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INTRODUCTION

Some ask why I started this book project. Well, it started as an extension of my western photography but evolved into a present-day story of the Old West remaining in the California Sierra Nevada. The discovery of gold in the California Sierra Nevada was the driving force for the population explosion in the western states in the nineteenth century. There are many remnants in present-day California of the western migration from the mid-1800s: old mines, mining towns, old gravesites, wagon routes, stage routes, mountain men trails, and the Pony Express Trail.

Most Californians have little knowledge of California’s great western history. They might have heard a blurb about the ’49ers, but I bet that most can’t even tell that story. The highways that cross the Sierra Nevada each have their own story—trails that were first used by the Indians were later explored by the mountain men, and later became routes for overland emigrants, stagecoach drivers, and Pony Express riders. Many men and women died en route to California while seeking a life with better opportunities. Their struggles, courage, and perseverance helped create the legacy of the American West.

The principal mission of this book is to document present-day western activities and preserve this western spirit for future generations. I also want to demonstrate that a fair amount of the Old West still endures today—passed down from previous generations and early settlers in the state. To help readers appreciate the difficult struggles of the early pioneers who blazed the trails to California, I have provided some historical context in the first few chapters to set a foundation for the book.

The Old West conjures up some romantic ideas from the bygone days, but the early pioneers who settled in the state faced much tragedy and despair while pursuing a better life. Their sacrifices should not be forgotten and should be celebrated. Many photos in this book capture this enduring spirit in present-day individuals—who still carry on the traditions either by working with their livestock or celebrating the early pioneers.

Driving down Highway 395, one is in awe of the Sierra Nevada dramatically jutting out of the ground and rising toward the sky like a large granite monument. But along the way, there are many hidden western activities happening in the background—moving cattle, pack mules being prepared for the upcoming season, and sheep being moved to the high country for summer grazing. Many of these ranchers and packers face tremendous obstacles with today’s government bureaucracy but still continue with their hard work and dedication, carrying on with traditions passed on to them from previous generations. They are not doing it to become rich—they are doing it for the passion and a way of life that others can only envy from a distance.

When I spoke with Tim Erickson, a third-generation cattle rancher in the western Sierra, he shared with me a story about a conversation he had on an airplane recently. He was seated next to a woman who works in Washington, D.C. and he told her what he did for an occupation. She replied, “Really! There are still cowboys out there working cattle?” She thought it was from an era long ago and could not believe that people still raise cattle on the open range. Erickson shared his knowledge with her, hoping she would help others back East become more aware of this lifestyle. So I hope this book gets shared with her and others who have limited knowledge of the Old West that remains in the Sierra Nevada in this modern day and age.
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Contrary to popular belief, very few miners “struck it rich” in the California’s goldfields.

Photo Credit: Wikimedia, California Historical Society Collection.





CHAPTER ONE

THE DISCOVERY OF CALIFORNIA’S GOLD

On a cold morning in January in 1848, James Marshall was checking the tailrace of Sutter’s sawmill, located on the American River, to see if it had been flushed of debris. He noticed small pieces of yellow metal shimmering in the water. All the workers dropped their tools to gather around Marshall to inspect his metal pieces. After testing it with his teeth, one of the workers exclaimed, “Gold, boys, gold!”

In 1848, the fate of the California territory would change overnight as Marshall discovered gold in the foothills of the Sierra Nevada. California’s mighty treasure had finally been unlocked. The Indians had stumbled over it and ignored it for centuries. The Spanish and Mexicans, who had occupied the territory for almost 150 years, only saw California fit for the production of cowhides and wine. But that discovery in 1848 would change the history of California, and many parts of the West, forever.

The timing of the gold discovery was a bit uncanny since the United States was at war with Mexico and did not acquire the territory until a week later—February 2nd of 1848. The news frenzy did not make it back East until August of 1848, but the California Gold Rush was already set into motion.

Up to the year 1848, few Americans had made the journey to California—mountain men, fur trappers, ranchers, American military troops, and only a few adventurous emigrants. Most of the settlers had come by boat. Only the emigrants, mountain men, and some military battalions made the journey overland, by wagon or horseback. The California Trail was barely beaten down as a wagon trail, with the first wagons finding a passage across the Sierra Nevada in 1844 (see Wagon Drive chapter). But these trails across the Sierra Nevada would be expanded and developed as tens of thousands of emigrants made the perilous journey to California in 1849 and 1850 in covered wagons, with most finishing the journey with only the clothes on their back. But they were the lucky ones, as many emigrants and their livestock perished on the arduous journey through the Forty Mile Desert or crossing the Sierra Nevada. Those that did survive the insurmountable obstacles later learned that very few gold-seekers struck it rich.

Consequently, the gold rush hysteria boosted the population of this newly acquired US territory. Eighty thousand gold-seekers made the hazardous trip to California in the year of 1849—approximately 40,000 by boat and 40,000 by land.1 The gold rush attracted a hardy and adventurous population to the state along with demands for other professions while spawning new industries. It brought experienced teamsters, innovative miners, new overland mail routes that used stagecoaches and mud wagons, mule packers, tradesmen, lawmen, cattle-ranchers, sheepherders, and farmers. These pioneers helped develop California’s daring and enduring western spirit.

Many present-day Californians have little knowledge of California’s great western history, with few only recalling the gold rush or the Donner Party. The highways that cross the Sierra Nevada each have their own story—they were once part of an Indian trail network that was later used by the mountain men who explored the Sierra, and later evolved into wagon and stagecoach roads. Many men and women perished trying to follow their dreams over these treacherous roads, which were not forgiving in their nature.

But it was a thrilling time during those early days when the wagon trains and stagecoaches raced to the California goldfields—on the trail where the dust and campfire smoke met. In the shadow of the towering Sierra Nevada, the real Wild West—that Hollywood would spend a century trying to recreate—was born. And it still lives today, in the extraordinary people who pack mule strings into the mountains, race over mountain passes on horseback while recreating the Pony Express, and drive cattle out of the high country each fall. It lives on beneath the massive wheels of the twenty mule team wagons that roll through the sagebrush, and with the teamsters who command a team of six draft horses while pulling a historic wagon over a mountain pass.
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Thousands of wagons made the journey to California in 1849 and 1850. Photo Credit: National Archives and Records.

I have been fortunate to meet some of these dedicated folks and capture them in photos. Many of these people gained their knowledge from previous generations while collecting stories along the way. The traditions and tales of the early pioneers have been passed down through many generations in the western community. Today these traditions are celebrated at various western events, at the high-country pack stations, and on multi-generation cattle ranches.

I hope you enjoy the photo essay in the book. My goal was to capture and honor the spirit of the Old West that remains in the Sierra Nevada. It is not meant to be a history book, but there is a lot of western history that is relevant and worth sharing. If the book inspires you, then make a point to get out and enjoy our western history and celebrations. Take a mule-packing trip, visit an old mining town, enjoy some trail riding on horseback, go to Bishop Mule Days or the Draft Horse Classic, or cross one of the old wagon routes over the Sierra Nevada.

Happy Trails!

CALIFORNIA GOLD

The trail along which we now ride

Was made by folks with visions bold,

A westward moving human tide,

Who nurtured dreams of farms or gold.

From the promise of day’s first light,

Through somber sand and sage, they rode

In savage heat and gelid night,

Bound for the distant Mother Lode.

Their deep grooved ruts are now obscure

Along the winding desert track

Where traveled once the pioneers

In some imagined days, way back.

For those who passed, the dreams are done;

And most who failed left tales untold

With wagon wheels and oxen bones

And wood crosses above their own.

In the debris of that vast land

Lay a pink bottle, half in sand,

Which sparkled in the twilight gold.

It held a faded note which told:

“Tis a helluva place where I have died.

I did not make it, but I’m glad I tried.”

© David Drowley
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This outrider is getting his horse ready for the Lone Pine to Bishop Wagon Drive, with the Eastern Sierra in the background.
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Modern teamsters keep the western spirit alive in California today.

AN OVERVIEW OF THE SIERRA NEVADA

The Sierra Nevada is a four-hundred-mile mountain range that runs north-to-south and sits between the Central Valley of California and the Great Basin. The majority of the range lies in California, but a historically significant part lies in the state of Nevada. The northern end of the Sierra Nevada is bounded by the Susan River and Fredonyer Pass where it meets the Cascade Range; the southern boundary is the Tehachapi Pass. Each year, thousands of tourists visit the Sierra Nevada, making trips to Lake Tahoe, Yosemite National Park, Sequoia-Kings Canyon National Park, and the John Muir Trail—a well-known 210-mile trail that attracts backpackers from all over the world.

The elevation of the Sierra Nevada starts at 1,000 feet in the Central Valley, reaching a top elevation of 14,505 feet at the summit of Mount Whitney—the highest peak in the lower forty-eight states. With a major fault zone on the east side of the Sierra, the range started to uplift and tilt westward some four million years ago. This created a gentle westward slope and an abrupt, steep, east-facing slope. This gentle slope affects the weather patterns of the Sierra Nevada. A “rain shadow” is created as the moisture on the windward west side advances over the mountain slowly, sucking out all the moisture, leaving little precipitation on the leeward east side of the Sierra. As a result, much of the eastern side of the Sierra is a high desert.

The Sierra Nevada was first named on a map in 1776 by Pedro Font, who referred to the distant range of mountains as “una gran sierra nevada,” translated to mean a great snow-covered mountain range. The literal translation is “snowy mountains”—Sierra (mountain range) and Nevada (snowy). While many people make reference to the Sierras or Sierra Nevadas, it is considered a redundant plural. Technically, the range should be referred to as the Sierra or Sierra Nevada.
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Working cowboys taking a break in the Eastern Sierra while moving cattle over the mountain.

The snowpack from the Sierra Nevada is a major source of water for the state of California and parts of northern Nevada. Snowfall is measured in feet, not inches, while accompanied with wind gusts up to 180 mph. In the 1850s, many of the pioneers who crossed the Sierra Nevada recorded residual snow on the Sierra passes measuring eight to twenty feet in the summer months in their journals. The Sierra Nevada is no stranger to big snowstorms—in winter months, the storms can be dangerous and tragic. Seven feet of snow can fall in a day. In the winter of 1906–1907, seventy-three feet of snow was recorded at Tamarack, California—a record that still stands today.2
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Map of the Sierra Nevada.

These record snowfalls should not be forgotten when recalling the pioneers who had to cross the Sierra Nevada in the fall months—when the deadly snowstorms start to brew. The Donner Party learned the hard way, when many feet of snow fell overnight during their journey.

The Sierra Nevada is rich in western history but also diverse in topography, climate, and moisture resulting in diverse and complex eco-regions. These regions vary from scrub and chaparral zones, to montane forests, to subalpine forests and alpine meadows in the high country. The eastern side is commonly characterized with sagebrush, Pinyon pine, Jeffrey pine, and juniper at mid-elevations.
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The western spirit is kept alive at various celebrations and events throughout the year. This is the Hangtown Christmas Parade in Placerville, California.
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This California Rack Wagon is brought out for special events. The wagon was used to haul logs, fence posts, heavy sacks of grain, and other materials. In general, it was a good utility wagon on the farm a century ago.
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Go West and Make Your Fortune—The Westwood Wagon Drive follows part of the Old Lassen Wagon Fork of the California Trail in the northern Sierra.





CHAPTER TWO

THE JOURNEY TO CALIFORNIA BY WAGON TRAIN

It is said that three thousand, two hundred wagons had passed the Fort before us, and three hundred more are now in the vicinity. We are surrounded by several large trains in full view.

–James Abbey, at Fort Kearny, Nebraska, 1850.

At the peak of the western migration in 1850, the sound of trace chains and creaking wagon wheels could be heard for hundreds of miles as thousands of wagons made the journey to California. Since the end of colonial times, American pioneers have always had a tendency to move west. As land treaties opened up the lands in the West, the western frontier became this vast, undeveloped land of opportunity—offering promises of a new life.

But the discovery of gold at Sutter’s Mill in California in 1848 opened the floodgates as thousands of emigrants followed the wave of a new life and instant wealth. Who could be held back from the luring promise of free gold, free land, and adventure! Many uprooted their former lives, bought a wagon and the necessary provisions, and joined an emigrant wagon train. A limited number of wagons had successfully made the overland trip to Oregon in the early 1840s, establishing the Oregon Trail, but wagon routes to California were not clearly defined. The new frontier started at the Missouri River, where civilization came to an abrupt halt. This was no ordinary wagon journey—this overland trip was 2,000 to 2,400 miles in length, taking four to six months to complete, and would later become known as the California Trail.

For those who have never seen a wagon train, it was no small feat to get a wagon outfit together, especially for a cross-country trip. Imagine having to sell most of your worldly possessions, then fit 1,500 to 2,000 pounds of provisions into a wagon to survive the four- to six-month journey. Remember, there were no Starbucks or 7-Elevens along the way. There was not a clearly marked route once you passed through Salt Lake City, and in some parts there was no real trail. To make matters worse, there were no fully explored maps. The directions were mostly word of mouth—passed down from the mountain men and fur traders who had explored the territory. Also, few from the East had an understanding of deserts and tall snow-covered mountains.

Furthermore, the overland travelers had to be totally self-reliant. For today’s younger generation that has grown up with the internet and cellphones, this cannot be emphasized enough. If you encountered a broken wheel, you had to fix it en route. If people in your party or your animals got sick, you had to figure out a remedy—a serious concern since cholera was quite prevalent along the first half of the route. And there was absolutely no communication with the outside world; there were only the folks in your wagon train. But there was one saving grace. Along the route, there were a few government “fort” outposts that offered some limited supplies for restocking. But the forts were few in number, so your food supply was a finite resource for the trip, requiring you to hunt along the route to supplement your supplies.

Equally important was finding forage for the animals. Once the emigrants entered the Utah and Nevada regions, there was very limited grass and forage; plus, they were competing with other wagons en route for animal forage. It was an unforgiving territory. Much of the water in the Great Basin area was alkaline, so travellers had to haul their water in barrels. Add to those challenges that the heat was intense, there were deep sand crossings, and there was a lack of shade. It is doubtful that many people in today’s society could find the courage, perseverance, and know-how to accomplish such a trip. Ultimately, these brave souls faced physical and emotional challenges, failure, and extreme suffering on their journey.
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Map of Overland Trails. National Map Courtesy of U.S. Geological Survey, Department of the Interior.
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Wagons crossing the Owens River in the Eastern Sierra.
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Sunrise is a glorious time on the wagon drives.

Many wagon trains bound for California in 1849 and 1850 relied on a guidebook written by Lansford Hastings—The Emigrant’s Guide to Oregon and California in 1845. This guide was more of an inflated sales brochure rather than a guidebook offering pertinent advice to reach this distant, foreign land. Hastings wrote about California having a perpetual spring, immense herds of animals, heavy timber stands, and bountiful fisheries. Only 20 percent of the book explained “how to travel” to California, while Hastings exaggerated about the relative ease of getting wagons from Fort Hall to San Francisco—making it sound like a sightseeing trip. Nothing could be further from the truth. The second half of the trip was the most excruciating—many emigrants and livestock perished in what became known as the Forty Mile Desert of Nevada.

As they crossed the desert, their prized possessions became meaningless. Fine China, silver, furniture, mattresses, and mining tools were abandoned along the trail to lighten their load. Few had prepared for this “hell hole of a desert” and were not equipped with enough food and water to cross the desert.3

Morning comes…and presents a scene more horrid than the route of a defeated army; dead stock line the road; wagons, rifles, tents, clothes, everything but food may be found scattered along the road…men scattered along the plain and stretched out among the dead stock like corpses, fills out the picture.—Eleazer Stillman Ingalls en route to California, 1850.

HISTORY OF EMIGRANT WAGON TRAINS TO CALIFORNIA

If there were no roads or trails to California crossing the Sierra Nevada, how did the early emigrants find a way through this unknown territory? There were Americans already settled in the Central Valley and coastal regions of California who came by boat or on the precarious Old Spanish Trail—a longer, southern route that was better suited for pack animals before 1850. Before 1848, California was known as “Alta California” and was part of the Mexican territory. A few Americans had received provisional Spanish land grants for ranching and settled in Alta California.
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The emigrants actually walked much of the route to help keep the load lighter for the animals. The wagon train would travel an average of two miles per hour for the 2000-mile journey. Used by permission, Utah State Historical Society.
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The wagon circle at nighttime. On the wagon trains migrating to the West, the wagon circles contained the livestock so they wouldn’t stray at night, while the pioneers slept on the outside of the circle. Indian attacks did not occur in the earlier years of the westward migration, with the Indians more interested in stealing livestock than killing emigrants.

An important distinction about these overland travelers, as compared to the mountain men and earlier settlers, is that the emigrants (also called Emigrant Societies) were made up of families and single men who chose to travel by wagon—not pack animals. Gold had not been discovered yet, so that was not their motivation. Leaving behind a life of uncertainty, they came to Oregon and California seeking adventure and new opportunities. They first followed the established Oregon Trail, then splintered off the trail in Idaho to find a new route to California, which required crossing the Sierra Nevada.

These brave pioneers tested the various crossings over the treacherous Sierra Nevada, hoping to find the easiest route. But it should be pointed out that the Sierra Nevada can be dangerous and deadly with its unpredictable snowstorms. In winter months, seven feet of snow can fall in a day and snowfall is not unusual in the summer and early fall months. So wagon travel during the winter months was prohibitive and needed to be completed before the cold fall months. To complicate matters, there was eight to twenty feet of snow (recorded in journals from the 1850s) on many of the passes in the summer, leftover from the previous winter.

Most people recall the ill-fated Donner party trying to cross the Sierra in 1846, but few have heard about the heroic efforts of the Bidwell-Bartleson party. In 1841, the Bidwell-Bartleson party was the first emigrant party to cross the Sierra Nevada through the perilous Sonora Pass region. Trying to find a route to California, they used the letters of Dr. John Marsh that were printed in the Missouri newspapers as a guide. Marsh had traveled to California in 1836 and provided some information about the Oregon Trail and some notes about finding the Humboldt River (also known as the St. Mary’s River) in northern Nevada, but he offered no advice about how to cross the Sierra Nevada. Compounding their problems, they were a party of “green recruits”—none had ever traveled west of the Missouri River.4

Luck was on their side when they were able to hook up with another party that had hired Thomas Fitzpatrick, a notable mountain man, to guide them toward Oregon. Before reaching Fort Hall in Idaho, their party split toward California. They had to overcome many challenges in the region that would become the Utah Territory. In early September, they had trouble finding the head of the Humboldt River. It was getting late in the season, so the cold weather and the grueling journey was taking its toll on their animals. The wagons were becoming a liability, so they abandoned them, in what is now northern Nevada. They used their horses and mules as pack animals to cross the Forty Mile Desert and to climb over the Sierra Nevada near Sonora Pass before almost starving to death. Armed with courage and youth, the party became the first American overland emigrants to cross the Sierra Nevada and enter California.

Because the Bidwell-Bartleson party failed to find a viable route for future wagon travel, no one followed in their path. However, their journey should not be discounted. Today, Sonora Pass (Highway 108) is still a difficult route to navigate in an automobile. The daunting pass is 9,623 feet in elevation and closed in the winter. Because of the many hairpin-turns and 26 percent grade, semi-trucks and longer trailers are prohibited on the highway. Consequently, other routes were explored by the pioneers in the upcoming years.

In 1844, the Stephens-Townsend-Murphy party was officially the first wagon train to cross the Sierra Nevada, forging a new route near Donner Pass. The group of ten families could not have made the difficult journey without the help of mountain men—Caleb Greenwood and Isaac Hitchcock.5 The group of emigrants made the journey with no casualties—but this was mostly due to good leadership, some luck, and enough food provisions to get them through the desert and over the Sierra Nevada.

[image: images]

“This is the same land, through

Which the pioneers led –

This is the same relentless region

From which the homesteaders fled…

These are the same stars that many

Before have upon gazed.

These are the same beaten-down valleys

Where livestock tried to graze.”

—Sallie Knowles Joseph

When they started their overland journey, only two wagon trains had successfully made it to California (after abandoning their wagons en route), and no information had been sent back for future overland travelers. After leaving the headwaters of the Humboldt River, the Stephens-Townsend-Murphy party was unsure of the route. With a bit of luck on their side, they consulted a Paiute Indian Chief through sign language, whom they named Truckee (through their interpretations). The Indian guided them through the Forty Mile Desert to find an easterly river, which was later named after the Indian guide—the Truckee River. This route became the northern “Truckee” route of the Forty Mile Desert crossing. This life-saving information led the party to the next step of their journey—crossing the Sierra Nevada up the precipitous route near Donner Lake.

Before reaching the lake, the party divided up, with part of the group heading south on horseback and eventually finding a route over the Sierra around Lake Tahoe to Sutter’s Fort. The remaining party abandoned six wagons and took the five remaining wagons up the difficult terrain. They had to travel through two feet of snow and pull their wagons up over a ten-foot rock ledge with chains.6

They finally crossed the Sierra Nevada on November 25, 1844, and made it to the Yuba River valley. There they camped and waited out the heavy winter storms. In mid-winter, a rescue party from Sutter’s Fort trekked through deep snow to help save the survivors. Despite the Donner Pass area being one of the snowiest regions in the world, the entire party survived the trip with their courage and fortitude.

Not all wagon trains were so fortunate.

After the successful ‘44 overland crossing, the trail became more beaten down, and new end-routes were added or relocated in the coming years, to become known as the “California Trail.” But in 1846, known as the year of the Donner Party, the fate of this wagon party would become a menacing shadow for future wagon trains. That year the party encountered several mishaps, but the worst one was following the shortcut promoted by the unscrupulous Lansford Hastings.

Hastings was traveling eastward in hopes of promoting his new shortcut (later named the Hastings Cutoff) through the Wasatch Mountains, which was said to shorten the journey by hundreds of miles. Hastings only explored part of the route on horseback and did not consider the obstacles the route presented to wagon trains.

It was a reckless decision made by the Donner Party to follow this goose-chase through the Wasatch Mountains while losing approximately three weeks of travel time. This so-called shortcut required scouting out a feasible route for the wagons and cutting a new trail. Some canyons were so narrow that their wagons barely fit between the canyon walls and the river. Over the course of twenty-one days, they had only traveled thirty-six miles.
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Forty Mile Desert Map.

Exhausted, short on supplies, and demoralized, the group finally crossed the desert and approached their final leg of the journey—the Sierra Nevada. The party didn’t start to cross the Sierra Nevada until mid-October and got caught in a terrible snowstorm. “A Sierran storm was unknown to them…[it] lasted eight days… the snow lay eight feet deep…twenty-five days of suffering and starvation… the necessity of cannibalism pressing closer.”7 Surprisingly, forty-eight members survived the brutal ordeal and the story would be etched in California’s history forever.
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“Striations form with earthly colors,

Preserving history, layer upon layer to view…

And heat waves dance along the wagon tracks,

Making the distant mirages come true.”

—Sallie Knowles Joseph

Also occurring in 1846, the United States had territorial disputes with Mexico in Texas which resulted in a declaration of war. This Mexican-American war involved Alta California (part of the Mexican territory), where some select Americans had previously received provisional Spanish land grants for ranching. The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo formally ended the war in 1848, just as gold was being discovered in Northern California, with the United States gaining ownership of California, New Mexico, Arizona, Nevada, Texas, and Utah.

On January 24, 1848, the greatest event to affect the outcome of the California Trail occurred. “Some kind of metal that looks like gold” was found at Sutter’s Mill and the news did not reach the eastern United States until August of 1848. So 1849 ushered in the first year of the “gold rush” to California. The gold fever attracted many greenhorns—city folks who knew nothing of camping nor one end of an ox or mule from the other.

None could predict how large “the great California caravan” would be nor the effects of it on water and forage along the route. At Fort Kearny in June of 1849, over 5500 wagons were counted, providing an approximate size of the migration.8 Three major end-routes were utilized, helping to spread out the wagons: the Lassen trail, the Truckee trail, and the Carson trail.

This huge migration of people and wagons had dire consequences for many since water and grass were scarce in the latter half of the journey. It was estimated that half the wagons were abandoned on this part of the journey, along with useless property that was hauled along, leaving these emigrants to walk a good portion of the trail to succeed.

After the disastrous journey of the Donner Party in 1846, many wagon trains recalled their saga when making decisions about crossing the Sierra Nevada late in the season. In 1849, approximately one hundred wagons ended up outside of Salt Lake City too late in the season to make the hazardous journey over the Sierra Nevada range. Not wanting to wait out the winter in Salt Lake City, they decided to follow the Old Spanish Trail—which bypassed the northern Sierra Nevada—allowing them to travel later in the season. The Old Spanish Trail was known as the “most arduous and crookedest” trail in the West, while it added hundreds of miles to the journey to California. Additionally, the route did not provide much grazing and there was a lack of water over stretches of the trail. Some said the trail was only fit for pack animals.
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This historic Weber wagon, circa 1910, is participating in a present-day wagon drive. The Weber Wagon Company was founded in the mid-1800s and they had a solid reputation for their quality wagons.

Shortly after starting their journey, they met some men on horseback who were carrying a hand-drawn map that showed an unexplored shortcut through the desert, shaving almost five hundred miles off the journey. But this shortcut would have dire consequences for the group of pioneers.

Many turned back after confronting nearly impassable sections, leaving about twenty wagons (which ended up in present-day Death Valley) thinking they only had one more mountain range to cross, when in fact there were five more mountain ranges to be crossed. Because women and children were a burden on the speed of a wagon train, the group splintered into smaller factions with many differing opinions on the best route to follow. While stuck in this desolate, forbidding valley of salt and sand, their food supplies became exhausted and their oxen were dying of starvation. So William Lewis Manley and John Rogers walked 250 miles on foot, one way, to scout for an evacuation route. After two weeks they found some civilization in the present-day Santa Clarita area.

Eventually, they returned with food, horses, and the famous one-eyed mule for the remaining survivors. During their return trip, the horses died because they couldn’t live off the brush nor tolerate the alkaline water. The one-eyed mule not only survived the journey but performed acrobatic feats along the cliffs in a canyon in the Panamint Mountains.

The children were sick from malnourishment, one of the women was quietly pregnant, and the oxen were suffering, but the group miraculously made the harrowing journey out, moving ever so slowly. Upon leaving, one woman turned back to the valley and said “Goodbye Death Valley,” and the name stuck. They eventually crossed the southern Sierra Nevada and reached civilization in March of 1850. This group of heroic survivors would later be called the “Death Valley ‘49ers.” To demonstrate the toll of the death-defying trip, one of the men was a healthy 180 pounds when he started the trip and weighed only eighty pounds when he finished the journey.
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