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  INTRODUCTION


  Living in battered covered wagons, pioneer children of the mid-1800s joined their parents in the great migration to the American frontier. Week after week, they trudged the rough overland trails, helping their families cross the vast landscapes of the West.


  Blessed with youthful exuberance, young people at first viewed their journeys as tremendous adventures. Crossing the continent would be, they thought, an all-summer picnic, a “frolic,” as some described it. There would be no baths or schoolbooks, no plowing or harvesting. Instead, their families would travel the legendary trails west. They would cross sparkling rivers and scale the far-off Rockies—an amazing thought to many young people who, having spent their lives in flat Midwestern villages, had never laid eyes on a mountain. Huge herds of bison would roam nearby. They imagined cool summer evenings when families would gather around crackling campfires while friends strummed guitars and mothers cooked savory deer steaks and flaky biscuits. Along the way they would trade trinkets with the native peoples and stop at the forts they had read about in guidebooks. All the while they would travel steadily toward the West, where, according to word of mouth, gold nuggets waited to be plucked from tumbling streams, and farmland was so rich that abundant crops sprang forth without the usual backbreaking work.


  As the wagons rumbled away from their homelands, the children did indeed cavort and play, splashing each other in the cool creeks, playing hide-and-seek by moonlight, picking bouquets of fragrant wildflowers, and holding footraces. When the companies stopped, they hung swings from overhanging tree boughs and took turns sailing into the blue summer skies.


  But before long, play gave way to hardship. Overland travel was grueling, and the children were desperately needed to help make the undertaking a success—or in many instances, to get their families through alive. Taking a covered wagon west was dangerous and some-times nearly impossible. Along every route, there were roaring streams, rocky precipices, scorching deserts, and forests tangled with dense undergrowth. Children soon discovered that even the best-planned journeys could go terribly wrong, and that their own never-ending hard work was vital to their families’ survival.
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  Struggling along the practically impassable trails, families were burdened with unrelenting hard work, forcing them to depend upon their children as never before. Herding the loose stock animals—the pioneers’ most valuable resource—was a job often given to the older boys, who spent their days with the horses and cattle in the choking dust behind the wagons. Girls were pressed into service to keep their younger siblings safe from countless dangers, help with the endless cooking, and set up and strike camp. Before long, pioneer children were gathering buffalo chips for campfire fuel instead of picking wildflowers, and they were too tired and footsore to find running races appealing. Usually they had great responsibility, despite their young age. “I have driven many a mile, child as I was,” remembered Martha Ann Morrison, who was twelve when she helped take her family’s wagons west in 1844.


  Of course, not every moment was filled with work and strain. Young people found joy in small things: sipping bubbly, sweetened water from Idaho’s Soda Springs, rocking their newborn brothers or sisters, and savoring the smell of antelope stew bubbling over a campfire. They caught fish in clear mountain streams, and had lively snowball fights if they happened upon a patch of old snow.


  Occasionally children reported campfire sing-alongs or a nap in the warm sun. More often, the harried emigrant youngsters wrote about fording rivers raging with spring runoff, huddling in their wagons during violent lightning storms, searching time and again for strayed or stolen cattle, and helping with wagon repairs. They told of eating bizarre foods in desperate hunger: woodpecker stew, for example, or shreds of stringy coyote meat. One even remembered a fellow traveler gnawing a tallow candle for sustenance.


  Nearly every family experienced suffering. The death of a parent, sibling, or friend was common, and so were diseases like typhoid and cholera. Mountain fever attacked the healthiest of wagon travelers, claiming the lives of loved ones. Some survived snake bites or broken bones. Others endured hunger to the brink of starvation. Pelting rain and snow chilled them to the bone, high winds blew their tents down, and mud stalled their progress. Wagons broke. Food ran out, and water—a simple cold drink of water—was not to be found along the many stretches of hot, dry desert. Fleas infested their bedding, and mosquitoes arose in clouds. There were violent encounters with the Sioux, Pawnee, and other tribes, who were deeply disturbed at the vast migration of people invading their lands. Oxen, which were not only work animals but also beloved companions with names like Pete, Whitey, and Old Blue, collapsed and died of exhaustion.


  Always, the children’s lives hung in balance—and many of them, wise beyond their years, knew it.


  Adversities built character and resilience in these soon-to-be adults. Girls, especially, had to summon strength far beyond the usual submissiveness expected of them. Susan Thompson, for example, led her family through a southwestern desert while her ill father lay delirious in the wagon and her mother was confined with a newborn. Catherine Sager watched five family members die—and later, her adopted parents as well—but still managed to carry on and live a productive life on the frontier. Olive Oatman, taken captive by Apaches, relied upon her devout faith in God to survive. And Virginia Reed, who went to the threshold of death and back snowbound with her family in the high Sierra Nevada, learned the value of life itself.


  Girls of the era were expected to be ladylike, with modest manners and gentle personalities. They were to speak in low voices and wear sunbonnets to protect their complexions. On the westward trails, however, these same girls had to develop physical strength and stamina, along with courage and inner fortitude. To survive the toil and heartache of their journeys, many were forced to set aside their ideas about femininity to herd cattle and drive wagons, build cook fires, and haul belongings up the steepest slopes. Barefoot and suntanned, they labored constantly to help their families survive one of the most difficult migrations of all time.


  Boys, too, trudged hot, monotonous miles with sore feet and little sustenance, and were given critical chores that demanded adult dependability. Caring for the extra oxen and horses meant the difference between being stranded in dangerous territory or safely reaching their destination. Pressed into nighttime duty, boys sometimes guarded the halted wagons with loaded rifles. Teenager Moses Schallenberger and young brothers John and Henry Ferguson stayed behind to protect the wagons when their parties had to abandon the cumbersome loads and hurry on to civilization.


  Whether traveling alone in the wilderness like fourteen-year-old Octavius Pringle, trudging across Death Valley like six-year-old John Wells Brier, or boating the rapids on the Columbia River like young Jesse Applegate, each summoned the courage to help his family complete a remarkable trip west.


  All of the children and teenagers on the following pages left a record of his or her experiences on the westward trails. Some wrote diaries or later memoirs of their remarkable trips, recording events that shaped their lives. Others told their oral histories in well-remembered detail. A few sent poignant letters to friends and family back home, telling of their struggles. Their stories are their legacies, whether hastily scrawled in childish handwriting as the trek unfolded, or thoughtfully chronicled in later years. No matter how the overland experiences were recorded, each young traveler preserved a piece of history unique to his or her own time, place, and circumstance.


  There are places in the West where the deeply gouged wagon tracks of these intrepid pioneers are visible today, a century and a half later. Occasionally, we can see their tumbledown log cabins, long since abandoned but rich with history. Their stories, too, are with us still—unforgettable accounts that inspire and endure despite the changing times.
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  Snowbound in the Sierras The Story of Virginia Reed


  THIRTEEN-YEAR-OLD VIRGINIA REED SAT HUDDLED IN THE CORNER OF the cold, damp shack. Although she was desperately hungry, she wondered how she could stand to swallow the small, cold, glue-like piece of congealed broth that was her day’s only meal. But there was nothing else to eat. The fourteen others stranded with her in the tiny snow-buried shelter were sharing the small gelatinous mass that her mother had made by boiling ox hides. Virginia knew she needed to eat hers to keep up her failing strength.


  Outside, the wind shrieked through the icy pines, but Virginia could hardly hear it. Deep snow had buried the makeshift hut. Winter was harsh in the high Sierra Nevada, and the stalled travelers of the Donner party knew their lives were in danger.


  Virginia thought back to the long covered wagon journey that had brought them from Springfield, Illinois, almost to California. At the beginning of the trip in April 1846, her family had set out comfortably in their three custom-made, well-stocked wagons that were driven by hired drivers. The biggest, a “pioneer palace car” ordered especially by Virginia’s stepfather, James Frazier Reed, stood two stories high. Stairs led up the side to a sitting room, which was heated by a small stove. A mirror hung on the wall. Women from the wagon train sometimes gathered there to mend clothes or knit while they chatted with Virginia’s mother, Margaret Reed. There, too, was where the Reed’s hired girl, Eliza, tended the family’s younger children, Patty, James, and Thomas. The other two wagons were filled with provisions and supplies for their new home in California.


  The wagon train was made up of several families and single men, and was led by George Donner, an older, well-respected captain. Jumping off from Independence, Missouri, the party traveled easily across the vast green plains of what are now Kansas and Nebraska and along the gentle, muddy waters of the Platte River into Wyoming. There was plenty of fresh game to eat, and water and lush grass for the working oxen (the Reeds needed twenty at a time to pull their wagons), horses, milk cows, and Virginia’s pony, Billy. During those warm, sunny days, there was no hint of the disaster ahead that would turn the trip into one of the most terrible ordeals ever experienced along the westward trails.


  Soon after the Donner party reached the Continental Divide in mid-July, a horseback rider met them with a letter from Lansford W. Hastings, the author of a guidebook about wagon routes to the West. The letter advised all California-bound wagon parties to take a new, shorter cutoff that led south of the Great Salt Lake in today’s state of Utah. Hastings promised he would wait for the travelers at Fort Bridger to guide them along this new route, which would save them three to four hundred miles.


  When the group reached Fort Bridger, however, the season was late and Hastings had already left with an earlier party of emigrants. Little did the Donner party know that a letter awaited them at the fort that warned them not to take the dangerous cutoff. The letter was never given to them. Hastings’ tracks were plainly visible in the deep dust, so on July 31, some of the travelers in the Donner wagon train, including Virginia and her family and a few others who joined them, followed them into the dry lands of Utah.


  The trip became more and more difficult. Although the emigrants soon knew that taking the cutoff had been a mistake, it was too late to turn back. They toiled over the rough terrain, forced at one point to cut a road through the heavily wooded wilderness. It was “exhausting, backbreaking work,” Virginia wrote later, and the wagons made excruciatingly slow progress; it took six days to cover only thirteen miles. Meanwhile, more emigrants caught up with them and joined the train, well aware that the summer days were passing quickly.


  When the Donner party finally reached the huge, arid desert country west of the Great Salt Lake, they found travel nearly impossible, but pressed on. The oxen were worn to skeletons, and the travelers were bone-weary and discouraged. Tempers were short. The days that followed were extremely dry and hot, but the nights were miserably cold. Virginia and her sister and brothers shivered under their thin blankets until Mr. Reed “placed all five of our dogs around us” for warmth. Worst of all, their water ran out. The children were begging for a drink, so Mr. Reed left his family and went ahead to search for a spring or river. Disaster struck while he was gone. The family’s cattle—all but one cow and one ox—bolted ahead to find water and could not be found, despite several days of weary searching. The Reeds had to abandon two of their three wagons, including their “palace car,” and cache their precious belongings. Then, hitching borrowed oxen with their remaining animals, they struggled on with their one small wagon and few provisions, trudging across the endless sand to spare the tired animals their weight in the wagon. Later, Virginia wrote to her cousin: “Hastings said it was 40 but i think it was 80 miles.” In the meantime, food ran low, and two volunteers were sent ahead to Sutter’s Fort (near present-day Sacramento) to get provisions.


  Only with extreme determination did the party get through the desert country. But soon after they reached the Humboldt River in today’s Nevada, Virginia’s stepfather killed another man in a dispute. Although historians believe he may have acted in self-defense, Virginia must have turned cold when the other travelers talked about lynching him. Finally, though, he was simply banished from the wagon train with little but his horse. When darkness fell that sad night, Virginia and one of the family’s trusted hired men slipped ahead in the darkness to smuggle him his pistol, his rifle, and some food for the lonely journey to California, where he hoped to reunite with his family. “I cried so hard that I barely had strength to walk,” Virginia wrote later. In the morning, she and her mother and the younger children traveled on without him. Before long they were forced to abandon the last heavy wagon and store a few belongings in another family’s wagon.


  Pushing on, the family watched for any sign of Mr. Reed. Occasionally they found a note from him stuck in a bush or saw ashes from his fire. Finally, when the volunteers returned from Sutter’s Fort with provisions, they reported he had safely reached the settlements.


  The trail had led the wagon train across the present state of Nevada. Ahead lay California—on the far side of the high peaks of the Sierra Nevada, which rose like an impassable wall before them. It was late October and the summits were covered with fresh snow. The emigrants, surprised at encountering winter so near to the warm lands of California, knew they couldn’t get the wagons over the pass if the weather got worse.


  There was no choice but to try. Up they climbed toward the elusive pass on a steep, rocky trail that required all their remaining strength. The party stretched out, with some hurrying ahead and others following slowly making necessary wagon repairs and resting their animals. Finally, on the cold evening of November 3, 1846, the Reeds and several other families came within three miles of the summit. When the wagons got bogged down in the snow, they abandoned them, tied provisions onto oxen, and made a second attempt. It was unsuccessful. Deathly cold and tired, they decided to camp for the night and cross the demanding pass in the morning.


  As darkness fell, the temperature dropped, and the snow began to fall heavily. By morning the drifts were much deeper, and reaching the summit was out of the question. Weak and frightened, the travelers turned back, hoping the snow would melt so they could try the pass again. They floundered through the drifts, knowing they were in trouble. Near a mountain lake, which they called Donner Lake, they found a small shack built by previous travelers, and quickly put up other temporary log shelters in the snow, using their canvas wagon tops or animal hides to cover the roofs. Virginia and her family moved into one. Farther down the trail, the Donners made wigwam-like structures with branches, brush, hides, and wagon covers. Wet and cold, they crowded inside. All together, the stranded emigrants numbered about eighty, including forty-one children.


  The snow, instead of melting, increased with winter storms. Before long, the emigrants knew they were caught in a terrible trap—and there was no way out until spring. Their provisions were already getting low, almost all their remaining cattle had died, and the snow was so deep that hunting was impossible. Stunned, the party settled in for the terrible weeks ahead.


  At first, they hoped a rescue party would find them. Virginia’s stepfather had made it to Sutter’s Fort. The children knew he would send help when they didn’t arrive in California as planned. But as the weather worsened and the days dragged on, it became almost impossible for even the most devoted rescuers to conquer the extreme mountain conditions. Hope diminished along with the meager food supply.


  The few remaining cattle were butchered as November turned into December. When snow reached the tops of the shelters, getting firewood became a struggle. Fifteen of the hardiest travelers, weak and hungry though they were, left camp on homemade snowshoes to try to walk to the far-off California settlements for help. They took bits of food to last six days. Those remaining at the mountain camp wondered if they would ever see them again.


  Virginia woke up Christmas morning to a breakfast of gluey ox-hide broth. Margaret Reed, despite her own weakness and poor health, was determined that her children would have a small treat that day. She had hoarded a little piece of bacon, a few beans, and some bits of dried apple to cook for dinner. The shelter filled with the delicious aroma of warm food, and Margaret Reed told them that just this once, they could eat all they wanted. Virginia never forgot the joy that simple Christmas meal brought to their otherwise dark and dismal day.


  The winter was unrelenting. Storms and blizzards blew in, one after
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