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July 2025 issue #203

Heroes and Survivors 2025 Introduction
Rediscovering history lost in the shadows of time – 

The Stephens Murphy Townsend Party of 1844
This month’s Heirloom is different since it focuses on one large topic, the Stephens Murphy Townsend Party and coming 
reprise of one part of that by History Expedition.  In 1844 the Stephens Party was the first party to arrive in California with 
wagons following the overland journey.  The reason for not having other subjects and pictures is that the extreme athletes who 
did the reprise journeys of the Forlorn Hope, the Donner Rescue, and Snowshoe Thompson expeditions are at it again. On 
September 29 they will do a reprise of the horseback group of the Stephens Party going from near the State Park at Donner 
Lake to Lake Tahoe and over the Sierra Crest to Sutter’s Fort.  Our editorial staff is sure you’ll want to follow the story. The 
trek will last about five days.  What follows is the wider story of the Stephens Party, its various sub-stories, and the coming 
reprise.

The Stephens Party
We’d have a better chance of remembering the 1844 Stephens Murphy 
Townsend Party (SMT), the first group to arrive overland in Cali-
fornia with wagons, if they had not been superseded by the Donner 
Party tragedy of two years later. Unfortunately for the Stephens Party 
though, their trials and heroism were overshadowed with few even 
remembering them.  There is one video, “Forgotten Journey.”  There’s 
a fictionalized account, Truckee’s Trail, and one very short serious 
book, The Opening of the California Trail (which includes a lot of a 
shorter book,  Moses Schallenberger at Truckey’s Lake [sic]). The 
story of the 1844 Stephens Party is a heck of a story though. It’s an 
extraordinary story.

In celebration of the Donner Party’s “unsuccess” the lake and the 
pass were named for them.  Lots of books, articles, and videos focus 
on them. Their experience was sensationalized immediately and that 
sensationalism continued for decades to fill the 19th Century history’s 
version of supermarket tabloids.  The stories of horror overshadow 
everything else.   

Two years before the Donner Party fifty people traveled across the continent as part of the Stephens Party and not a single 
person was lost.  Fifty-two people actually arrived in California because two women gave birth during the trip.  That alone 



Finding Your Way Through Donner Summit History
We've done hundreds issues of the Heirloom: thousands of pages, thousands of pictures, and hundreds of subjects. You've 
probably begun to realize that you cannot keep all the history in your head. Even if you remember it all, retrieval is difficult.

Fortunately one of the choices we made back at the birth of the DSHS was to index all our Heirloom articles and pictures. 
We've diligently kept up the indices so that they are many pages long, full of alphabetized titles and subjects.  Go to our web-
site and to any of the Heirloom pages (one for each year) and you'll find links to the Heirloom indices.

One of the strengths of the DSHS is the incomparable historical photograph collection.  The collection is thousands of pictures 
and again the sheer number makes finding anything in particular, difficult.  Avoid the long URL by going to our website and 
clicking on the "photographs" link and then to the "historic photo collection link."  A third link, to the FlickR URL will take 
you to those thousands of searchable historical photographs of Donner Summit.  Have fun.
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tells us something about the character of the 
participants.  That successful crossing to Cali-
fornia is enhanced by several smaller stories.

Smaller story number one: the women and 
children wintering in the Sierra and saved just 
in time by the men returning from Sutter’s 
Fort where they had been dragooned into 
helping with a little revolution.

Smaller story number two: seventeen year-
old Moses Schallenberger wintering alone at 
Truckey’s Lake (today’s Donner Lake).  

Smaller story number three: the horseback 
party of six which included two women.  
That group split off from the main group at 
Truckee’s Lake and headed south to today’s Lake 
Tahoe and then over the Sierra Crest to California. They were 
hoping to get to Sutter’s Fort for help. Snow had been falling 
and winter was upon them.

The details of story number three are fascinating but maybe 
even more fascinating with its own substory.  One of the six 
was Moses’ sister. In leaving the main party she was leav-
ing her husband, the “Townsend” of the Stephens Murphy 
Townsend Party. What must she have been like – willing to go 
off from the main group with no idea of a route and cross the 
Sierra in winter?

History Expeditions 
We can address the “ins and outs” of those stories but first we 
need to address the connection to today and History Expedi-
tions (historyexp.org).

History Expeditions (historyexp.org) is made up of five ex-
treme athletes, people who think a brief 
one hundred mile run before breakfast 
is just the thing to start the day. Two 
of the team, Tim Twietmeyer and Bob 
Crowley, came across a book, Indif-
ferent Stars Above (reviewed in the 
February ’11 Heirloom) which is about 
the Donner Party. They were enamored 
with the story and began to think about 
reprising the Forlorn Hope expedition, 
one piece of the Donner Party saga, and 
celebrating the group’s heroism.

It took seven years of research in order 
to decide on the route of the Forlorn 

Hope and do necessary preparation.  The 
research embodies the philosophy of 
the group, “Researching clues left from 
primary sources and heading into the 
field to piece together the puzzle.” In 
researching and then reprising, History 
Expeditions is “Honoring the heroes who 
pioneered the trails by reprising their 
routes as modern-day expeditions.”  You 
can read about their one hundred mile 
long trek reprising the Forlorn Hope 
from Donner Lake to Sutter’s Fort near 
Wheatland CA in the December ’20 and 
January ’21 Heirlooms. There you can 
see how the route was developed, how 
they practiced, prepared their equipment, 
aged their old-fashioned clothing (for the 

arrival to the crowd at the Donner Memo-
rial State Park), who the Forlorn Hope group was, and some 
philosophy.

The Forlorn Hope reprise was so successful and satisfying 
that the next year the extreme athletes, Bob, Tim, Jen, and 
Elke, decided to do a reprise of the Donner Party rescue ex-
peditions that came to ultimately save about half the Donner 
Party.  You can read about that in the February and March 
’22 Heirlooms.

In 2023 the group did a reprise of the Grosh Brothers from 
Virginia City NV and over the Sierra to Last Chance CA.  
That was way off Donner Summit and so not a subject for 
the Heirloom.

In 2024 History Expeditions latched on to the story of 
Snowshoe Thompson who crossed and recrossed the Sierra 
in winter over decades as he delivered the mail.  That you 
can read about in the March and April ’24 Heirlooms.

The title of an article in the April 
’24 Heirloom introduces the His-
tory Expedition people as well as 
the story, “Unearthing the West: 
History Expeditions Retraces 
Footsteps and Recites Forgotten 
Tales.”  See page 13.

Wanting to unearth more history 
and honor more pioneers, His-
tory Expeditions has planned a 
2025 adventure  which will be a 
reprise of the Stephens’ horse-
back party from near Truckey’s 

Elisha Stephens

The History Expeditions people at Last Chance during a previous expedition
from left to right: Hall Hall, Tim Twietmeyer, Elke Reimer, Jen Hemmen and Bob Crowley
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Lake to Lake Tahoe and then over the Sierra down to Califor-
nia and Auburn. They plan to leave from the vicinity of the 
Donner Memorial State Park on September 29.

Bob, Tim, Jen, Elke, and now joined by a fifth member of 
History Expeditions, Hal, are well versed in preparation and 
various aspects of preparation can be read about as noted 
above.  This 2025 expedition has one major change from the 
previous treks. Just as the horseback group’s six members 
traveled on horses so will our five. This trip will also be lon-
ger, about 150 miles. Whereas the original horseback group 
took 28 days to get to Sutter’s Fort, today’s group will take 
about five days, ending in Auburn.

Deciding on the route has required a lot of research as the 
group looked for clues from diaries, letters, and interviews.  
Apparently, the original party was more interested in getting 
to California and help for the main group than in memorial-
izing their route.  There are various possibilities as one heads 
south from Truckey’s Lake to what would later be called 
Lake Tahoe.  Once at the lake the group had to decide which 
of a couple of streams was the one to take to the crest.  From 
wherever they arrived at the crest they ended up at the source 
of the American River and from there it was downhill to 
California’s Central Valley and Sutter’s Fort.  The map above 
shows the three possible routes.

Going off into the unmapped wilderness is a dicey proposi-
tion and History Expeditions and their  cadre of supporting 
historians all think that the group must have had some idea 
of the route.  It may be that they had some more advice from 

Native Americans who had helped them with the route 
leading up to the Sierra Crest.  Native Americans had been 
traversing the Sierra Crest for thousands of years and so 
had experience to pass on.  We can imagine members of 
the Stephens Party sitting with Native Americans who 
sketched out on dirt or animal skins a route different from 
what the main group would take over Donner Summit.  
The drawing would have shown Lake Tahoe, then the four 
streams coming down to the lake and which one to take 
to the crest. Apparently the group took the right route and 
arrived at Sutter’s Fort intact and ahead of the men from 
the main group – see below.  The map above shows three 
routes because Moses Schallenberger said that the horse-
back group, which included his  sister did get to the shore 
of Lake Tahoe and that would have been some miles after 
one of the possible routes.  It's doubtful they would have 
backtracked.  We should note here too, that the Stephens 
Party had already received help from at least one Na-
tive American, Chief Truckee, who described for them 
the route to and over Donner Pass.  So it's not much of a 
stretch, given the lack of evidence, that Native Americans, 
and or Chief Truckee, could have described more geogra-
phy than the route over Donner Pass.

The Stephens Party Stories
The Main Group and the women and children 

wintering at Big Bend

Imagine leaving home, leaving all that is familiar, leaving 
friends and family – no doubt forever. Imagine travel-
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ing six months at 10-12 miles a day alongside your oxen and 
wagon. There are a thousand miles to cover.  Consider the 
hardship day after day, vulnerable, exposed to every change 
in the weather. Consider the constant worry.  You have to get 
to California before winter.  Will there be enough food to get 
there? Will your family’s health last? What will the Indians 
do?  What is the route since no wagon trains have gotten to 
California with wagons so far.  Then too, Caleb Greenwood,  
the guy guiding the group has never been to California AND 
he’s 80 years old.  Modern people would say, “What could go 
wrong?"

What could possibly induce someone to do that – before the 
Gold Rush?  How would that trip affect your life?  How would 
it change you?

The first overland 19th Century emigrants to California went 
for better lives, new opportunities, more freedom, adventure, 
land, and pay (some were servants). They gave up what they 
knew for what they thought could be. The journey would be 
hard of course but they had no idea how hard.  Hard as the 
journey would be dealing with day-to-day travails, harder 
would be what came at the end. At the end there were deserts 
to cross and then, what would petrify later emigrants, the 
Sierra.   The Sierra was the hardest part of the transcontinental 
crossing. The great barrier had to be crossed for dreams to 
come true.

Making it even harder, imagine heading off into the unknown 
and only knowing generally the destination.  There were no 
usable maps. There were no routes.  People were taking such a 
big chance.  Still harder yet, after traveling all the way across 
the continent, heading exactly where or how you don’t know, 
there's winter to deal with.  A Sierra winter is nothing like 
a winter back east where snow falls and melts. In the Sierra 
snow falls and doesn't melt - until spring. Crossing the Sierra 
in winter you’ve got to slog through the snow, each step a 
chore, climb uphill, all the time hoping you’re going the right 
way. 

It’s too late to turn back. There’s nowhere else to go except 
forward into the unknown but that’s unknown.  Energy is low. 
Animals are weak and dying. Food is running out.  It’s snow-
ing harder.

Before 1844 almost all the emigrant wagon trains leaving the 
United States headed for Oregon. In 1844 the first wagon train 
to reach California, with wagons, left Missouri - some years 
before the Gold Rush.  There were three families, fifty people 
(26 men, 8 women, and 16 or 17 children) – save that statistic 
for later (it will be important), and eleven wagons.

In May of 1844 they crossed the Missouri River.  People did 
not travel in wagons.  They walked.  Their wagons were pulled 
by oxen and not horses.  They covered 10-12 miles a day.  
They brought along apples to ward off scurvy.  They walked; 

they walked the whole way.

The party ran into all kinds of problems.  There was the 
Sublette Cutoff that ended up saving many miles but also left 
the party for two days without water.  The cattle ran off. The 
oxen stampeded endangering the wagons as they rushed for 
water.  Then there was the 40 mile desert which left them for 
three days without water or forage as they crossed today’s 
Nevada.

The Sierra loomed 
above them and 
if they were like 
later emigrants at 
that point it must 
have struck terror 
in their hearts. 
It was getting 
colder and winter 
was coming. It 
was November.  
How would they 
get over?  Their 
guide, 80 year old 
Caleb Greenwood 
had never been to 
California (there 
are some dis-
crepancies about 
his age depending on the 
sources).  At that point the party met a Paiute chief they 
called “Truckee”  (which really meant everything was ok in 
the Paiute language) who told them about the river they could 
follow to the Sierra – it would be called the Truckee. As they 
approached, traveling in the river channel, they crossed the 
river six times in one day and then ten times in a mile on 
another day.  Oxen hooves became so soft the oxen refused to 
move. Movement was a torture. The men walked alongside to 
encourage them.  Sometimes the oxen had to be triple teamed 
in order to get the wagons going.  Then snows came just to 
remind them winter was coming. The grass was covered so 
the oxens’ misery was greater. There was nothing for them to 
eat.  They would stand and bawl each night.  It was heart-
wrenching.  Late in life Moses Schallenberger said, “…the 
emigrants would forget their own misery in their pity for their 
cattle. But there was nothing to offer them except a few pine 
leaves…”

That was the oxen.  Consider the people. They too were 
crossing and recrossing the river.  Their shoes were not water-
proofed. Shoes must have filled with water - cold water. 
Clothing must have gotten wet from the snow on the outside 
but also from the sweat on the inside.  When would this trip 
ever be over?  Isn’t California just ahead?  Whose idea was 
this? How will we get over those mountains?

They could not rest; they could not risk it.

Chief Truckee
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The party split. It was November 14.  Four men and two 
women headed on horseback up the Truckee River from 
what is now Truckee and saw Lake Tahoe.  We’ll get to those 
six later.  The other group headed for Donner Lake and the 
Summit.  Again the party split.   Six wagons and three people 
were left at Donner Lake and five wagons and everyone else 
headed up. We’ll get to the three in a little bit. There were 
forty people in the party.

Back to the main 
party
It continued to snow. The snows 
were so heavy the trees bent with 
the weight.

Winter had come.  The snow 
got deeper.   The Sierra Summit 
still loomed.  How far did they 
still have to go?  What was on 
the other side?  How would they 
get over?  For several days they 
searched for the way over the 
pass. Was this really the way to 
go?  Should we have gone with 
the six who split off at the river?  
Was the Indian telling the truth?

On November 20 the party head-
ed out along the lake struggling 
through the snow that was two 
feet deep.  Somewhere 
past the end of the lake 
when it got too hard for 
the oxen to go uphill the 
wagons were unloaded 
and the food and household goods were carried up the moun-
tain.  The snow was up to the oxen’s chests. The oxen were 
double teamed to pull the wagons through the snow up the 
mountain.  Higher they went and the snow became deeper.  It 
was freezing cold.  Half-way up the mountain their way was 
blocked by granite.  They were stopped at a rock ledge ten 
feet high. They could go no further. It was impassable. They 

must have despaired – trapped on the side of the mountain, 
standing in snow, with more snow falling.  They’d have to go 
back – to what? To where? Their dreams had been dashed but 
more than that, their lives were at stake.  Their children could 
die.  There were more than a dozen children to deal with 
including a newborn baby and a very pregnant mother to be. 
Then, Elisha Stephens later remembered, a miracle.

You can still see one or more candidates for the rock ledge 
if you follow the old Lincoln 
Highway route up Summit 
Canyon to Donner Summit 
and Donner Pass.  They look a 
bit like Harold Von Schmidt’s 
painting and today’s hiker, 
looking for history, wonders 
at getting wagons and oxen 
around and over.   Just when 
all seemed lost, a cleft in the 
rock was found. Oxen were 
led through one at a time.   
Wagons were hoisted up the 
face, oxen pulling on chains 
and men lifting from below.  
You’d bet there was no ela-
tion. That would come later if 
they got to the top and if they 
could get warm, finally, sitting 
around a fire.  There was only 
one way up and they’d found 
it.  Some later would follow 
the Stephens Party route, 
including those in the Donner 
Party who managed to escape, 
but by 1846 another two 
routes had been found.  When 

travelers would even later use Donner Pass they would ben-
efit from black powder which blasted a road through the rock.

On November 25, 1844 the Stephens Party reached Don-
ner Summit.  It had taken five days.  It snowed more – more 
snow than they’d ever seen.  Back east it would snow, but 
would not snow as much, and the snow would melt off.  The 

painting by Harold Von Schmidt of emigrants on the Car-
son Pass but it's like what the Stephens Party did.

Traveling the Truckee River:
“the day has been warm but a fine breeze has fanned us. the journey has been over a rough & very rocky road. we crossed the 
river 6 times. the crossings are difficult, made so by the loose rock that lay thick on the bed of the river. the valley narrows as we 
ascent & the road follows the narrow bottoms n the side of the stream. whilst the pass is almost a continual canyon.  the county 
is very uninviting. high mountain chains arise on both sides of the river, and are covered with brown sterility & dark volcanic 
burnt rock. occasionally a white lime or chalky spot is seen on their sides as if they had been ventilation of subterraneous fire or 
lava.” 1849 [sic]  Then, “The river was so crooked that one day they crossed it ten times in traveling a mile.  This almost constant 
traveling in the water softened the hoofs of the oxen, while the rough stones in the bed of the river wore them down until the 
cattle’s feet were so sore that it became a torture for them to travel..  The whole party were greatly fatigued by the incessant labor.  
But they dared not rest.  It was near the middle of October, and a few light snows had already fallen, warning them of imminent 
danger of being buried in the snow in the mountains.” 
        Moses Schallenberger, 1844 in Overland in 1844
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Pacific Ocean storms hit California laden with moisture.  As 
they ride higher and higher over the Sierra more moisture 
condenses and falls.  By the time storms get to the summit 
they are dropping sometimes huge amounts of snow. In the 
Sierra the snow does not melt until summer.  On Donner Sum-
mit, according to the Central Sierra Snow Lab, an average of 
30’ of snow falls each winter - an average of 34' in those days.  
The Stephens Party did not know that though. They had no 
idea how bad it could get – would get. Sometime ignorance is 
good.  

The Stephens Party slogged through the snow for two days 
until they got to today’s Big Bend; it was November 28. 

Here a little digression is in order.  We are familiar with 
walking.  We place a foot down, roll heel to toe, and push off.  
Walking in snow is hard.  We have to lift our feet out of the 
snow with each step.  That extra lifting is tiring.  As we put 
a foot down we have to push through the snow.  On reaching 
firmer snow or ground we push off for the next step but there 
is a loss of traction.  The foot can drag in the snow on the way 
to the next step.  All of those adjustments to normal walking 
are tiring and then, after hours, exhausting.  Then too, the 
Stephens Party was fighting the snow at high altitude.  You 
lose your breath.  You perspire.  The sweat is cold. Sometimes 
it freezes - on you. You don’t want to move any more than you 
have to so that your skin does not contact the freezing mois-
ture.  If it’s snowing it’s even harder. You sink further into the 
snow with each step.  The clothes get wet and soggy.  Walk-
ing, or stumbling through the snow, is a misery. How did they 
get 17 kids through the snow? How do you keep a newborn 
baby warm?

At Big Bend the exhausted party stopped.  There was less 
snow; it’s more than a thousand feet below the pass.  The 
animals could not go on.  The children could not go on.  The 
men had an idea.  Except for two (well one man and a boy), 
they would all head for California and help.  They’d be back.  
First a week was spent building shelter, slaughtering oxen and 
preparing. Seventeen men left for California  on December 6 
leaving behind two men, six women, and seventeen children. 
What were the conversations as families separated? Did dire 
straits preclude second guessing?  The oxen were slaughtered. 

That ought to be enough food.  Little “cabins” were built. 
No doubt they were like the cabin at what would be at Don-
ner Lake (be patient; that part of the story is still to come):12 
x 14 feet, a roof of branches and ox hides, no door, no 
windows, no chinking between the logs.  25 people would 
occupy whatever they built until the men returned. Children 
don’t take up a lot of room.

Not long after the men left there were 26 people at Big 
Bend.  Elizabeth Yuba Murphy was born – the first white 
baby born in California.  She was named after the Yuba 
River which, had there not been ice on it, flowed right at 
their doorway. 

Imagine the plight of the women, children, and two men at 
Big Bend. It was winter. They were surrounded by snow. 
They had only beef to eat. It was a continual chore to get 
enough wood.  Everyone must have sat by the fires but while 
their fronts were warm, their backs must have been cold.  
How did they take care of hygiene?  What is it like to wear 
the same clothes for week after week?  How thick do they 
get with sweat and dirt and smoke, and body oils?  How do 
you have a baby in those conditions?  How do you keep the 
baby clean?  How do you deal with seventeen unhappy, cold 
children while you are unhappy and cold and worried?  Will 
the men make it to Sutter’s Fort – and back?  We can only 
imagine their thoughts: Why did I ever let him talk me into 
this? No one kept a diary.

Seventeen men headed for Sutter’s Fort where, in mid-De-
cember they found the six who had split back at the Truckee 
River.  The men had arrived just in time for a revolt against 
Mexico and inexplicably joined Sutter in heading south for 
Santa Barbara rather than going back to rescue their fami-
lies.

The revolt sputtered and by mid-January the men were back 
heading for the stranded families who were down to eating 
boiled hides.  What must that be like? What's it like boil-
ing ox hides and scraping off he gruel for sustenance? What 
despair there must have been when the last meat was gone. 
The cold was unrelenting.  The days must have been boring. 
What do you talk about after you’ve talked about every-

The snow on the mountains was now about two feet deep.  Keeping up their course on the north side of the lake until they reached 
its head, they started up the mountain. All the wagons were unloaded and the contents carried up the hill.  Then the teams were 
doubled and the empty wagons were hauled up.  When about half way up the mountain they came to a vertical rock about ten feet 
high.  It seemed now that everything would have to be abandoned except what the men could carry on their backs.  After a tedious 
search they found a rift in the rock, just about wide enough to allow one ox to pass at a time.  Removing the yokes from the cattle, 
they managed to get them one by one through this chasm to the top of the rock.  There the yokes were replaced, chains were fas-
tened to the tongues of the wagons, and carried to the top of the rock, where the cattle were hitched to them.  Then the men lifted 
the wagons, while the cattle pulled at the chains, and by this ingenious device the vehicles were all, one by one, got across the 
barrier.

From George Stewart's,  Opening of the California Trail page 102, Overland in 1844, 
Moses Schallenberger's reminiscences set down for George Bancroft in 1885 and edited by George Stewart.
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thing?  How often can you wonder about the men and where 
they might be and how soon they’ll be back? Did they give in 
to despair?  How did they keep the children’s spirits up? No 
one wrote about any of that - once they got to California there 
were other things to think about and who cares anyway, we 
have new lives to lead - so we can only imagine.

In a measure of the despair some at least must have been 
feeling, James Miller and his son headed for California for 
help.  There was nothing else to do to save the women and 
children; the men were not coming back.  Miller and his son 
had not gone far before they saw a figure coming through 
the snow.  It was Dennis Martin and the front of the rescue 
party. The men had made it and were returning.  The food the 
rescue party brought revived the families. It was February 24. 
Dennis Martin continued on to Donner Lake.  He’d made a 
promise to Elizabeth Townsend. That story is still to come.

The families were rescued and Moses Schallenberger said, 
“They were all safe, although some of them had suffered 
much from hunger.”  Some, 
he said, had eaten nothing for 
fourteen days but rawhides. It was 
February, two months since the 
men had left for California and 
help.  

The men arrived back at Big 
Bend in February.  On March first 
they all came upon a magnificent 
view: spring was bursting in the 
Sacramento Valley – it was an 
“earthly paradise.”  At that point 
we can suppose their thoughts 
were all about what was hoped to 
come and not about what they’d 
survived.

The Stephens Party did open 
the Emigrant Road though over 
which thousands of emigrants 
would later come.  Take a walk down 

at Big Bend between the roadside parking and the river just 
up from the fire station.  You’ll see a trail marker for the 
Emigrant Trail. It’s off to the right, maybe 50 yards from the 
road.  Go west and look carefully at the granite slabs.  Look 
around enough and you’ll find many rust marks like the 
above, narrow stripes of brown, from thousands of wagon 
wheels. Maybe some of the marks are from the Stephens 
Party's five wagons.

Moses Schallenberger’s Story
“More Miserable than I can describe”

That quote is what we in 
the literary profession call 
a "hook" which grabs read-
ers and gets them reading.

Moses Schallenberger was 
seventeen years old and 
apparently adventurous 
like his sister Elizabeth.  
His sister had gone with 
six others up the Truckee 
River leaving her husband, 
Dr. John Townsend, to go 
with the main party over 
Donner Summit. Her story 
is coming up.  Moses, along 
with two others, had volun-
teered to guard the wagons that were to remain at the lake 
since they were full of goods to be sold in California.  The 
emigrants had thought the snow would not be a problem.  
Hunting would be easy.  In his reminiscences as an old man, 

Moses said,  “I had no 
fears of starvation… 
I did not suppose the 
snow would at any 
time be more than 
two feet deep, nor that 
it would be on the 
ground continually.”  
He had “no anxiety” 
about Indians either.  
The three “men” were 
left with two cows, 
“so worn out and poor 
that they could go no 
further.”
You can imagine his 
surprise as the winter 
wore on.  

Parenthetically, Moses 
may have been the 

first to make that ingenuous 
An artist's rendition of Moses' cabin at Donner Lake
from Moses Schallenberger at Trukey's Lake

    Moses Schallenberger
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guess about snowfall 
and snow accumula-
tion but he was not 
the last.  Theodore 
Judah, who laid out 
the transcontinental 
railroad route, also 
thought snow would 
not be a problem.  But 
that's another story 
for later.  Let’s not get 
sidetracked.

The Stephens Party 
and half of the wagons 
headed up Donner 
Pass.  The wagons had 
to be emptied and Mo-
ses probably helped 
carrying wagon con-
tents. Once the party 
had conquered the 
pass he headed back to 
Donner Lake with the 
two others who’d also 
volunteered to stay 
behind.  The Stephens 
Party was now in three parts.  

The men and Moses set about making a cabin 12 X 14 feet, 
“we determined to make ourselves as comfortable as pos-
sible.” It had no windows and although it had a doorway it 
had no door.  It was covered with hides and brush.  There was 
a chimney ten feet tall.   There was no chinking between the 
logs.  Just as they finished the house it began to snow and 
three feet fell that night.  Then it 
snowed more.  The remaining cattle 
had to be killed so they would not 
starve.  They were “nothing but skin 
and bones” anyway.

It kept on snowing and the three began to fear they would 
“perish in the snow.”  Here we should remember that the main 
part of the Stephens Party was dealing with this same snow 
as were Moses’ sister and the others who’d gone along the 
Truckee River.  

The snow was so light they could not walk on it.  There was 
no game; it had all left for lower elevations or gone into hiber-
nation. The snow got to be ten feet deep and the three began 
to feel depressed.   “We now began to feel very blue, for there 
seemed no possible hope for us.”   The snow was “getting 
deeper and deeper.”

Imagine what their day to day life was like. Imagine the biting 
cold day after day.  Imagine seeing only the same faces day 

after day. Imagine 
constantly thinking 
about food.  Imagine 
wearing the same 
clothes for weeks and 
then months. Imagine 
hygiene. Imagine the 
boredom. 

 The cabin was 
almost covered with 
snow. There was no 
hope. Half their meat 
was gone. Death by 
starvation “stared 
us in the face.”  The 
three men could not 
move except to get to 
firewood.   They ate 
half the meat from the 
cows and the snow 
got deeper. They 
feared a horrible death 
by starvation and so 
decided to hike out to 
California.  

Each step was an ordeal on 
the homemade snowshoes. 

Each step lifted pounds of snow that had caved in on top 
of the shoe as each forward step sank into the snow.  That 
first three miles was along the lake but the next three miles 
was steeply uphill a thousand feet to the pass.  After more 
than 15 miles Schallenberger said, [according to the editor, 
George R. Stewart,  they’d gone about six miles in reality] 

“I was scarcely able to drag one 
foot after the other.”  Walking in 
snowshoes was “the hardest kind of 
work.”  

They got to the top of the pass and 
into Summit Valley and Moses was exhausted.  He was just 
a boy.  “….we reached the summit of the mountain about 
sunset that night, … I was scarcely able to drag one foot 
after the other.” Then he developed cramps.  He could not 
walk “more than fifty yards without stopping to rest.”   Their 
camp that night was a fire and pine boughs to sleep on. They 
cut down a tree and built a large fire on the snow. Sleep 
was hard.  They worried about the rest of the party and they 
worried about their own fates.  They kept the fire going and 
when morning came the fire had melted the snow and sunk 
to the ground 15 feet below. “The fire was so far down that 
we could not get to it” but they had nothing to cook anyway.

Moses had bad cramps and could clearly not get to Califor-
nia.  Moses realized he had to go back to the lake, alone.   

                from The Opening of the California Trail

“Death, the fearful, agonizing death of star-
vation, literally stared us in the face.”  
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“We did not say much at parting.  Our hearts were too full 
for that.  There was simply a warm clasp of the hand accom-
panied by the familiar word, ‘good-bye’ which we all felt 
might be the last words we should ever speak to each other.  
The feeling of loneliness that came over me as the two men 
turned away I cannot express, though it will never be forgot-
ten, while the ‘good-by Mose,’ so sadly and reluctantly 
spoken, rings in my ears. Today.”

17 year old Moses Schallenberger went back to Donner 
Lake alone. He was so exhausted, upon reaching the cabin, 
that even though the door sill was only 9 inches high, he had 
to lift each leg with his hands,  “I was never so tired in my 
life as when, just a little before dark, I came in sight of the 
cabin.”  

Moses was alone in a strange land. Winter had already 
turned out to be like nothing he’d imagined.  What was in 
store now?  What would happen? Would he ever get out?  
What about the rest of the party that had gone over the sum-
mit and what about his sister who’d split off earlier?

"Mose" felt, “something might turn up”. His optimism is 
just one trait that makes him exceptional.

Food was a necessity and hunting had not panned out once 
the snow fell but Moses remembered there were some traps 
in the wagons that had been left behind and he set to work 
to use them.  Using some of the beef he baited the traps and 
caught a coyote.  The taste was horrible.  So he tried various 
methods of cooking: using a Dutch oven, boiling, and every 
possible manner but “could not get him into a condition 
where he could be eaten without revolting my stomach."

For three days he only had coyote to eat.  Then he trapped 
two foxes.  Roasted fox was delicious. Moses also tried 
stewed crow but it was “difficult for me to decide which I 
liked best, crow or coyote.”
He continued to trap catching foxes and coyotes but he 
never ate another coyote and when he left there were 11 
coyotes hanging at the rear of the cabin.  During his stay at 
Donner Lake he had no desire for anything but meat and had 
no desire for salt.  He had enough coffee for one cup and 
that he saved for Christmas. That was his celebration.

Imagine Moses, left at Donner Lake, alone in a strange 
world where the snow never melted.  What went through his 
mind day after day?  What would he eat?  Would the others 
reach California?  Would someone come back for him and if 
someone didn’t how would he know how to get to Califor-

nia?  Would he live?  

To keep himself occupied, besides trapping and keeping 
the fire going, there were lots of books belonging to John 
Townsend in one of the wagons.  Even so, after a few months 
at the lake, it seemed like he’d been there for years.  “My life 
was more miserable than I can describe.”  The daily struggle 
and uncertainty was wearing.  “I longed for some sound to 
break the oppressive stillness…. I would talk aloud to myself. 
At night I built large fires and read by the light…as late as 
possible, in order that I might sleep late in the next morning, 
and thus cause the days to seem shorter.”  “What I wanted 
most was enough to eat, and the next thing I tried hardest to 
do was to kill time.  I thought the snow would never leave the 
ground…”

Moses stayed at the lake for 
more than two months alone.  

“One evening, a little before 
sunset, about the last of 
February, as I was stand-
ing a short distance from 
my cabin, I thought I could 
distinguish the form of a 
man moving towards me… 
My feeling can be better 
imagined than described.”  
The rest of the party had 

survived. His sister had begged 
Dennis Martin to go to the lake 
and see about Moses, which he 

had. Moses was saved.

Moses and Dennis Martin climbed to Donner Summit and 
hiked to California.  Think about that next time you travel 
Highway 80 at high speed and in climate-controlled comfort.  
The ridge on the south side of Donner Lake is named for 
Moses.

Moses dictated his story at the age of 59 and it can be found 
in Moses Schallenberger at Truckey’s Lake.

The Horseback Group
Now we come to a puzzle.

It is natural to stay with the group when you are in a strange 
place, are unsure, or are in dangerous territory. You benefit 
from the safety and security the group provides as well as 
members' skills.  If you are going to go your own way, ahead 
of the main group it makes sense to go in the same direction. 
If something happens you’ve got back-up following.

So what went through the minds of the Stephens Party that 
allowed two teenagers, a woman barely out of her teens, and 

 “I had no fears of starvation… I did not 
suppose the snow would at any time be 
more than two feet deep, nor that it would 
be on the ground continually.”  

Elizabeth Townsend 
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three others, including a woman, to split off and go in a differ-
ent direction from the main party?  

What went through the mind of this horseback group of six 
that led them to take their chances away from the main group 
and in a different direction?

Presumably the horseback group members had some infor-
mation, perhaps from Chief Truckee who had already helped 
the group. Still, what if something 
happened?  There would be no one 
coming along who could help.

What went through the Murphy 
Family’s minds as three Murphy 
siblings went off as part of the 
group? 

What went through John 
Townsend’s mind as his wife joined 
the horseback group? Did he want 
to go too but felt his responsibility 
as a doctor to the main group especially since one woman was 
ready to shortly give birth?  What made Elizabeth Townsend 
join the horseback group and leave her husband?  Her brother 
has already volunteered to stay at Donner Lake to guard the 
wagons left there.

Imagine the bravery of the horseback group members willing 
to chance the unknown without a map in a strange country 
with snow falling and winter arriving?  

What could go wrong?

The party split. It was November 14.  Four men and two 
women headed on horseback up the Truckee River from what 
is now Truckee. Each member had a horse and there were two 
pack horses. They carried one change of clothing each.  There 
was no map.  Elizabeth Townsend was among the six, having 
left her husband and brother with the main group.  Imagine 
the glorious moment when they came  
upon Lake Tahoe. They traveled 
along the west side of Lake Tahoe 
and then crossed the Sierra and 
headed for California.  It took them 
twenty-one days.  

This story of the six was not eventful 
perhaps because nothing happened 
worth noting except for John Mur-
phy getting swept away down river 
(he was saved), or perhaps because 
the main characters just didn’t say 
anything afterwards. What we are 
left with for this part of the big story 
of the Stephens Party requires a lot 
of speculation because little was written 

down. One maybe consequential event for the group was being 
the first white people to come to Lake Tahoe's shore. Imagine 
what they thought as they gazed at its blue expanse. 

Then they went over the Sierra Crest to Sutter’s Fort in 
California. The only other story associated with the group is 
that they ate some of Alcalde Sinclair’s cattle on their way 
out of the Sierra and he forgave them.  Compare that to the 
arrival of the Forlorn Hope two years later when an emaciated 

William Eddy, having crossed the 
Sierra Crest in winter as part of 
the Forlorn Hope, knocked on a 
cabin door looking for help.  Har-
riet Ritchie answered the door and 
burst into tears at the sight of him. 
Eddy’s trail of bloody footprints 
marked the trail others followed to 
find his companions.

We can assume that the Stephens 
Party horseback group of six, un-
hindered by wagons, left the main 

party in a quest to get to Sutter’s Fort quickly.  There they 
would have gotten help for the rest of the group. The weakness 
in that idea is that suppose they got supplies. Where would 
they have gone with them?  The main party had continued to 
Donner Lake and then over the crest but where would their 
route have taken them so they could have met the horseback 
group? How would the horseback group know exactly what 
route to take, which canyons to follow?  Instead of going 
south to Lake Tahoe, away from Sutter’s Fort, why not cross 
the crest of the Sierra with the others and then head speedily 
downhill marking their trail?  The route they took diverged 
from the route given by Chief Truckee to the wagon group.  
That said, did Chief Truckee also sketch out the route to Lake 
Tahoe and then, following one of the four rivers and streams, 
head up and over to the source of the American River?

What were the members of the group thinking as they split 
from the main group?  Were their thoughts only about sav-

ing the others and getting to California 
quickly?  How much was about adven-
ture, heading where no whites had gone 
before and adventure away from the par-
ents of the three Murphy kids?  Note how 
young three of the members of the group 
were.  What induced Elizabeth Townsend 
to leave her brother and husband?  Note 
too that the three members of that family 
were split as much as they could be with 
Moses at the lake, John Townsend with 
the main group and Elizabeth one of the 
six in the horseback group.  It’s natural 
to assume there might have been some 
marital issues separating the Townsends 
but there’s no evidence. They had worked 

together in John's medical practice and did 

Ages of the Horseback Group Members

•  Elizabeth Townsend - 34
•  Francis Deland, Elizabeth's servant - unknown
•  Oliver Magnan (Magnent) - unknown
•  Ellen (or Helen) Murphy - 22
•  John Murphy - 19
•  Daniel Murphy - 18

John Townsend 
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Questions for which it would be nice to have answers. 
Unfortunately we are left to make guesses about important aspects of the Stephens Party since members of 
the party wrote very little down for us.

1. Why did Elizabeth Townsend volunteer to go with the Horseback Party of Six (HPS)? Seems odd that she’d be willing to 
separate from her husband, Dr. Townsend, take the clear risk. Was the motivation adventure, possibly they were having a rift in 
the marriage, she was an accomplished equestrian, had the best horse for the job, etc.?

2. How were Schallenberger, Foster and Montgomery selected to stay at Truckee Lake? Did they volunteer, were they picked 
based upon their youth, not having children or a wife, their hunting and survival skills, etc.?

3. What route did the men take from the winter encampment near Big Bend to Sutter’s Fort? Who told them the route? Green-
wood maybe?

4. What exactly was the HPS’ assignment? To get help for those stranded in the winter Sierra? Bring back provisions? If help 
and provisions were to be brought, to where exactly? The HPS couldn’t have known about the winter encampment as they oc-
curred while they were making their way to Sutter’s Fort. Were they told to bring help and provisions back to Truckee Lake?

5. Dennis Martin, one of the men who traveled to Sutter’s Fort, fought the brief battle(s) and returned to the winter encampment 
in Feb 1845, was asked by Elizabeth Townsend to travel onto Truckee Lake to retrieve her younger brother, Moses Schallen-
berger. Presumably he was told the way by Foster or Montgomery (both who remained at the winter encampment after leaving 
Schallenberger behind) - or by Stephens who had managed the 5 wagons from the Lake to the winter encampment. What was his 

motivation to take such a risk? Was he acting alone? Is it possible he and 
Elizabeth Townsend had “a thing” for each other?

6. Why were the Murphy family willing to allow three siblings (Ellen 
(sometimes named as Helen in the sources), John and Daniel) to join the 
risky HPS expedition? Seems like a huge risk reward. What was the rea-
soning for their selection?

Here's a Question for Which We Do Have an An-
swer

How did the Stephens Party decide on their route over the Sierra given that 
there were no signs, no maps, and no one with previous experience over the 
route. Here is an excerpt from an article in The Bakersfield Californian on 
February 7, 1924 called "Former Sheriff Describes Life of Elisha Stephens."  
This excerpt describes how the party found its way.  The former sheriff was 
T.A. Baker who founded Bakersfield

"The Stephens Party “encountered but little difficulty until they reached 

Elisha Stephens from  the Phrenological Journal 11/1883

again in California.  What was John thinking as he saw his 
wife heading south, away?  We can imagine John staying with 
the main group so they could take advantage of his medi-
cal skills.  He would practice medicine in California and die 
young from cholera as would Elizabeth. They never wrote 
about their experiences.  We certainly should recognize the 
courage of the horseback group.

The horseback group ended at Sutter’s Fort ahead of the men 
who had left the women and children at Big Bend.  A suc-
cessful journey like that garners no attention and so Donner 
Lake, Donner Pass, Donner Pk. and all the other eponymous 
Donner geographical locations got the attention grabbing 
name.
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Unearthing the West: 
History Expeditions Retraces Footsteps 

and Recites Forgotten Tales.
The article here explains the philosophy behind the group.  That’s needed because we’ve 
got to know what would induce rational people to leave home and trek over a hundred 
miles, about half each time in snow, to honor California pioneers whom you discover as  
you read, really were heroes.

The American West, a land of rugged beauty and pioneering spirit, holds a treasure trove 
of stories waiting to be unearthed. Enter History Expeditions, a unique group driven by a 
passion to explore the tales and trails of this captivating region. But their adventures go be-
yond breathtaking landscapes; they delve into the forgotten heroes who shaped its history.

These intrepid explorers the members of History Expeditions, a blend of ultra-distance athletes and amateur historians, embark 
on challenging expeditions that combine historical research with physical endurance. Their mission? To breathe life into the past 
by retracing the footsteps of remarkable individuals who have faded from the public eye.
….
But the journey doesn't end on the trail. History Expeditions understands the importance of sharing their discoveries and the 
significance of these forgotten figures. They document their expeditions with film crews, capturing the physical and emotional 

challenges encountered. Real-
time GPS tracking allows the 
public to virtually participate in 
the adventure. Through meticu-
lous research and storytelling, 
they ensure these heroes are not 
lost to the sands of time.

History Expeditions is more than 
just a team of adventurers; they 
are historical sleuths, piecing to-
gether forgotten narratives. Their 
expeditions are testaments to the 
power of human spirit, both in 
the past, with figures like Thomp-
son, and in the present, with the 
team's dedication to unearthing 
these stories. By exploring the 
tales and trails of the American 
West, they remind us that history 
isn't just about grand events; it's 
about the remarkable individuals 
who shaped our past.Four members of History Expeditions on their way from Donner Lake to Johnson 

Ranch as part of the reprise of the Donner Party Forlorn Hope Expedition in 2020

the foothills of the Sierra Nevada's. It was often necessary 
to remain for several days in one camp while Captain Ste-
phens and the scouts went on ahead to map out the way to 
get through the mountains. Stephens always had scouts two 
or three days ahead of the outfit and a scout came into camp 
each night to direct the next day's journey. So, by moving 
slowly and carefully, they managed to be very successful in 
their plans. Being the first emigrant train to pass through, 
and the whites being new to the Indians, they encountered 
very little trouble from them. Their main annoyance was 

their natural cupidity. This bothered them but little and the 
Indians wee of great help at times in directing the outfit over 
the best routes. This was done through the sign language. 
Sometimes the captain's patience was strained to a severe 
extent by the ignorance of the Indians. At times he would 
consume a whole day patiently mapping out on the ground, 
by means of mounds of dirt, small rock, sticks, etc., while 
getting them to understand what he wanted. Often the Indi-
ans knowledge of distance was greatly limited, but generally 
Stephens got along very nicely with them.”
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Monument to the Stephens Party at the lookout below Rainbow Bridge
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TRIUMPANT COMPLETION
OF THE

PACIFIC RAILROAD
CELEBRATION AT SACRAMENTO

…..now that the mass of our people can stop to reflect upon the Grand results which has caused such vast rejoicings over the 
State within the past week, we shall all begin to see and feel the full value of our State, to Our Country,  and to the World, the 
boundless good which has been achieved for us all by the Giant, Triumphant and Gloriously successful
COMPLETION OF THE PACFIC RAILROAD

California Farmer and Journal of Useful Sciences May 13, 1869

Henry Haight was the tenth governor of California. At the   
ceremony celebrating the completion of the transcontinental 
railroad he said the following on May 8 in Sacramento.

The day is at hand when a more splendid civilization than 
any which has preceded it will arise upon these distant 
shores. A vast population will pour into this Canaan of the 
New World. Tourists will be attracted by the most sublime 
scenery on the continent, and thousands will come to repair 
physical constitutions racked by the extremes of climate, 
the inclement air, and the miasma of the states east of the 
mountains.

The New York Herald reported on May 10, 1869

What a stupendous achievement this of science, enterprise, 
progress...Truly we live in a wonderful age.
 
The Cheyenne Leader said on May 14, 1869 
No grander achievement in earth’s history overflowed the 
victorious marches of the Sons of Mars, than were heralded 
by the glorious event of the completion of the great continen-
tal railway of America... The driving of the last spike of the 
Pacific Railroads has not only united with insoluble bonds of 
friendship the two extremes of our own land, but has inaugu-
rated a revolution in the commerce of the entire globe... 
Of what stupendous magnitude is the change thus wrought! 

A thousand throbbing hearts impulsively beat to the motion 
of the trains as the front locomotive of each company led 
on majestically up to the very verge of the narrow break 
between the lines, where, in a few moments, was to be con-
summated the nuptial rites uniting the gorgeous east and 
the imperial west of America, with the indissoluble seal of 
inter-oceanic commerce. 
       Deseret News, Salt Lake City, May 19, 1869 

Yesterday... the Atlantic and Pacific oceans were united by 
an iron rail track three thousand miles in length. San Fran-
cisco and New York are within six days of each other. We 
may expect in a week or two to be enjoying a sight, if not 
a taste, of the luscious fruits and vegetables of the golden 
fields of California in the markets of the Eastern cities. 

   National Intelligencer, Washington, D. C., May 11, 1869 

From our Philadelphia correspondent, May 10: --The 
Pacific Railway was completed this afternoon at half-past 
2 o’clock. 

… the railroad was “a victory over space, the elements, and 
the stupendous mountain barriers separating the East from 
the West, and apparently defying the genius and energy 
of man to surmount. Every heart was gladdened by the con-
templation of the grand achievement.”
  The Sacramento Union said (May 8, 
1869)

In the June Heirloom we ran a review of The Chinese Must Go.  To that we added an article about the Chinese RR workers, the 
heroes of the transcontinental railroad.  As we laid out all that we wanted to say we found the Heirloom getting too long and so 
moved the following from June to this month.  The various quotes and celebrations here marked the completion of the transcon-
tinental railroad and so tell us what the railroad meant to the people of the 19th Century. We thought this would be of interest as 
we remember the transcontinental railroad went over Donner Summit.

The Meaning of the Transcontinental 
Railroad According to the 19th Century
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Albert Richardson, in Beyond the Mississippi (1869), listed 
the benefits he saw for 19th Century America: The road 
will protect our military interests, open natural resources, 
revolutionize trade and finance, and strengthen us socially 
and politically.  “Great indeed must be the vitality of the re-
public when the warm blood from its heart pulsates to these 
remote extremities” because the railroad would “Do away 
with isolation; cut through the mountains!  This enchanter’s 
wand will make New York acknowledged queen of cities and 
San Francisco her eldest sister - this  magic key will unlock 
our Golden Gate, and send surging through its rocky portals 
a world-encircling tide of travel, commerce, and Christian 
civilization.”

In keeping with the age of wonder that was the 19th Century 
(see our the June, ’16 Heirloom), the entire country could 
participate in the driving of the Golden Spike at Promontory 
Point, Utah on May 10, 1869.  The transcontinental railroad 
was finished and the dignitaries had gathered.  The driving 

of the Golden Spike was 
to be the ceremonial 
finish.  A wire had been 
attached to the spike 
maul and another wire to 
the Golden Spike.  Each 
strike of the maul on 
the Golden Spike would 
send a click across the 
telegraph wires to the 
country.  The nation 
would instantaneously 
know the tracks from the 
east and the west were 
joined.

Governor Stanford 
missed the spike on his 
first strike but the tele-
graph operator dutifully 
clicked the key any-
way. Bells rang; people 
rejoiced.

The railroad was done.

People had even been 
giddy with excitement 
earlier as the railroad 
climbed over the Sierra. 
As one correspondent to 
the Sacramento Union 

wrote in 1867, the railroad “will give to our wealth and prog-
ress an impetus so great that even the most sanguine among 
us will find his calculation far exceeded by the reality.”  With 
the driving of the Golden Spike there could be real celebra-
tion of accomplishment and opportunity.  Festivities were  
the order of the day.  Sacramento, the starting point of the 
western portion of the road, and San Francisco had huge cel-
ebrations that must have been planned far in advance.  There 
were also celebrations in Virginia City, Stockton, Petaluma, 
Placerville, and Vallejo.

In Sacramento there had been ads in the papers drawing 
people to the celebration. 

Sacramento had a grand parade and The Daily Alta Califor-
nia reported,  “A more favorable day could not be asked.  A 
bright, unclouded sky, the sun tempered with refreshing air, 
The May 8, 1869 Sacramento Union reported on the celebra-
tions in the State capital. Sacramento never saw a more favor-
able occasion for a public celebration.  At dawn the people 
were moving; …At an early hour a train arrived with fire-
men of Nevada Engine Company, No. 1, from Gold Hill,…. 
fine stalwart fellows, and well capable of battling with the 
destroying element anywhere…. [more firemen arrived from 
elsewhere]… About the same hour the boat arrived from 
San Francisco, bringing five bands…. Every manufacturing 
establishment and mercantile house is gaily decorated.  …
There is a great profusion of bunting and flags…. The streets 
are now crowded, the people expecting the commencement of 
the exercises by the announcement of the driving of the last 
spike… Everybody is in holiday garb.  The hotels are full… 
The scenes in the principal streets are indescribably lively.  
Constantly steamers, trains, cars and country vehicles are ar-
riving, adding confusion to the throng… One thousand school 
children from city and country are here to participate in the 
fruition and the hope of their parents.”

“A minute … before 10 o’clock the completion was an-
nounced of the laying of the last rail and the driving of the 
last spike on the Central Pacific Railroad.  Immediately 
following the report there went up a most unearthly din, 
produced by all the engines owned by the Company, which 
were gaily decorated and arranged along the city front, with 
a chorus of all the stationary engines and city boats and the 
ringing of city bells, which continued ten minutes, during 
which persons of weak tympana put their fingers in their ears, 
and rejoiced when the chorus was over.  Thousands were 
present who never before and never will again hear such 
a grand diapason.  The engineers vied with one another in 
producing screeches and sounding notes.  There was harmony 
and discord…. All the principal streets were packed, rending 
locomotion difficult.  The procession commenced moving at 
eleven o’clock.”

The parade included bands; the militia, the National Guard 
accompanied by artillery, firemen, machinists, blacksmiths, 

Daily Alta California May 8, 1869



    ©Donner Summit Historical Society      July 2025            issue 203                                   page   17

The San Francisco Bulletin  reported Judge Nathan Bennet’s speech at the San Francisco celebration.  He said this triumph of 
railroad construction was wholly owing to the fact that his fellow Californians were ”composed of the right materials, derived 
from the proper origins… In the veins of our people flows the commingled blood of the four greatest nationalities of modern 
days.  The impetuous daring and dash of the French, the philosophical spirit of the German, the unflinching solidity of the 
English, and the light-hearted impetuosity of the Irish, have all contributed each its appropriate share… A people deducing its 
origins from such races, and condensing their best traits into its national life, is capable of any achievements.”

Nowhere in the parade were the men who had performed 4/5 of the work, the Chinese workers. They had leveled the grades, 
filled the ravines, made the cuts, laid the rail, blasted the rock, dug the tunnels,

There were no Chinese, at all, even though they had made up the vast majority of CPRR workers and were the ones who laid 
the record ten miles of track in one day. Not far in the future mobs would burn out Chinatowns and Chinese businesses along 
the route of the railroad and assault individual Chinese, prejudice would be officially mandated by court decisions in California 
and nationally the Chinese Exclusionary Act would be passed just a dozen years later. 

How quickly people can forget.

Regarding the Chinese

boilermakers, wagons with machinery; contingents of civic or-
ganizations; a boiler and attached smokestack; 29 omnibuses, 
carriages, and wagons of school children; private societies in 
parade attire; politicians; a contingent of weavers; carriages, 
buggies, and horsemen, rail workers; wagons from the tele-
graph company and Wells Fargo; etc. Participants arrived in 
18 trains.  There was bunting, banners with stirring quotes, 
and flags; speeches and poems; there was music and there was 
prayer.  There were throngs of people, even some of the work-

ers who’d laid the 10 miles of track in one day.  The parade 
took hours to pass.

The first shovel used to build the railroad was exhibited as 
were the first tie and a picture of the last one.

Not all was wonderful though..

 HONORS TO JOHN CHINAMAN

Mr. Strobridge, when work was all over, invited the Chinamen who had 
been brought over, from Victory for the purpose, to dine in his boarding 
car.  When they entered all the guests and officers present cheered them as 
the chosen representatives of the race which have greatly helped to build 
the road- a tribute they well deserved, and which evidently gave them much 
pleasure.

CPRR Discussion Group   http://discussion.cprr.net
San Francisco Star May 15, 1869,  San Francisco Newsletter May 15, 1869



page   18                 ©Donner Summit Historical Society          July 2025            issue 203      

From the DSHS Archives
We had intended last month to use these pictures to illustrate the story about the Chinese RR workers and their working con-
ditions but the Heirloom was already really long.  So here they are.  For readers living in the vicinity of Donner Summit you 
can sympathize with the workers memorialized in these pictures.  There are a lot of snowblowers for us - not so many in the 
19th Century.

Actually these pictures date as late as 1892 rather than just during transcontinental railroad construction and we can't tell how 
many of these guys are Chinese but we can imagine the pictures wouldn't vary much winter to winter. Imagine the fun of go-
ing to work each day.
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From the DSHS Archives
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Learn secrets 
of the Sierra
as you hike with 
local historians.
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FOR MORE INFORMATION:
info@donnerpartyhike.com

donnerpartyhike.com

  October 4 & 5, 2025

DONNER 
PARTY HIKE

Saturday:
Scenery
Illustrated history hikes
Lunch at Sugar Bowl
Donner Party chautauqua
Reprise of Stephens Party

Sunday (optional extension)
The Donner party

Explore Donner Summit with local historians on illustrated* interpretive 
walks and hikes. You’ll discover why Donner Summit is the most 
historically significant square mile in California. 

SATURDAY HIKES- Choose from one of eight hikes ranging from 3.5 to 6 
miles with varying degrees of difficulty. Explore the trails, see petroglyphs 
and the China Wall. Stroll through meadows or discover hidden Sierra lakes. 
Price includes guided hike, hamburger lunch, afternoon chautauqua about 
the Donner Party, and presentation of 1844 Stephens Party’s 2025 reprise.

Saturday Hike: $65 per hiker ($75 after September 19)

SUNDAY WALKING TOUR—Learn about the grueling mishaps of the 
Donner Party and the archaeological finds that remain. Then, it’s on to 
Donner Memorial State Park to view the Murphy Cabin Site and Pioneer 
Monument. Price: $20 additional ($85 total - $105 after September 19).

REGISTER TO SECURE YOUR SPOT IN TIME - Tour size is limited. 
donnerpartyhike.com

*We bring along lots of old photographs

FOR MORE INFORMATION:

PRODUCED BY DONNER SUMMIT HISTORICAL SOCIETY a 501c3
www.donnersummithistoricalsociety.org.

Register 
early to save
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info@donnerpartyhike.com
www.donnerpartyhike.com 
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On the previous page is 
information about the 
2025 Donner Party Hike 
event.  On this page the 
after lunch entertain-
ment.
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Take the Scenic Route:
Donner Summit’s
Old Highway 40

50 interpretive signs along Old 40
http://www.donnersummithistoricalsociety.org/pages/20MileMuseum.html

Download brochures at:
http://www.donnersummithistoricalsociety.org/pages/brochures.html
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