

there, when a safe road is built and you can come overland without danger.  May God watch 

over youñas I am sure He will watch over all of us who have met here to follow His guiding 

hand to a new and unknown land.  And I pray that we may all be true and faithful in following 

His Commandments; so that, if we meet no more on Earth, we may meet at last in 

Heaven, where parting is unknown.ò5 
 

This letter did not sound like Harriet, for she had always been light-hearted and gay before she 

came under the influence of the Oregon Missionaries, through Jason Lee.  

 
2.  Harriet  Campbellôs Report to Benjamin R. Biddle on Life in Oregon Territory  

 

I wish you could see this place where the mission is built!  Oregon Territory seems like Paradise 

to us after our long ocean trip.  We are surrounded by the most beautiful trees we have ever 

seen, with ferns and wild flowers and birds all about us.  The woods are alive with all kinds of 

game and the rivers teem with fish.  There are many fish with reddish-yellow meat, called 

salmon, which are very different from any fish we had at home, and they are most delicious.  

They tell us that, a little later, we will have an abundance of wild berries.  I cannot begin to tell 

you of all of the wonders of this great country, in one letter; but I hope that the overland roads 

will be finished before many years, and that you too will decide to come out here to live.   

 

Hamilton is very busy building houses and furniture for the members of our mission family: 

and he is also teaching the Indians to help him; ñand to learn to build houses for themselvesñ

but as yet they seem to like their own primitive wigwams or dug-outs better.  

 

Mary is very happy and has a number of playmates among the missionary children; ñand some 

of the mission Indians also have children about her age. The Indian children play some games 

that are very much like òprisonerõs baseó and other games we used to play in Tennessee.  We 

teach them our games and they teach our children theirs. Mary is learning their Jargon rapidly 

and can already make herself understood when she is with them.  

 

Please write often and tell me all of the home news.  All of your letters may not reach us, but I 

think we will get most of them; and we will write whenever we have a chance to send a letter 

Eastward.  With much love to you all from  

 

     Your affectionate sister, Harriet.6 

 
Harriet and Hamilton Campbell paved the way for what became a wave of Sangamon 

County residents traveling to the west coast beginning in 1845 and continuing until at least 1852.  

They left a treasure of letters and journals that provide us with a picture of their daily lives that 

cumulatively paint a vivid picture of what became known as American Manifest Destiny. 

 

 
 
5  And This Is Our Heritage, pp. 60-67.   
6  And This Is Our Heritage, p. 67. 
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1845 

 

Fifteen letters and personal descriptions are included here for the year 1845.  This 

was the first year that I found a number of letters of Sangamon County, Illinois residents 

who traveled overland to the Pacific Coast.  I found the names of eight Sangamon County 

residents who left the county and went west during this year. 

 
William Brown  Ide 

Prepares to Move West After Assassination of Mormon Prophet Joseph Smith 

 
I always had a hankering for moving West.  I was born in Vermont, but soon 

after becoming an adult I headed west, for the state of Kentucky.  From there I 

moved to Ohio and then to Illinois.  I married Susan Haskell and together we 

had 9 children. 

 

I lived close to Springfield, Illinois, and while living there I helped nominate -

Joseph Smith, the Mormon prophet, for president of the United States.  I also 

worked on writing his presidential platform.  However when he was assassinated in June of 

1844, I knew it was time for me to leave Illinois.  I sold my farm and many possessions, and 

was able to outfit three wagons for my family.  We also had a small herd of cattle to sustain us 

on the route.  We initially traveled to Independence, Missouri, where we joined a company 

of other settlers headed for OregonTerritory.7 

        William B. Ide 

 

William B. Ideôs family came from Devonshire, England in 1636 and settled in Rehoboth, 

Massachusetts.  The family remained in Rehoboth for 5 generations until Williamôs father, Lemuel, 

moved to Vermont where he was a carpenter and a member of the Vermont State Legislature.  

William was born on March 28, 1796, in Vermont.  In the Revolutionary War, Williamôs 

grandfather had been a Minute Man in the Battle of Lexington on April 19, 1775.  William married 

Susan Goddard Haskell (1799ï1850) in 1820, and they lived at first in Massachusetts, but soon 

moved westwardðto Kentucky, then to Ohio and finally to Illinois.  William had been a carpenter, 

but farmed in Springfield, Illinois, and supplemented his income by teaching school.   

   

William was a member of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.  He was 

baptized a Mormon in July 1837, and was believed to have been the President of the Springville 

Branch of the Church in July 1844.  He assisted Joseph Smithôs campaign for the Presidency of the 

United States in April 1844.  

  
The Nauvoo (Illinois) Neighbor of May 22, 1844, notes that William B. Ide acted as a delegate 

from Sangamon County, Illinois, at the Mormon convention which nominated Joseph Smith 

 
 
7  A Biographical Sketch of the Life of William B. Ide: with a minute and interesting account of one of the largest 

emigrating companies. (3000 miles over land), from the east to the Pacific coast. And what is claimed as the most 

authentic and reliable account of the virtual conquest of California, in June, 1846, by the Bear Flag Party, Simeon 

Ide and Sarah Ide Healy, Claremont, New Hampshire, Printed for the subscribers, 1880.  (Hereafter referred to as 

Healy.) 1967, Glorieta, New Mexico  Preface and Introduction by Benjamin Franklin Gilbert to The Rio Grande 

Press, Inc.  (Hereafter referred to as Ide Biography) 

  http://www.dsloan.com/Auctions/A12/45WebA12.htm   

 www.bearflagmuseum.org/Simeon%20Ide%20Life%20of%20William%20B%20Ide%20Table%20of%20Conte

nts.html#IdeTOC   

 Photograph of William B. Ide from the book William B. Ide, the President of California by George 

Kirov.  Bancroft, History of California, San Francisco: The History Company, 1886, vol. 4, pp. 688-89 and vol. 

5, pp. 188-89.   Sharon A. Brown, Historical Perceptions: The Controversy Surrounding William Brown 

Ide, Dogtown Territorial Quarterly 16 and 17 (Winter 1993 and Spring 1994), part 1, pp. 6-7, 24-26, 31-32, and 

part 2, pp. 54-59.   

William Brown Ide 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vermont_State_Legislature
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rutland,_Massachusetts
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Massachusetts
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kentucky
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ohio
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Illinois
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Springfield,_Illinois
http://www.dsloan.com/Auctions/A12/45WebA12.htm
http://www.bearflagmuseum.org/Simeon%20Ide%20Life%20of%20William%20B%20Ide%20Table%20of%20Contents.html#IdeTOC
http://www.bearflagmuseum.org/Simeon%20Ide%20Life%20of%20William%20B%20Ide%20Table%20of%20Contents.html#IdeTOC
http://www.bearflagmuseum.org/William%20B%20Ide%20Photograph.html
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for President of the United States and Sidney Rigdon as Vice President.  Church records do 

not show when Ide embraced the Mormon faith or whether he ever separated.8 

 

In 1845, William, age 49, left Springfield for California with a large wagon train, 

accompanied by his wife, Susan Goddard, five sons, James Monroe, Daniel Webster, William, 

Lemuel Henry Clay and Thomas Crafton and one daughter, Sarah.  Later in California, William 

was the leader of the ñBear Flag Revoltò that led to a proclamation declaring California an 

independent country in July 1846, and he was the Governor of that independent country called the 

California Republic.  Accordingly, William and his family were the first known Mormons to enter 

California and Williamðas commander of the short-lived California Republicðwas, arguably, the 

first Latter-day Saints head of state.   

 

The Bear Flag Revolt lasted from June 14, 1846, to July 9, 1846, when the United States 

took possession of California.  Ide and other ñBear Flaggersò joined the United States armed forces 

in the Mexican American War which led to California separating from Mexico and becoming the 

31st state of the United States on September 9, 1850.  William was also a land surveyor for the U.S. 

Army.  

 

He held numerous government positions in the County of Colusa: Judge, Deputy Clerk, 

Treasurer, Justice of the Peace, Defense Attorney and Prosecutor.  He was a large landholder in 

Tehama County purchased from money he acquired from the gold fields.  He died on December 19 

and 20, 1852, and is buried in California.9 
 

William L. Todd  
 

William L. Todd was born on April 14, 1818, at Edwardsville, Illinois, the son of Dr. John 

and Elizabeth Smith Todd, both of distinguished American families.  He was brought up in 

Springfield, and says that he ñwas in youth raised as a Druggist & Apothecary.ò  His father, Dr. 

John Todd, served as a surgeon in the War of 1812.  William was a cousin of Mrs. (Mary) Abraham 

Lincoln; whose father Robert Todd was a brother of Doctor John Todd.  

 
He went to California in 1845, when he was 27 years-old before the Mexican war or the 

discovery of gold and was there when the survivors of the Reed and Donner party arrived; so 

many of whom starved to death as they were snow-bound in the mountains.   

 

William L. Todd was married on April 14, 1868, in California, to Mrs. Clarissa J. Pike, whose 

maiden name was Chase.  She was born in 1823 in Duchess County, New York.  Mrs. Todd 

died childless in March 1874, in Sacramento.  Mr. Todd resides at Los Angeles, California.
 10 

 

  

 
 
8  William Brown Ide, Bear Flagger, Fred Blackburn Rogers, 1889, San Francisco, J. Howell, 1962.  (Hereafter referred 

to as Rogers.)    https://hdl.handle.net/2027/mdp.39015018021918  
 https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/ssd?id=mdp.39015018021918;seq=21 
9  The William B. Ide Adobe State Historical Park in Red Bluff, Tehama, California honors Ideôs contribution to the 

state.  There is no proof of where he is buried.  The story is that he was sleeping in the jail (he was also the jailer), 

and a criminal stole his money and killed him, then spread rumors that he had smallpox.  Ide was buried somewhere 

obscure out of town as was the custom of smallpox victims in those days.  The death was reported in the newspaper 

as smallpox. 
10   William L. Todd was listed in Bancroftôs Pioneer Register And Index in the History of California.   

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/California_Republic
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/California_Republic
https://hdl.handle.net/2027/mdp.39015018021918
https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/ssd?id=mdp.39015018021918;seq=21
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3.  William B. Ide Writes Regarding the Oregon Territory 

Journal, March 20, 184511 
 

Because of his style and later correspondence for the Journal newspaper, William B. Ide 

is the suspected writer of the following contribution that appeared in the Sangamo Journal of March 

20, 1845.  
EMIGRATION TO OREGON  

 

From information from various places, in this and other States, it is but fair to conclude that 

the expedition to Oregon this year will exceed by more than double, that of any former year; 

and also that we may, if nothing occurs to check this immense tide of emigration, safely 

calculate that each consecutive year will more than continue the same ratio of increase, until 

the advantages which Oregon possesses, in point of climate and commerce, shall be balanced 

by the lower price of lands in the Mississippi valley.  

 

That Oregon is destined to command a great portion of the commerce of the Pacific and the 

Oriental Isles, as well as to enjoy her full share of the trade of the Pacific coast of North and 

South America, no well-informed mind, it is presumed, can doubt. Nor is it to be supposed, 

that the commercial interests of the eastern States will be slow to acknowledge the vast 

importance, that the occupation of Oregon, by American citizens, will be to the commerce of 

the Eastern States. òFive millions of dollars per annum, will scarcely cover the proceeds of the 

whaling business owned, or carried on, by citizens of the Eastern States.  It is reasonable to 

conclude that a greater portion of this trade will naturally amalgamate with the business of 

Oregon.  

 

The reasons why we come to the above conclusion, areñ 1st, that the North Pacific furnishes 

better whaling ground, and safer harbors for whaling vessels, than the North Eastern coasts.  

2d. Oregon is, from the mildness of its climate, better adapted to growing the provisions 

necessary to the carrying on of this business, than any country bordering on the Atlantic coast.  

 

That great and incalculable advantages to the United States will result from the settlement of 

Oregon by American citizens, can no longer be doubted; neither can we for a moment suppose 

that party politics, or party prepossessions, can so far derange that generous love of country, 

ever pre- dominant in the breast of every lover of American freedom, as to cause division, 

concerning the propriety of maintaining unimpaired American Liberty, over the whole territory 

of OREGON.  

 

Encouraged by considerations like the foregoing, we are led to look calmly forward to the train 

of privations and hardships naturally consequent upon a journey of some 2,000 miles, throõ 

savage wilds and desolate, craggy, mountain cliffs, interspersed and broken by rivers, and sandy 

deserts, ôtill the mindõs eye rests quietly on the valley of the ôpromised land!  Nor do we feel 

that we, by prosecuting our design, desert our country, or are to be forsaken by our 

countrymen.  Nor is it to be supposed, that we have hardened our hearts, and shielded our 

bosoms against the tender sympathies naturally growing out of our connection with civilized, 

and Christianized Society.   

 

But with feelings and habits congenial to friendship and social order, we trust we may be 

pardoned if we express the fond hope that we may be able to extend the love of freedom; to 

contribute our mite, towards enlarging the dominion of rational liberty and social happiness, 

and ere long, under circumstances of comfort, to receive with joy and gladness, many of those 

friends we shall have left behind. April 1st, 1845, is the day agreed upon by those who have 

been, and are, making preparations to emigrate from Sangamon county, Illinois, to meet at the 

nearest camping ground west of Springfield.  Seven families and five single men have agreed to 

 
 
11   Journal, March 20, 1845 



Letters From California and Oregon                       1845

      

     

 
 
 

 7 

start.  It is expected that this company will consist of upwards of fifty persons, ñamong whom 

are Messrs. Nathan Hussey sen[ior], Job Burden, Nathan Hussey and H. Bird, of Fancy Creek, 

and W. B. Ide and others of Wolf Creek. [Fancy Creek and Wolf Creek flow through Williams 

Township before emptying into the Sangamon River about six miles northeast of Springfield.]  

Ten wagons are in preparation, to be drawn by two or three yokes of oxen each, carrying five 

months provisions. òThere is room for more. Who comes next?  

 

Our intention is to join the Independence expedition, either at Council Bluffs, or at 

Independence, Mo. and pursue our way with them. òFOR OREGONó 

 

4.  Sarah Ide Healy Describes Preparations for Departure From Springfield For Oregon 
 

In 1845, 49-year-old William B. Ide sold his farm and prepared to go to Oregon.  His 

daughter, Sarah Ide Healy,12 tells of the familyôs departure:  

 
All of our old neighbors came to help us pack our things into our three wagons, and to see us 

off.  My father selected the timber for two of these wagons, and had them made to order during 

the winter.  He also made the beds, bows and covers at our homeñMother and I sewing the 

canvas covering; which, being fastened to the bows and side-boards of the wagon, were painted 

a light slate-color, the same as the bed or body of the wagon. òOur wagons were very neat 

looking, and attracted a good deal of attention while passing through Illinois and Missouri.  

Many questions were asked as to our destination, etc.  

 

We had a sale the morning we started, and sold off the greater part of our furniture.  We 

packed our cooking utensils, tin cups, tin platesñwith provisions to last us six months.  Mother, 

my little brothersñDaniel, aged 10, and Lemuel, aged 8, and Thomas Grafton (a little boy that 

had been given to my mother), all rode in a wagon.  I rode on horseback 3 days, to help drive 

the cattle; riding on a side-saddle.  The drove of cattle numbered 165, including 28 working 

oxen.  We camped the first night ten miles from our old homeñcooked our supper by a camp-

fire! 

 

Mother and I slept in a wagon all the way to California.  Some of the men slept in the tent, 

when not too tired to pitch it. Brother William came with us and drove an ox team from Fort 

Hall to Sutterõs Fort, and drove cattle the rest of the journey.  Our number, all told, young and 

old, was thirteen, five of these were young men, who drove the teams ôfor their board and 

passage!13 

William B. Ide and Family and William L. Todd  

Leave Springfield, Illinois for Oregon Territory  
March 27, 1845 

 

On March 27, 1845, William B. Ide, age 49, and William L. Todd, age 27, were the leaders 

of one of the first groups to leave Springfield, Illinois headed for the Oregon Territory.  On April 

3, 1845, the Journal reported:  

 
The Oregon emigrants from this county, passed through our city Tuesday afternoon, and 

encamped for the first time some three miles from town.  The expedition consisted of about 

forty-seven persons, old and youngñ16 wagons with ox teams, and quite a number of young 

cattle.  With most of the emigrants we are personally acquainted, and regret that our county 

will lose in them good substantial farmers! 

 

 
 
12  Ide Biography. 
13  Ide Biography. 
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5.  Fred Blackburn  Rogers Describes Ide-Todd Group  

Arrival  at Independence, Missouri 

May 1845 

 
The journey to Independence, Mo., was accomplished in four weeks, without any severe 

accident, but was attended with great care and anxiety to my dear parents.  I remember my 

brother James (then in his 24th year) was away from us buying cows, and was gone so long, that 

it caused them great anxiety.  He had been taken suddenly with bleeding from the nose or 

lungs, among strangers, and his health was so much impaired, that he could not for some time 

afterwards help take care of the stock, or of himself.  We were thankful that his life was spared.  

 

We camped one week within one mile of Independence, Mo., to lay in ammunition, guns and 

pistolsñclothing for the men, and many little things needful on so long a journey. Father made 

an iron to brand his cows with his name (Ide) on the right-side horn. This was hard work for 

him, but very necessary.  The western emigration via South Pass in 1845 was immense, 

compared with prior years. H. H. Bancroft estimates that 3,000 persons arrived in Oregon 

alone. Col. Stephen W Kearny, who saw much of the emigration, estimates the òTotal number 

this season was about 850 men, 475 women, 1,000 children, about 7,000 head of cattle, 400 

horses and mules, with 460 wagons!ó  The principal points of assembly for the journey were 

Independence and St. Joseph, both in Missouri.  Rendezvous at Independence was favored by 

most of the companies, and apparently by the fewer persons originally destined for California. 

Oregon was quite securely AmericanñCalifornia was still a Mexican provinceñhence the great 

majority of the emigrants were Oregon bound.  The routes from St. Joseph and Independence, 

after passing respectively the Missouri River and the Kansas River, converged near the Blue 

River.14  

William B. Ide and Family and William L. Todd  

Depart From Independence, Missouri on Oregon Trail 

May 10, 1845 

 
They joined a wagon train in Independence, Missouri that was headed for Oregon.  On May 10, 

1845, a large train of wagons left Independence, Missouri, headed west on the Oregon Trail.  

Among those traveling in the train were William B. Ide and his family and William L. Todd.  

traveled to the ôBig Campõ where we spent a week or two.15   

 

 

 

 
 
14  Rogers, pp. 10-12. 
15  Rogers, p. 10. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Independence,_Missouri
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Oregon
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The Oregon Trail is a 2,170-mile EastïWest, large-wheeled wagon route and emigrant trail 

that connected the Missouri River to valleys in Oregon.  The eastern part of the Oregon Trail 

spanned part of the future state of Kansas, and nearly all of what are now the states of Nebraska 

and Wyoming.  The western half of the trail spanned most of the future states of Idaho and Oregon. 
 

6.  William B. Ide Letter From Kansas (or Kasaw) River 

May 13, 1845 
 

The Sangamo Journal of June 5, 1845, contains the following letter from Ide, its ñOregon 

correspondent.ò  In every case, his references to the Nebraska (or Platte) River must be read to 

mean the Kansas (or Kaw) Riverðthis for reasons that appear in a note. 
 

Bank of The Nebraska 

May 13, 1845  

 

We have crossed the Nebraska and Kansas rivers.  It is now the 13th of May, and we are 

encamped on the north bank of the Platte river, where we shall organize preparatory to our 

arduous journey to the West.  

 

My teams, waggons, cattle, and all concerned, have stood the trip, so far, (all things considered) 

better than I expected.  My cattle are thriving.  I kill all my calves. 

 

The present emigrating party consists of about five hundred waggonsñ one hundred and seven 

are in our companyñthirty-five are a few miles ahead, and some seventy are a few days behind. 

But it is impossible to speak definitely as regards the number of teams.  The number of souls 

is said to be between six and seven thousand.  The number of cattle is immenseñ exceeding in 

all probability ten thousand head. Our teams, horses, mules, ponies, cattle and waggons, 

stretched out in procession some three miles in length on the broad prairies, present a grand 

spectacle.  The Caw Indians flock around us like crows. Their business is to ôswapõ ostensibly, 

but in reality it is begging and stealing.  More or less cattle are stolen every night. These Indians 

are great cowards, poor and faithless. They meet you with an air of courtesy, extend the hand 

of friendship in graceful waving circles to all, and shake hands most heartily with any one of the 

company, who notices them most; and the next business is ôswapõ ôswap!  In this traffic the 

supplying of their present want is the standard value they attach to their money.  To all 

appearances these Indians are in a wretched, starving condition.  

 

The soil and face of the country from Independence to the Nebraska river, is equal in point of 

beauty and fertility, to any I have seen. Timber is very scarce.  Small groves, however, of an 

excellent quality, are found along the streams.  The prairies are beautifully rollingñthe soil rich 

and deep.  The Nebraska river has shallow banks, and its bottom is quick-sand.  The creeks 

which we have crossed, however, that empty into the Nebraska, have deep banks and muddy 

bottomsñon some the soil is more than fifteen feet in depth. These deep channels and muddy 

bottoms, have given us much trouble.  Quite a number of cattle in crossing them got mired, 

and sometimes we have had to haul from fifteen to twenty out by their horns.  

 

Lime-stone is abundant on the prairies.  A stratum of rock lies on a level, showing itself above 

ground in almost every declivity which passes its level.  

 

Our road so far, has been very good, although apparently not very direct in its course.  I can 

say but very little of the prospects of the Oregon emigration.  I can now only give you a faint 

idea of its magnitude, and the character of the people who compose it.  From the best 

information I can obtain, the number of emigrants will be five-fold what it was last year; ñ but 

you must bear in mind that it was then greatly exaggerated.  Of its character, I assure you so far 

as I can judge, I can speak in the most flattering terms.  Agreeable acquaintances are every day 

formed.  Gentlemen and ladies, too, of liberal minds and means are in the midst of our social 

circle.  Finally, there is something ennobling in the very idea of an expedition so fraught with 
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consequences, so self-devoting in its effect.  No narrow minded soul is fit for Oregon.  If such 

embark, discord and confusion followñthey will shrink from the undertaking and escape to the 

States.  But those whose minds are congenial to the enterprise, present their shoulders to its 

hardships, their breasts to its dangers, and their means and talents to the accomplishment of its 

purposes, will, I doubt not, be well rewarded.  

 

I have written this in a great hurry.  The country as we advance becomes more interesting, and 

in my next I hope to be able to give more information in regard to ôfitting out! I fear we have 

more cattle than we can protect.  We are now obliged to have one hand to every twelve head.  

 

The emigrants are all in good health and spirits.  
 

     Respectfully yours,    W. B. Ide 

 

7.  Letter From One of the Oregon Emigrants  

May 14, 1845 
 

The Sangamo Journal of July 3, 1845, contained more information regarding the Oregon 

emigration:  
 

The Chicago Democrat publishes a letter of the 14th of May from one of the Oregon 

Emigrants.  It is dated on ôCaw River!  The letter is not later than our communication from 

Mr. Ide, but contains some further particulars.  

 

Friday, 3rd, we left Independence, went ten miles and camped.  

 

Saturday we went ten miles further and camped. Here we take the last farewell of our friends 

and civilized citizens. The companies for Oregon are numerous. We go 80 miles before we 

join the company, as some have gone further up for better feed.  The cattle are so numerous 

that they eat every thing before them. We have now in sight 100 wagons and more coming 

every hour.  There are a great many cattle to be drove. There will be something near three 

thousand persons to go.  Donõt you think there will be a jolly set?  As a general thing, the 

company appears like brothers.  There are persons from every State in the Union.  In sight of 

our camp there are a number of Spaniards camped, who have two hundred mules which belong 

to the Santa Fe trade.  

 

Sunday. M ñ happened over at their camp while they were employed in catching some ugly 

steers with the lassoña rope with a slipping noose.  Today one of our Oregon men employed 

two Spaniards to catch a yoke of steers.  It was done in a hurry, and they seldom fail to catch 

their object.  The Spaniards are almost as black as Indians.  

 

Tuesday, we arrived at the River Caw [Kansas] near the Caw village.  This stream is now the 

size of Fox River, sandy bottom and banks, the current is rapid, always riley and raises the 

freshets 30 feet.  This is 100 miles from Independence.  On the 14th we have a meeting to 

choose a pilot; there are two men up for the office.  

 

One mile from our camp is a village; yesterday I was at the place, but the warriors were all gone 

to fight the Pawnees. Today the runners returned with some scalps and the town is all alive, 

singing and dancing.  This morning, and old Indian Chief came to our fire painted and dressed 

in a curious style and began to sing and stamp the ground; his dress was buck skin.  At our 

meeting the alarm was given that some Indians were driving off cattle. The meeting broke up 

suddenlyñin less than one minute 50 men were on their horses, well armed and on the jump.  

 

The report proved false. One prisoner was taken on a mule, who was brought to our tent, pale 

and trembling.  He attempted to leave his mule in our hands and escape but when a pistol was 

presented to his breast he again mounted and rode while one led the mule.  Our interpreter 

found that the man was innocent.  I gave him something to eat, but he refused until our men 
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ate when he took a smoke and went his way.  This tribe are noted rascals.  Last night two of 

them attempted to pass our guard.  When the rifles were leveled at them, they grounded their 

arms and shook hands and tried to apologizeñthey are the greatest beggars I ever sawñsome 

go entirely naked.  To night two of the chiefs came in camp and wished to see the Captain, 

showed their papers, wished to beg some calves.  The calves were promised if they would not 

steal any.  

 

I am now 700 miles from home.  On the way we have met with no accident, and I do believe 

that if God ever favored or blessed a people it is this Emigrating Company of 1845.  The Caw 

river at the ferry was 3 miles wide, now 30 or 40 rods, and the company was four weeks coming 

to the Cawñwe were six days.  The wagon ruts remain to tell us the great difficulty they had to 

encounter.  Wherever we go we leave a good road as plain as the State road past your home!õ
16

 

 

Grigsby-Ide Party and Swasey-Todd Party Formed at Fort Kearny, Now Nebraska 
 

At Fort Kearny, Nebraska, the Ide Todd group broke up into three companies, one of which 

was piloted by Joe Meek and captained by John Grigsby and William B. Ide.  Another was 

captained by W. F. Swasey and William L. Todd.  From Fort Kearny, the companies traveled along 

the Platte River, then to South Pass and onto Fort Hall.  The Swasey-Todd party was composed of 

William Bale, William Blackburn, William Gildoa, Framcis Hoen, Thomas Knight, John Lewis, 

George McDougal, Hiram Rjeusaw, Thomas Smith, Harry Spiel, Jacob R. Snyder, William F. 

Swasey ands William L. Todd.17 

 

8.  William B. Ide Letter From Prairie Wilderness 

May 21, 184518 
 

The Conneaut (Ohio) Reporter of July 25,1845, reprinted a letter from William B. Ide to 

the Sangamo Journal, dated by Ide ñPrairie Wilderness, May 21, 1845!ò The place of writing 

appears to have been in the vicinity of the headwaters of Rock Creek, east of the Big Blue River.  
 

Our company consists of one hundred and thirty-one wagons, which are divided into three 

divisions, to accomodate the different interests of the emigrants as regards loose stock.  We 

lost near one-fifteenth of our stock before we could get organized, so as to protect it.  Since we 

have had our interests mutual in regard to stock, we have lost none.  We have the anti- stock 

go-ahead division (which we expect will leave us the first time it shall be their turn to go before, 

and the large stock division expect in that case to overtake them in the mountains, where they 

may be glad of our assistance,) the small stock division, and the large stock division.  òOur 

cattle are improving.  The grass road and water are fine.  Our health is good, and our task easy, 

since we divided.  We have 350 head of loose stock, twenty-seven wagons, and fifty-one women 

and childrenñall well provisioned and equipped.  Many who have no loose stock have 

preferred our division and company.  We have an organized government, both civil, military 

and judicial. Without such a government, no company can travel in these wild regions, and 

with one, every thing is easy.  

 

We met last night, six wagons from Fort Larimer [Laramie] ñ 500 miles distant.  Their Captain 

[Daniel Finch] has been with the Indians fifteen years.  He gave me the following anecdote, 

illustrative of the power and numbers of the whites.  He said that one of the principal Chiefs 

of the tribe where he was located, on seeing the emigration of the last year pass west, said to 

himñõSonñyou have been with us a long time, and have not sought to go back.  You will surely 

stay and die with us.  You cannot go back now.  All the white men have gone to the west. You 

cannot now go back!  

 
 
16  Rogers, pp. 7-8. 
17  Society of California Pioneers Quarterly, 1931, p, 206. 
18  Journal, May 21, 1845. 
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On being told that they were not a hundredth part of a number that could be missed from 

among the white men, he exclaimedñThe white men thicker than the grass of the prairies!  

òThere is no woman in our company that sleeps the less from fear of the Indians!ó  

 

9. William B. Ide Letter From Fort Laramie , now Wyoming 

June 25, 184519 

 
            The key to Fort Laramieõs importance was its strategic location on the great central 

continental migration corridor via the Platte and North Platte Rivers to South Pass.  By tradition 

this is most commonly known as the Oregon Trail.20  

 

The Sangamo Journalõs òOregon Correspondentó (William B. Ide) appeared in the issue of 

September 4, 1845:  

 

FORT LARAMIE,   June 25,1845 

  

MR. EDITOR:ñWe are well.  The road thus far, is far better than I have ever travelled before, 

the like distance, (since leaving Independence).  We are 1060 miles from Springfield. Many of 

our cattle are getting lame, some from foot evil, and some from worn-out hoofs.  The foot evil 

is cured by cutting out the inflected [infected? ] part and then applying burning rosin or tar.  

For worn-out hoofs we apply hot tar, or rosin and then sear it with a hot shovel and then apply 

the second coat of tar.  

 

It is exceeding dry; we have but little grass.  The companies of emigrants follow each other in 

quick succession.  The great number of cattle cause us some trouble. Bulls over the age of one 

year will not go to Oregon.  I have lost threeñthe best of four.  I could give some directions in 

relation to fitting out for Oregon or California, which may be of some service to some who are 

less experienced.  I would defer my remarks until after I reach Oregon, but I may not have an 

opportunity to write again in season for preparations to be made next spring.  

 

BEST WAGGONSñStrong two horse waggons capable of bearing three thousand pounds on 

common roads, wide track, block tongue, coupled twenty inches back of the forward axle, body 

15 to 18 feet long, straight; bed 14 to 16 inches high in the clearñ2 partitions across 18 inches 

each way from the middle (having a space for the ladies parlor) the two ends covered with half 

inch linn plank, the alternate plank hung on butt hinges, and all supported on a slight stringer 

passing from the hind gate to one of the partitions.  Under these decks pack your provisions, 

either in bags or boxesñif in boxes, let the deck form the covers, resting on each side at the 

sides of the bedñat the top of the bed, let the sides project 6 inches, above which, put side 

boards 18 inches wide, one half inch thick, riveted to ten standards on each side 4% feet high, 

leaving the middle space open for a door on each side; on the top of each pair of standards 

rivet an eliptic to bow, rising 8 inches higher than the standards (making the inside of the bed 

5 feet two inches high)ñat the same time rivet a strip of half inch plank 3 inches wide firmly to 

the top of the standards on each sideñleaving an open space of 15 or 18 inches wide between 

the side boards and said 3 inch strips, which may be stopped by a curtain, nailed to the outside 

of the strip above, and buttoned to the outside of the board belowñon the center of the bows 

rivet a slender ridgepole, let the end boards of gates be firmly fixed and extend from the under 

side of the bottom plank of the bed to the top of the side boards, so tight as to exclude rain in 

a driving storm; let the top be covered with Osnaburg [coarse, cotton fabric] drawn on as tight 

as may be, and sized and painted with 3 coats of oil paintñthe curtains and doors to be made 

of the same, and sized and painted one coat; the center support underneath the bed may be 4 

or 5 inches wide, and extend 6 or 8 inches from the sides of the bed, to form a step, another 

 
 
19  Journal, September 4, 1845. 
20  https://www.nps.gov/fola/learn/historyculture/upload/FOLA_history.pdf 



Letters From California and Oregon                       1845

      

     

 
 
 

 13 

iron step between it and the ground, will make it convenient for ladies to ascend and descend 

to and from the parlor.  The inside upon the deck, may be fitted with shelves and racks to suit 

the fancy or convenience of the ôlady of the house!  With slight strips of half inch plank fastened 

in front of the shelf there would be little danger of dishes falling, after one leaves Fort 

Leavenworth: such is the evenness of the road.  

 

BEST ROUTEñFrom Springfield to Hannibal on the Mississippi River, to Paris, to 

Huntsville, to Fort Leavenworthñtake the trail to the Kaw village on the North side of the 

Kansas river, thence the left hand trail to the Platte riverñ (there are three right hand trails 

falling off one after another, less travelled than the best route) thence up the South Fork to the 

first ford, thence up the North side of the sameñthe left hand trail up to the North Fork, thence 

up the South side to Scottõs Bluff, eighteen miles above Steeple Tower, or the ôChimneyõñ

which is situated about three miles from the River, on the top of a conical bluff elevated some 

150 or 200 feet above the river bank.  The steeple or ôchimneyõ is a pillar of hardened clay, 

about 60 feet by 30 feet in diameter, rising out of the top of the cone some 200 or 250 feet 

retaining its full size to the topñwhich is covered with rock of very curious dimensions, and 

formed of clayñ thence take the left hand twelve miles, to Cole Springsñthence twelve miles to 

Horse Creekñthence down the west side of said creek, and up the North Fork to Laramie.  

Here my way-bill must end for the present.  

 

AMOUNT OF LOADING ñTwenty or thirty hundred pounds to one team of eight oxen, or 

four oxen and eight cowsñone half should be worked every other day.  

 

OUT-FITñOne waggon for four to six personsñteam as above.  Stout young cows are 

preferable to oxen; Horses are of little service, except to collect cattle of morning.  They need 

to be exchanged once in seven or eight hundred miles for others if much used.  One hundred 

pounds hard biscuit; 150 pounds of flour: 20 pounds lard, 50 pounds corn-meal sifted, 75 

pounds bacon: 5 pounds coffee, ten pounds sugar: one peck of beans: 50 pounds dried fruit: 

5 pounds of salt: one half pound pepper: 7 pounds hard soap: 2 pounds salaratus: one half 

pound of spice: one half pound cinaman: 2 pounds gingerña little castor oil: a little rhubarb: 

peppermint and camphor:ñand some other things such as a dry body needsñbut rarely thinks 

of beforehandñto each person full grown.  

 

Fifteen pounds of tar and two pounds of rosin to each waggon; 65 feet of 1 inch rope, one set 

of spare shoes and a hundred horseshoe nails to each horse: four ox shoes to each work ox or 

cow, and nails: one years clothing: tarpolin hats: one water proof cloak: one rifle 32 balls to the 

pound: four pounds of powder: ten pounds of lead: one thousand percussion caps: one belt, 

butcher knife, scabbard, shot pouch and powder horn: one canteen or tin cup, and two whips 

to each man: five pounds of salt to each head of cattle. One axe, three augers: one drawing 

knife, and two chissels to each family, and one tent made of stout Osnaburg.  

 

BEST FASHION FOR A TENTñ Set up one pole in the centre, from the top of which, on 

the outside, extend three guys, or stay cords, which make fast to three strong stakes, then pin 

down the bottom once in 18 inches, let the entrance be low and made to close tight by a piece 

of the same buttoned over on the inside.  

 

BEST METHOD OF TRAVELINGñAND REMARKS ON TRAVELINGñTwenty 

waggons with forty men are amply sufficient for the purpose of protection, or rendering 

assistance to each other.  Large bodies move slow!  It is easier forming connections, than it is 

dissolving them.  More servants than are needed, breed confusion in a camp away from 

established governments,ñwhere from humanity, one is compelled to retain a disagreeable 

servant.  It is easier purchasing cattle than it is driving them to Oregon.  Cattle and horses 

should be guarded day and night from Fort Leavenworth to the Platte river.  Men who have 

large herds of cattle, and those who have but few, will seldom long agree to travel together.  
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Mutual interests and mutual necessities, form the strongest bonds of union, with some few 

honorable exceptions.  No company of forty waggons have ever traveled to Oregon without 

dividing.  

 

The less emigrants depend on each other the more quietly they proceed on their way.  A selfish, 

narrowminded man, is not likely to enjoy a trip to Oregon. Emigrants are generally too 

impatient, and over-drive their teams and cattle.  They often neglect the concerns of the present 

in consequence of the great anticipations of the futureñthey long to see what the next elevation 

hides from their view.  Millions of acres on our route which usually produce a tolerable crop 

of hay, are now entirely destitute of grass.  Emigrants should not depend on the last port, for 

their out-fit.  I think the trail from Springfield to Vancouver, in Oregon is twenty-six hundred 

long miles, if the balance of the road is as crooked as the past.  

 

TRADEñWe purchase buffalo robes for from six to ten pounds of flour, or from three to six 

pints of sugar or coffee.  We can get an ox, or horse shod, at Fort Laramie for one dollar per 

foot.  We hire a smithõs shop for $6 per day.  Three bars of lead will buy a buffalo robe; salt 

50 cents a pint.  

 

PROSPECT AHEADñWe expect hard times, in consequence of the scarcity of grass for the 

next three hundred miles.  Oregon brightens the nearer we approach.  A Frenchman who has 

resided there five years, and now travels in our company, often makes comparison between 

the most beautiful prairies we pass overñalways giving the Prairies of Oregon the preferenceñ

saying, ôsuppose this prairie you now see, was always clad in green, as you now see it,ñsuch is 

Oregon!õ  But I must close.  

       Respectfully yours-  

       William B. Ide 

 

Grigsby-Ide Party and Swasey-Todd Party 

Arrive at Fort Hall, Orego n Territory, now Idaho  
 

Fort Hall was located at the end of the common 500-mile stretch from the east shared by 

the three far west emigrant trails.  It was established as a trading post on the Snake River in the part 

of eastern Oregon Territory that is now part of southeastern Idaho.  After being included in United 

States territory in 1846, Fort Hall developed through the 1850s as an important station for emigrants 

on the Oregon Trail.  An estimated 270,000 emigrants reached Fort Hall on their way west.21  

 

Diversion of Oregon Emigrants to California 
 

Already forces were at work to divert emigrants to California.  Lansford W. Hastings had 

crossed the plains to Oregon in 1842; thence he came to California in 1843, and returned to 

the States in 1844.  At Cincinnati in 1845 he published his Emigrants Guide to Oregon and 

California, in which he described the superior advantages of California.  In 1841 the Bartleson 

party had arrived, via Sonora Pass, at the rancho of Dr. John Marsh, near present Antioch, 

California. That overland movement resulted from encouraging letters written by Marsh.  

William E Swasey was at Fort Laramie in the early summer of 1845, when the emigration to 

Oregon began to arrive at the fort.  He induced about a dozen persons to go with him to 

California.  In June he left the fort, with pack animals, for Fort Hall via Fort Bridger.  

Apparently Ideõs party was within a large organization of some 100 wagons, divided into three 

companies.  

 

The march to Fort Hall was without untoward incident.  Sarah Ide Healy narrates: òWe 

traveled in one of the three companies having a camp-guardña captain and sergeant on guard 

every nightñuntil within a few days travel of Fort Hall.  Then there was a general stampede to 

 
 
21  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/California_Trail  (Hereafter referred to as California Trail.) 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Far_west
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Emigrant_trail
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Snake_River
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Oregon_Country
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Oregon_Trail
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/California_Trail
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see who would get to the Fort first.  We found a good camping ground there, and also Indians 

to trade horses with. One offered a very pretty pony for two calico dresses.  Here was a 

company of mountaineer trappers, en route for California, who told us of a good route, and 

plenty of good grass.  òWhile there father changed his planñconcluded to go to California: but 

first, before definitely settling the question, put it to a vote of his company, and they voted for 

California instead of Oregon!ó  So it became necessary for Ide to change from OREGON to 

CALIFORNIA the large, black lettering on the rear curtain of his hindmost wagon.22 

 

Grigsby-Ide Party and Swasey-Todd Party at Fort Hall  

Decide to Take California Route 
August 9, 1845 

 

The Ide and Todd parties camped for several days at Fort Hall, now Idaho, trading horses 

with Native Americans and resting.  There they met Caleb Greenwood, a mountain man who 

persuaded them to head for California, instead of Oregon.  Ide and Todd, among others, chose the 

newer trail to California.  They left Fort Hall on August 9, 1845, with a company of ten wagons.  

 

10.  Benjamin Franklin Bonney Describes Decision to Change Route to California 
 

Propaganda favoring California intensified at Fort Hall.  Benjamin Franklin Bonney was 

one of those originally bound for Oregon.  He was seven years old at the time, but later narrated:  
 

At Fort Hall we were met by an old man named Caleb Greenwood and his three sons; John 

was 22, Britain 18, and Sam 16.  Caleb Greenwood, who originally hailed from Nova Scotia, 

was an old mountain man and was said to be over 80 years old.  He had been a scout and 

trapper and had married a squaw, his sons being half breeds.  He was employed by Captain 

[John A.] Sutter to come to Fort Hall to divert the Oregon-bound emigrants to California.  

Greenwood was a very picturesque old man.  He was dressed in buckskin and had a long heavy 

beard and used very picturesque language.  He called the Oregon emigrants together the first 

evening we were in Fort Hall and made a talk. òHe said the road to Oregon was dangerous on 

account of the Indians.  He said Captain Sutter would have ten Californians meet the emigrants 

who would go and that Sutter would supply them with plenty of potatoes, coffee and dried beef.  

He also said that he would help the emigrants over the mountains and that to every head of a 

family who would settle near Sutterõs Fort, Captain Sutter would give six sections of his Spanish 

land grant [New Helvetia].... My father, Jarvis Bonney, was the first one of the Oregon party to 

pull out of the Oregon train and head south with Caleb Greenwood!  According to Joel Palmer, 

captain of one of the Oregon bound companies, Greenwood succeeded in diverting thirty-five 

or thirty-six wagons toward California.  These joined fifteen wagons previously so destined.  

The total California contingent now must have been at least one hundred and fifty persons; the 

Ide family alone numbered seven. Snyder arrived at Fort Hall August 6, 1845, and on August 

9th left for, and reached the camp of the California Company about fourteen miles from the 

fort.  Organization completed, the party started along the Snake River on the 11th, and on the 

13th was camped on Cassia Creek (Raft River), having left the Oregon road at noon.  Snyder 

says tersely, òWe are now on the California road!õ  Goose Creek was reached on the 18th, and 

Maryõs (Humboldt) River the 28th.23 

 

  

 
 
22  Rogers, pp. 15-18.  Healy. 
23  Rogers, pp. 14-16 
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Ide and Todd Groups Take California Route 
Journal, August 6, 184624 

 
Just west of Fort Hall, the Oregon and California trails diverged in northwesterly and 

southwesterly directions.25 

 

 
 

11.  Jacob Rink Snyder Diary 

 
Jacob Rink Snyder, with pack animals, traveled in advance of the Todd wagon 

company.  He entered in his diary:  
 

Saturday 13 Sept.  Traveled this day 25 miles through the same kind of country as that of 

yesterday and arrived at the sink of Maryõs River.  Found the water in the Lake as salty as sea 

water.  We have had bad water for several days. The earth is covered with a crust of salt and 

the water that we use tonight is strongly impregnated with salt, saltpeter & sulphur.  It made the 

horses sick.  

 

Sunday 13th.  This day we made the crossing between the sink of Maryõs River & Truckeys 

[Truckee] River, a distance of 40 miles without grass or water, except boiling & salt water. The 

animals & men suffered very much owing to the day being oppressively hot.  We arrived at 

Truckeys River at 11 oõclock at night.  The waggons reached it in the morning at 7 oõclock.  

The change from a barren waste to a wooded country was one of the most pleasant I have 

enjoyed for years.  Here the river runs through a rocky bed and the water is clear and pure.  

Remained here this day. [Also the 15th and 16th.]   

 

Wednesday 16 Sept. This day we started for the Plains of California.  A party of 10 left the 

company, traveled 12 miles & encamped... !õ   

 

This pack party, now untrammeled by wagons, is called by Bancroft the Swasey-Todd 

company, although William L. Todd, writing to his father on April 17, 1846, plainly indicates 

that he stayed with the wagons.  This small splinter group may well be named for Snyder, its 

member diarist; it apparently had no captain.   

 

On September 17 and 18 Snyder describes the route up the Truckee River, which was crossed 

and recrossed many times, to the wide bottom near present Verdi, Nevada, where the river 

emerges from the Mountains.  From that point Greenwood in 1844 had taken the Stevens 

party, with wagons, up the extremely difficult canyon of the river, thence to the vicinity of the 

lake now called Donner.  Profiting from that adverse experience, Greenwood and his son John 

were to lead the 1845 immigration by a new route, undoubtedly reconnoitered by them on 

 
 
24  Journal, Thursday, August 6, 1846, p. 3. 
25  Just past present-day Soda Springs, Idaho both trails initially turned northwest following the Portneuf River 

(Idaho) valley to the British Hudsonôs Bay Companyós Fort Hall (est. 1836) on the Snake River in present-day 

Idaho. From Fort Hall the Oregon and California trails went about 50 miles southwest along the Snake River 

valley to another ñparting of the waysò trail junction at the junction of the Raft and Snake river.  The California 

Trail from the junction followed the Raft River to the City of Rocks in Idaho near the present Nevada-Idaho-

Utah bourders.  The Salt Lake and Fort Hall routes were about the same lengthðabout 190 miles.  From the City 

of Rocks the trail went into the present state of Utah following the South Fork of the Junction Creek. 

The Messrs. Ide, with Mr. Todd, and some 
others from this section of country, took the 
route to California.  It was said that they 
designed to examine that country, and, if it 
did not suit them, to settle on the Umquah, 
in Oregon Territory.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Oregon_Trail
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/California_Trail
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Soda_Springs,_Idaho
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Portneuf_River_(Idaho)
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Portneuf_River_(Idaho)
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hudson%27s_Bay_Company
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fort_Hall
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Snake_River
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Raft_River
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their recent eastward trip from Sutterõs.  William H. Winter had used this new route, moving 

east in the spring of 1845. 

 

Snyderôs entries for September 19-21, 1845, are of extreme importance, for they provide a 

quite detailed contemporary description of a major re-location of the emigrant trail: 

 
Friday 19th. Packed this morning at 1/2 past 8 oõclock. We follow the river after leaving the 

bottom; cross on the right, again on the left & again on the right, then take the mountain leaving 

the river on the left.  It is about 6 miles from where we strike the river at the bottom to where 

we take the mountains.  The general course is northwest until we descend a ridge into a valley 

[Dog Valley] where we find a spring branch and grass. The mountains are thickly covered with 

pine and redwood. It is a pleasing sight after traveling so long over sandy plains & barren hills. 

We keep a mountain on our left as we cross to the valley.  Encamped on the spring branch.  

Traveled 18 miles.  

 

Saturday 20th. Packed this morning at 1/2 past 8 oõclock.  Our course lay up the valley we were 

in, over a ridge into another valley. Our course was between southwest & west. The best guide 

is a mountain on the left, bare of timber.  It is 9 miles to Wind [Little Truckee] River from the 

spring branch where we camped, 9 miles from Wind River to Johns River [named for John 

Greenwood and now called Prosser Creek], & 6 miles from Johns River to the waters of 

Truckeys River.  By keeping the Bald Mountain on the left and pursuing the most eligible 

route, Truckeys River cannot be missed.  [The partially bald mountain about three miles east 

of the present Boca Dam qualifies as Snyderõs guiding terrain feature.] We struck Truckeys 

River & encamped about 1 mile from the point where we struck it. Near the point where we 

struck it are 2 large isolated rocks in the valley.  

 

Sunday 21st. Packed this morning at 8 oõclock and followed the river on the right side until we 

struck a lake [later called Donner for the famed Donner party] at the foot of the declivity of 

the Back Bone of the California Mountains.  This Lake is 3 miles long & from 1 to 1 1/2 miles 

wide.  We passed a log cabin built by the Emigrants of last year. [Occupied by Moses 

Schallenberger of the Stevens party, during the winter just past.] Their waggons were left until 

spring before they were taken over.  At this lake we commence ascending the rugged side of 

this mountain.  It is composed of masses of granite.  In many places large detached pieces are 

thrown in the way, rendering it almost impossible for horses to get a foothold, & in many others 

it is so smooth that it is as bad for the animals as the more rugged parts.  We were obliged to 

lead our horses until we arrived at the summit.  We traveled this day about 14 miles.  Our 

course from our camp lay west until we ascended the mountain, then we descended a gradual 

slope, in some places very rough, until we struck an open plain where we encamped.  We 

encamped on a creek, the waters of which run into the Plains of California.  [The camp was 

probably near the present Kingvale, in the drainage area of the South Yuba River.]  It was still 

rough going on September 22 and 23.  The waters of Bear River were reached on the latter 

date. Snyder arrived at the Nicholaus place near the junction of the Bear and Feather rivers on 

the 27th, and came to Sutterõs Fort on the 29th.  The New Helvetia Diary reported eleven men 

as having arrived from the mountains on the 29th, preceded by John Greenwood and a small 

party on the 27th, and òmore of the party from the U. Só on the 28th.  The Diary for September 

30 reads in part: òToday we are quite buizy preparing the party of Men who are going to return 

to the Mountains with provisions and pack horses to assist the Waggons! 

 

The Diary for October 1 (1845) records:  òToday the party left for the Mountains!ó
26

  

 

So it is evident that some of these early arrivals cannot be classified as members of Snyderõs 

party.  Now we return to follow the fortunes of the wagon party or, as termed by Bancroft, the 

 
 
26  Calendar of the Major Jacob Rink Snyder, Collection of the Society of California Pioneers, June 1940.  (Hereafter 

referred to as Snyder.) 
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Grigsby-Ide party.  William Knight states that Grigsby succeeded one Brown at Laramie.  Ide 

had exhibited qualities of leadership in his Illinois organization and did so later.  Whether John 

Grigsby or William B. Ide, commanded from Fort Hall to Sutterõs Fort, does not appear a 

matter of record.  Likewise, the exact membership of this party may never be known.  With a 

few exceptions, Bancroftõs listing may be considered reasonably complete, but with 

unavoidable omissions of children.  The new trail via Dog Valley has been discussed, indeed 

it may be properly named the Greenwood re-location, a cutoff in point of time if not in distance.  

Dr. George R. Stewart is convinced that it was used by the Grigsby-Ide party, and the present 

writer agrees that the circumstantial evidence is conclusive.  The party had still to surmount the 

Donner Pass, which might more properly be called the Stevens Pass, because of its passage by 

the Stevens party of 1844.  Snyder has given us a portent of extreme difficulty and possible 

disaster if an attempt should be made to negotiate the pass with wagons.  Old Greenwood 

advised that the wagons be taken to pieces and hauled up with ropes. The immigrants were 

undeterred.  

 

Lieut. James H. Carleton Writes Article for Newspaper 
 

Although not printed in the Journal until February 12, 1846, this is the place to present the 

following interesting and descriptive article, ñA Company of Oregon Emigrants on the great Prairie, 

by an Officer [Lieut. James H. Carleton] of Col. [Stephen W] Kearnyôs Dragoons!ò  This Dragoon 

contingent moved westward along the emigrant route to South Pass in the spring of 1845 and 

returned the same summer.  
 

When we discovered the long train of waggons, it was so near the horizon, it was difficult to 

determine what it was by the naked eye, but when the spy glasses had been got out, and some 

one exclaimed, ôItõs a company of Emigrants!õ  We felt the same interest and excitement which 

a passenger, who had been long at sea, would greet his ears from the look- out. The direction 

of the emigrants was northwest, and we gradually approached each other, and finally we struck 

the big trace just ahead of them.  When they first observed us they felt a much deeper interest 

than ours was at seeing themñfor our waggons not yet having come in sight, they supposed us 

a large band of Pawnees; but as soon as we had come near enough for them to witness the 

compactness and regularity of the column, they knew at once we were dragoons, and three or 

four of their principal men came galloping over to meet us.  They expressed the utmost 

gratification when they were informed that it was the purpose of Col. Kearney [Kearny] to take 

his command so far upon the route as the Great South Pass, as at that point of their journey 

they would have escaped all danger of attack by the Indians.  

 

The progress of a company of emigrants across what the geographies denominate as ôThe Great 

American Desertó is one of exceeding interest, and although the original of that progress 

presents to the mind only a large number of ox-waggons, with rustic drivers,ñyet underneath it 

are matters that afford ground for far more serious consideration than one would at first thought 

imagine.  It is not the mere performance of a long journey by these families, with their flocks 

and herds, and their little___ of worldly wealth, that calls for particular notice; though that 

alone, when looked upon in connection with the loneliness, the dangers and privations which 

attend it, is a matter worthy of peculiar attention: it is their destiny when that journey shall have 

been completed, and the independence that destiny may hereafter exertñnot only on the 

country they have left behind, but on the world at largeñthat makes the simple passing along 

of these people ñhumble though they may beña subject inviting the most profound reflections. 

They are journeying to the fulfillment of that destiny, and in that light, above all others, should 

they be regarded.  

 

The company which we first saw, consisted as we were informed, of seventy men capable of 

bearing arms, besides a proportionate number of women and children.  They had fifty large 

and well made waggons, each covered with white canvas, and drawn by three or four yoke of 

oxen.  Wherever the country would admit of it the trace was formed by two parallel roads, five 

or six rods apart, and in such places the waggons moved in two opposite columns, there being 
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twenty-five in each column.  The men were well armed ñ each one having a rifle, and many in 

addition to it, had a brace of pistols and a large knife, which they wore in their belts.  Generally 

they were clad in coarse homespun cloth, with broad brimmed glazed hats.  Some had buckskin 

hunting frocks, but the most of them wore loose blouses, made of Kentucky jane [jean].  These 

were secured around the waists by broad leather beltsñand outside of all hung their powder 

horns and ball pouches.  Every man seemed to be in fine healthñfull of energy and spirit, and 

so browned by exposure to the weather, so as to make him appear like any thing but an 

individual who would shrink from hardship or danger.  The fact of their moving such a 

distance, and by such a route, is in itself of sufficient proof of their enterprise and courage, 

though they are abundantly able to show a still stronger one to whoever may have any curiosity 

of testing the point by molesting them while on their way, or even after they may arrive at their 

destination.  

 

It was really a beautiful sight to see this company while on the march.  The white topped 

waggonsñthe long line of cattleñthe horsemen upon each flank, with their long riflesñthe 

drivers with their big whipsñall moving so regularly forward, that when viewed from a distance, 

it seemed as if it were united and propelled by the same power.  A quarter of a mile in the rear 

came the loose stock, driven by some ten or fifteen mounted men, and consisting of horses, 

mules, oxen, cows, young cattle and calves.  The continued rumble of so many waggonsñthe 

tramp of many hoofs, together with the lowing of the cowsñthe bleating of the calvesñthe 

occasional neighing of the horses and the braying of the mules, as they saw the animals of our 

long column to sweep past them: the tinkling of innumerable bellsñthe loud voices of the 

driversñthe sharp and frequent cracking of their long whipsñand in addition, now and then 

arising above all might be heard the measure of some familiar hymn, or the burden of some 

old song: and boys and girls laughing as they frolicked along between the two columnsñand 

mother singing to their little children in the waggons, or calling their attention to us and telling 

them ôthose are the soldiers going with usõñall these sights and all these sounds, though 

common and homely, have a peculiar attraction any where, but seen and heard here, and 

considered in connection with the purpose [s] which have drawn them away from the bounds 

of civilization, are doubly interesting.  As we marched a great deal faster than the emigrants, we 

had only time to take a hurried glance at this company.  This sketch may give the reader some 

idea of how they appear to the mere traveler.  After marching a few miles further we encamped 

upon the bank of another well wooded stream that runs into the Little Blue!
27

 

 

From there the trail followed along a series of small streams like Thousand Springs Creek in the 

present state of Nevada till they got to near present day Wells, Nevada where they met 

the Humboldt River.  By following the crooked, meandering Humboldt River valley west across 

the arid Great Basin, emigrants were able to get the water, grass, and wood needed by all travelers 

and their teams.  The water turned increasingly alkaline as they progressed down the Humboldt, 

there were almost no trees so ñfirewoodò usually consisted of broken brush and the grass was sparse 

and dried outðfew liked the Humboldt River valley passage. 
 

[The] Humboldt is not good for man nor beast...and there is not timber enough in three 

hundred miles of its desolate valley to make a snuff-box, or sufficient vegetation along its banks 

to shade a rabbit, while its waters contain the alkali to make soap for a nation.  

 

       Reuben Cole Shaw, 1849.
28  

 
 
27  Rogers, pp. 13-14.    Journal, February 12, 1846. 
28  Across The Plains In '49 A Vivid Picture of The Gold Rush of 1849,  Reuben Cole Shaw, Lakeside Press, R. R. 

Donnelley, 1948. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wells,_Nevada
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Humboldt_River
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Ide and Todd Groups Cross Forty Mile Desert 

 

At the end of the Humboldt River where it disappeared into the alkaline Humboldt 

Sink, the Ide and Todd groups had to cross the deadly Forty Mile Desert.  On the other side of the 

desert, they found the Truckee River that led to the Carson Range and the Sierra Nevada 

Mountains, the last major obstacles before entering Alta or Northern California.29 

 

Ide and Todd Groups Ascend the Sierra Nevada Mountains 
 

      When the Ide and Todd groups began their ascent of the Sierra Nevada Mountains, many 

took apart the wagons and hauled them up ledge by ledge to the summit.  At this point the large 

party began separating into several smaller parties, with each group determined to solve the 

problems of mountain travel in their own way.  

 
12.  William L. Toddôs Story of Movement of Wagons  

From Fort Hall Through the Sierra Nevada Mountains 

 
William Levi Todd later related his story of the movement of his wagons from Fort Hall 

through the Sierra Nevada Mountains:  
 

We left Fort Hall on the 9th of August [1845], in company with ten waggons, and on St. Maryõs 

[Humboldt] river we were joined by fifteen more.  We went on smoothly until we reached the 

California mountains, which were 300 miles from our destination. There we met with 

ôtribulationõ in the extreme.  You can form no idea, nor can I give you any just description of 

the evils which beset us.  òFrom the time we left the lake [now called Dormer] on the north 

side of the mountains [and east of the pass] until we arrived at the lake on the top, it was one 

continued jumping from one rocky cliff to another.  We would have to roll over this big rock, 

then over that: then there was bridging a branch; then we had to lift our waggons by main force 

up to the top of a ledge of rocks, that was impossible for us to reduce, bridge or roll our waggons 

over, and in several places, we had to run our waggons broadside off a ledge, take off our cattle, 

and throw our waggons round with handspikes, and heave them up to the top, where our cattle 

had previously been taken.  Three days were passed in this vexatious way, and at the end of 

that time, we found ourselves six miles from the lake on the north side of the mountain, and 

you never saw a set of fellows more happy than when we reached the summit.  òWhen night 

came, we were very glad to take a blanket or buffalo robe, and lay down on the ôsoftest side of 

a rockõ and were sorry to be disturbed from our sweet repose, when we were called in the 

morning to our labor.  Here our flour gave out, and we could not get any for love or money.  

We had to live about ten days on poor beef until we met the ôpackersõ who had gone in advance 

to Capt. Sutterõs, for provisions, where we got some flour for 20 cents per Ib. cash.  òOn the 

top of the mountain we found a beautiful lake [Lake Mary? ], but quite small, and a few miles 

farther we came to a fine prairie [Summit Valley], about three miles long by three-fourths of a 

mile broad, full of springs and excellent water, and at the lower end a fine branch, which forms 

the head of Juba [Yuba] river, and the way we danced ôJubaõ there, was a caution to all future 

emigrants.  The difficulty of getting down the mountain was not as great as ascending it, though 

it was a work of labor, and looked at the first glance as impossible to be performed by 

horsemen, much more by teams and waggons.  òSolomon Sublette, of St. Louis, who passed 

us at the Lake on the North side of the mountain, told us afterwards that he had no idea we 

could get through with our waggons.  In some places we found it necessary to lock all four 

wheels coming down hill and then our waggons came very near turning over hind part before.  

At last on the 20th of October, our hardships were ended by our arrival at Fort Sutter, ñwhere 

 
 
29  California Trail. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Humboldt_Sink
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Humboldt_Sink
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Forty_Mile_Desert
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Truckee_River
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Carson_Range
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sierra_Nevada_(U.S.)
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we concluded to spend the winter in the mountains, ñthat is, myself and waggon companions, 

five in number and Mr. and Mrs. Roulette.  

 

William B. Ide Interviewed 
 

Simeon Ide30 says:  About the year 1849 we had an interview with Mr. [William B.] Ide, in 

which he gave us an account of his ôtrip overlandõ to California, in 1845.  He did not go minutely 

into detail, but dwelt more particularly on the manner in which he ascended the Nevada 

Mountain; as that performance was the most laborious and difficult of the many difficulties 

they had to encounter.  And not the least of these difficulties was the task of convincing the 

men with him that his plan of operations to accomplish the hard task then in prospect was 

practicable.  Their guide had told them the only way was to ôtake the wagons to pieces, and 

haul them up with ropes!õ  Our Yankee adventurer thought he would find a better way.  He 

took a survey of the premises, on footñ climbing up the rugged ôcliffs of the rocksõ till he 

reached the plane above, and finally concluded there was a ôbetter way! 

 

Mr. Ide found on the line of the ascent several abrupt pitches, between which were comparative 

level spaces for several rods distance, where the team might stand to draw up at least an empty 

wagon.  Accordingly, he went to work, with as many of the men he could induce, by mild 

means, to assist himñremoving rocks, trees, etc., and grading a patch 6 or 7 feet wide, up the 

several steep pitches and levels to the summit.  The next thing to do, was to get a team of 5 or 

6 yoke of cattle up onto the first inclined grade or semi-level.  This was a tedious process.  The 

first pitch was longer and more abrupt than any of the others.  I think Mr. Ide told me they 

had to take one ox at a time, and by help of men, with ropes assist him up the first steep grade.  

òAfter having, by this process, their ox-team of 5 or 6 yoke in order, on the first ôlevelõ (as we 

call it) they then, by the use of ropes and chains, attach a wagon to it, haul it up one ôhitchõ then 

block the wheels, ôbackõ the team, take another hitch and another start forwardñand they thus 

continue the operation till the wagon is on the first inclined grade!  It was then, by a similar, 

but less tedious process, drawn up over the remaining steppes or ôpitchesõ to the level plain 

aboveñand the same operation was repeated with all their wagons.  

 

And at the close of the second day of their arrival at the foot of Sierra Nevada, these then 

educated mountaineers found their entire retinue of wagons, ôgoods and chattelsõ safely landed 

at the summit-level.  Mr. Ide told me that these were the two hardest daysõ labor he 

experienced, for himself, men, women and children (and cattle, even), of the train during the 

entire journey.  Nothing short of Yankee pluck could have conceived and accomplished such 

an undertaking! 31 

 

13.  Sara Ide Healyôs Account of Passage of Sier ra Nevada Mountains 
 

 The following account was written by Sarah Ide Healy, William B. Ideõs daughter, who 

was __ years old when the group crossed the Sierrra Nevada Mountains. 

 

We made our way to the place at which I am now writing.  It is a beautiful valley, about ten 

miles long and two wide, situated between mountains, which are about 2,000 feet high, from 

the bed of Cache Creek, which runs through the valley!õ  Here are a few excerpts from Sarah 

Ide Healyõs account of the passage of the Sierra Nevada:32  
 

It took us a long time to get about 2 miles over our rough, new-made road up the mountain, 

over the rough rocks, in some places, and so smooth in others, that the oxen would slip and 

fall on their knees; the blood from their feet and knees staining the rocks they passed over.  

 
 
30  See Ide Biography at footnote number 7. 
31  Roberts, pp. 15-28. 
32  Ide Biography. 
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Mother and I walked (we were so sorry for the poor, faithful oxen), all those two milesñall our 

clothing being packed on the horsesõ backs.  It was a trying timeñthe men swearing at their 

teams, and beating them most cruelly, all along that rugged way....  We camped one night on a 

level place near a lake of very clear water; also very deep.  During the night we were startled by 

a loud report that shook the ground under us like a heavy clap of thunder.  We were terribly 

frightened.  It proved to be an explosion of gun-powderña keg or can of it in one of the wagons, 

which it set on fire; but afterwards circumstances led to the conclusion, that the man having 

charge of the wagon set it on fire, with the object in view of getting possession of a sum of 

money in a trunk, the owner of which having gone to California with the company that ôpackedõ 

from Fort Hall.  [The owner was Thomas Knight, who returned from Sutterõs to learn of his 

loss.]  òIn driving down into steep hollows, the men cut down small trees to tie to the hind end 

of each wagon, to keep it from turning over or slewing, and also to hold it back.  In attempting 

to ride my pony down, the saddle came off over her head.  She was so gentle as to stop for me 

to alight, and lead her the rest of the way down.  òWe camped one night in ôSteep Hollow!  

Our best milch-cow died the next morning.  We did all we could to doctor her.  We supposed 

she was poisoned by eating laurel leavesñgrass being so scarce.  

 

Traveling through the Sierra Nevadas, up hill and down; fording streams in the small valleys, 

with muddy bottoms, and small rivers, with large boulder rocks at the bottom; so large as to 

almost upset the wagon; driving over rocky roadsñall this, though it might be considered 

healthy xercise, was somewhat fatiguing; and our Pilot wanted to stop a day or two to rest; but 

father did not think it best to, and drove on.  

 

The next morning we continued our march without a Pilot; and, after traveling all day, we 

camped, as usual, for the night.  Soon after getting quietly at rest, our Pilot came up, and, 

swearing as he came, said he was not responsible for our ôdriving into a Canon that we could 

not get out of!  My father seemed perfectly coolñsaid scarcely a word, for he knew that he was 

right.  While Greenwood was scolding, I saw the stump of a small tree that was cut down the 

year before, which showed that we were camped on a road made last yearñso all that needless 

alarm was soon ended.  

 

Somewhere near the summit we came to a place where a company of ten or twelve wagons had 

camped the year before, and emptied their feather beds.  They left their wagons and ôpackedõ 

their oxen into the valleys.  We could see the tracks of these wagons very plainlyñthere having 

been no rain since the melting of the snow last spring.  These were the first wagons that ever 

crossed the ôPlainsõ on their way to California, but were not brought into California till 1845. 

[Actually, the Bartleson party of 1841 started for California with wagons, but abandoned them 

before reaching the Humboldt.  The Chiles party of 1843 was the first to reach California with 

wagons, which were left near Owens Lake.]  

 

Our Emigrants, on coming, to this Plain, all made a rush for the long sought for California; 

ambitious to be firstñnot much waiting one for another; the best teams leaving the rest; every 

one looking out for himself, only.  Some went to one part of the country, and some to another.  

I have since met but few of our first company, except those who passed our house on their way 

to Oregon.  

 

The rest of the way we traveled very slow; our cattleñthe small remnant of the flock we started 

from Illinois with being poor, and nearly worn outñhaving lost so many oxen as to be obliged 

to work cows in their place.  While on the way, near the Humboldt, the water was very bad.  

Some of our best oxen became poor and unfit for work, and were left on the sandy desert, 

some 40 miles this way of it, to shift for themselves; and they probably died, or were ôcared forõ 

by the Indians.  An ox would lie down in his yoke, and could not be got up; so we would 

unyoke and leave him.  Some of them were able to walk after the yoke was taken off: these we 

drove on as long as they were able to go, hoping they would hold out till we came to good 

water.  Our cattle, all told, numbered only 65, when we moved onto our Rancho in April, 1846.  
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òOn the 25th day of October, 1845, my father drove down into the American River valley, and 

in a few days more we camped near Sutterõs Fort, where Sacramento City is now!õ  

 

Coming up the face of the Sierra was the most difficult part of our trek.  Old Greenwood had 

determined we would have to take every wagon apart, and lift them by pulleys, one at a time.  

He had traveled the route the previous year and this is what they had done.  I surveyed the 

route, and determined we could still use the oxen, but only on the more level parts of the 

mountain.  We moved oxen to each of the areas with less incline.  We used pulleys for the 

steepest areas, but where able to move our wagons up more quickly with the assistance of the 

oxen.33 

 

 

 

The Swasey-Todd Party was made up of young men without families or much gear.  Instead of 

laboriously taking the wagons apart, Ide and other men built road òbridgesó to connect one 

level spot to the next.  Even so, it took a long and strenuous effort to travel two miles to reach 

the summit of the Sierra Nevada.  Nearby they found evidence of a pioneer party from the 

year before.  The party had emptied their feather beds, unloaded the wagons, and òpackedó 

the oxen.  Their wagon tracks were still visible from the year before. 

 
14.  Benjamin Franklin Bonney Writes About Traversing the Sierra Nevada Mountains 

Benjamin Franklin Bonney, who was about 7 years old at the time, later wrote:  

At the foot of the Sierras we camped by a beautiful, ice-cold, crystal-clear mountain stream.  

We camped there for three days to rest the teams and let the women wash the clothing and get 

things fixed up.  My sister Harriet was fourteen, and with my cousin Lydia Bonney, Truman 

Bonney, myself and other boys of the party, we put in three delightful days wading in the 

stream.  It was October and the water was low.  In many places there were sand and gravel 

bars.  On one of these gravel bars I saw what I thought was wheat, when I picked it up I found 

it was heavy ... I took one of the pieces about the size of a small pea into camp with me.  (One 

of our companions) Dr. Gildea asked me for it.  That evening he came to my father, and 

showing him the dull yellow metal I had given him, said, òWhat your boy found today is pure 

gold.  Keep the matter to yourself: we will come back here next spring and get rich.ó
34
 

 

 
 
33  Pioneer Children on the Journey West, Emmy Werner. (Hereafter referred to as Pioneeer Children.) Pioneers of 

California, Donovan Lewis.  (Hereafter referred to as Pioneers of California.)  Rogers, pp. 25-27.  Ide Biography. 
34  Across the Plains by Prairie Schooner  Personal Narrative of B. F. Bonney of His Trip to Sutterôs Fort, California, 

in 1846, and of His Pioneer Experiences In Oregon During the Days of Oregonôs Provisional Government, Fred 

Lockley, Koke-Tiflfany Co., Eugene, Ore.  (Hereafter referred to as Bonney.) 

 https://archive.org/stream/acrossplainsbypr00bonn/acrossplainsbypr00bonn_djvu.txt 












































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































