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On December 16, 2020 four extreme athletes left the Donner State Park on 
snowshoes with a good send-off by the well-wishers and the media.  They 
headed along Donner Lake, up one thousand feet to Donner Pass and then 
down the west side of the Sierra, across lakes, down into canyons, up steep 
inclines, and across rivers. Five days later they arrived at Johnson Ranch 
near Wheatland.  They’d completed a reprise of the most harrowing journey 
in American history, the 1846 quest of the Donner Party’s Forlorn Hope 
to escape death and to get help for their families at the soon to be called 
Donner Lake.

Why would these presumably sane people today give up their warm homes 
for the discomfort of this journey?

First, of course, there’s the adventure.  This reprise had never been done 
before. The four trekkers had spent years researching the route, eventually 
settling on the most likely one. The original Forlorn Hope had other things 
to think about than mapping their route.  Second, there’s the challenge, not 
just of divining the route, but also actually doing it. One hundred miles is a 
long way. Miles on snowshoes is hard. Climbing out of steep canyons, up 
almost vertical grades is hard.  Crossing rivers in winter is hard and danger-
ous.  Then, of course, there’s  
the cold and the discomfort.  
Third, one must assume endor-
phins play a role too.

Most important, though, and 
what spurred even thinking 
about this, is a tribute to the 
heroes of the original Forlorn 
Hope. Seven of the fifteen 
who started made it to Califor-
nia.  Their arrival set the relief 
parties in motion that would 
eventually save the survivors at 
Donner Lake.  This 2020 trek was in tribute to the original Forlorn Hope – 
their heroism, their sacrifice, and their suffering.  

At Johnson Ranch the four trekkers left tribute cards commemorating the 
1846 harrowing journey.

Introduction
 

Tribute cards left at Johnsons’s Ranch
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Almost immediately research began on the route of the rescuers from 
Johnson Ranch to Donner Lake.  The same route was used to evacuate the 
survivors. Here again was heroism in the face of winter blizzards, cold, lack 
of food, miles on snowshoes, and up thousands of feet in elevation to save 
strangers.  Then, there was the horror they saw at Donner Lake.  Those res-
cue parties too, are worth commemorating in this demisemiseptcentennial 
(175th) anniversary year.  So, on February 14, 2022 the group left Johnson 
Ranch for Donner Lake in a second reprise.

This booklet celebrates heroism and the very best of the human spirit – 
characteristics which are sorely needed today.

Above: Donner Lake is 
under the clouds. Donner 
Pass is in the foreground.  
The four athletes doing 
the reprise in 2020 are 
in the right foreground, 
having climbed about 
half-way up the pass.  A 
section of the picture 
above is enlarged at right.  
Donner Pass is magnifi-
cent; the people are pretty 
insignificant.



3                                 The Donner Party & Donner Summit  	                     

Think of the Donner Party and we think of the wrong turn two times, bad 
luck, bad decisions made in ignorance, dietary issues, dissension, mendac-
ity, evil, horror-filled, and unbelievable hardship.  That’s a lot but there’s 
more.  It’s also about tenacity, heroism, and the very best of the human 
spirit.  

The Forlorn Hope set out on December 16, 1846 heading for California and 
help.  They left what would be called Donner Lake taking a huge risk. To 
get to California they would have to slog through the snow on Donner Sum-
mit and risk new storms without shelter.  They would have to go without 
food and bear hardships unimaginable to us sitting comfortably reading this.   

What is it like to sleep in the snow in soggy and sodden clothing fearing 
what might come overnight, fearing what the weather might bring?  What is 
it like to hike through the snow, sinking into it with each step, and to do it 
to exhaustion with no food or warmth at the end of the exertion?  What is it 
like to starve slowly and be forced to eat leather shoelaces? What is it like 
to have a choice between death and eating human flesh? What is it like to 
know you have to keep going, you have to survive, not just for yourself but 
for the children or family members you’ve left behind at the lake and who 
are counting on you to get help? How can you possibly give up – as long as 
you live?

For the rescuees later on, what is it like, after months, to be given a chance 
for life after having watched others die, but to have that chance depend on 
your starving, exhausted, freezing, and emaciated body?  How do you keep 
going, slogging through the snow, step-by-step, mile after mile, wanting to 
just fall over and sleep? How do you keep going, starving, wet, freezing, 
and exhausted?

Then there are the rescuers, leaving behind the relative comfort of Cali-
fornia to head over the Sierra, into danger, in winter, at the mercy of the 
weather and their own stamina.  They carried huge packs over the snow into 
which they must have been sinking with each foot, climbing thousands of 

The Donner Party
Heroism, Pathos and the Human Spirit 
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feet, to rescue strangers.  They saw the horrors of the starving people at the 
lake. They saw the horror of the dead and partially eaten bodies.  They saw 
caches of food left for the return trip robbed by animals.  Imagine the frus-
tration, the disappointment, the fear.  They went hungry.  They must have 
become exhausted and dispirited, but those rescued, especially the children, 
were depending on them.  How do you overcome physical weakness and 
exhaustion to save the people? How do you overcome the emotional toll of 
what you’ve seen and are seeing?

The story of the Donner Party is pathos.  It is also amazing what people can 
overcome and what people can do for others.  The stories of the Donner 
Party survivors and their rescuers are extraordinary.
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Setting the Stage
In the history of the Donner Party (lower case “h” history since this is not 
referring to Charles McGlashan’s book, The History of the Donner Party), 
December, 1846 was important.   Most of the party had arrived at what 
would be called Donner Lake on October 31 (the rest of the party, includ-
ing the Donners, was at Alder Creek, six miles away). Some members of 
the party tried to get over the pass right away but failed.  The snow was 
too much and people were exhausted both emotionally and physically.  On    
November 3, 13, and 22 there were more attempts to escape the coming 
winter as people tried to get over Donner Summit, but they all failed. People 
were exhausted. It’s hard going uphill at altitude through the snow.  It’s 
harder without snowshoes and enough food.  

The November 3rd attempt exemplifies the problems.  Clearly there was an 
urgency to getting over the summit.  Winter was coming.  Some of the party 
were too panicked to even make the attempt to leave camp.  Some tried 
to get over though, perhaps wishing they’d gone over a few days earlier 
when there was less snow.  The animals were weak.  There was three feet 
of snow on the ground. The animals could not pull the wagons so the oxen 
were packed with wagon contents. What could be left behind? There were 
arguments. The children had to be carried.  They pushed through the snow 
but the snow was deep. 

Charles Stanton and one of John Sutter’s Indians went ahead and made it to 
the top.  Breaking trail in deep snow is exhausting work.  Doing it uphill, 
not knowing the route to take, is harder.  The snow was chest deep at the 
summit but they’d made it. They returned to the rest of the party to galva-
nize them for the assault on the summit.  Everyone was resting around a 
flaming dead tree.  There was a measure of warmth.  They would not leave 
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the fire to climb the pass.  Tomorrow would be soon enough. They were 
exhausted.  

That night it snowed.

The Donner Party was trapped at the lake that would be named for them.  
The snow was just getting deeper and the food was running out. This 
was beyond what they had ever experienced, ever heard of, or even ever 
dreamed of.

What was going through the minds of the members of the people trapped 
at the lake?  Were there recriminations?  If only we’d gone faster.  If only 
(name the person) had not been so slow.  If only we had not taken the short 
cut.  What’ll we do to Lansford Hastings when we get a hold of him.  If 
only the snow would melt – we’d get over the Sierra quickly  - we won’t 
dawdle, we promise.  Will it ever stop snowing? Will there be enough food?  
Will we have to stay here all winter?  Can we survive?  Was there anger 
at the family that appropriated the little cabin Moses Schallenberger and 
his friends had built two years before, leaving everyone else to scramble 
to build something for themselves?  For the Reed Family, having lost their 
wagons, cattle, and father, they must have wondered additionally, where 
was Papa? (James Reed had been banished from the party weeks earlier and 
had gone ahead to California). Could they survive on the kindness of oth-
ers? Was there kindness? Was there enough kindness?  For Charles Stanton 
and the two Native Americans Sutter had sent back with him to bring food 
and hope to the party, they must have thought, why’d we come?  Maybe 
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too, they thought, “These people are worthless. We’ll never get out of here.”  

If you put your mind to it you can come up with any number of thoughts 
or conversations.  They must have been depressed at their prospects.  They 
must have been frightened.  They must have been uncomfortable crammed 
together without privacy into shelters hurriedly thrown together.  Those 
shelters must have offered little protection against the storms, the cold, 
and the accumulating snow.  As the winds howled before the snow fell and 
almost buried the shelters, the shelter sides must have shaken and the wind 
must have pierced the sides.  All the people inside could do was bury them-
selves in filthy wet blankets and pray. The actual Donners, at Alder Creek, 
were only in tents. There’d been no time to build anything less insubstantial.  
Little could any of them know that in a few weeks they’d be trying to eat 
the cowhides they’d thrown over their shelters.

The Forlorn Hope
That sets the stage for the Forlorn Hope.  On December 16, 1846, the For-
lorn Hope left Donner Lake in another escape attempt.  Seventeen members 
left the camp, fifteen wearing homemade snowshoes.  They hoped their food 
would last six days and thought it might take ten days to get to California. 
They could survive a few days without food; that would be no problem.  
The youngest was 12 years old and the oldest 57 years old, although most 
were in their teens and early twenties.   The oldest woman was 23.  Two 
people were a married couple. The oldest of the group, Franklin Graves, 
took along two grown daughters and a son-in-law.  

The snow was deep and even though the two without snowshoes stepped in 
the tracks of those in front, it was too much. They went back leaving fifteen 
to try to conquer the pass and get to California for help. What went through 
the minds of the two who turned back?  They were tired, obviously, but 
now they had to retrace their steps through the snow, back to the unbearable 
conditions at Donner Lake.

What about the ones who continued on? What were they thinking?  Four 
were fathers and three were mothers.  They’d left their families behind. 
Franklin Graves had left behind his wife and seven other children.   Which 
was a better choice?  Fight snow and weather to head for California to get 
help and maybe never see your children again, or stay at Donner Lake to 
protect the children?  Could the people to whom the children were entrusted 
be trusted?  
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How far was it to Sutter’s Fort?  They’d been living in the snow for one and 
a half months and had little shelter and little protection.  Now they’d be out 
in the open with only a few blankets. Walking the snow had been hard at 
the camp at Donner Lake.  Now they would have to fight the snow for miles 
each day for days with hardly any rest or food.  What about their families 
and friends left back at camp?  Would they live? Would they ever see them 
again?  Would their families be cared for? Could the Forlorn Hope bring 
back help – in time?

How does a parent make that choice to leave children behind?  How can one 
bear to leave children to face starvation?  How could one bear not to try to 
escape and get help in California?   Was there a way to survive?

Climbing Donner Pass must have been excruciating.  Walking in snow 
is hard. It’s exhausting, step by step.  Snowshoes make sinking less of a 
problem but those were amateurly made snowshoes on the members of the 
Forlorn Hope.  They probably didn’t fit well.  As one walks in snowshoes 
the snowshoes pick up snow making them heavier with each step.  In addi-
tion, particularly at the start, the Forlorn Hope was going uphill, sometimes 
very steeply.  That kind of snowshoe walking is even harder.  The Forlorn 
Hope had to climb 1,000 feet to the pass.  They were cold and tired but tired 
doesn’t describe things.  Exhaustion is an easy term but does not describe 
things adequately. Each step must have been excruciating. They must have 
aimed each step to fit into the previous person’s steps so they would not 
waste energy compacting the snow with each step.  It’s just a bit easier but 
everyone’s stride is different and if you step in the previous person’s foot-
print you compress the snow a bit more, sinking just a  bit more. Each step 
requires just a bit more lifting, a bit more energy.  

The Forlorn Hope were full of hope though and it must have driven them.  
How far can it be to California?  Mustn’t it be downhill?  They would save 
their families.

But they were worried.

Even considering all that, Mary Ann Graves remarked afterwards, re-
membering the climb up to Donner Pass, 1000 feet above the lake, as she 
stopped to look back, “The scenery was too grand for me to pass without 
notice.”  

Donner Pass is grand.  Tourists admire it daily but how extraordinary it 
must have been to remark on that and not her tired, cold, wet, and hungry 
person?  Mary Ann also noted that someone else had said, “We were as near 
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to heaven as we could get.”  That’s touching but also full of dramatic irony 
because we know some of the horror to come. Many were much nearer 
heaven. They couldn’t even conceive of what was coming.

On the 17th the Forlorn Hope got to the top of Donner Pass and they 
camped just west, building a log fire.  The snow was twelve feet deep.  Cof-
fee and few strips of bacon were all they had after their exhausting day.

They went only six miles the next day after traveling all day. They had 
gotten through Summit Valley along “Juba creek,” William Eddy said in 
his journal. That shows how hard travel in the snow can be. They were only 
able to go six miles despite their urgency.  There were snow flurries and 
high winds but at least it wasn’t snowing – yet.  Still, the travel must have 
been miserable, with no hope of respite at the end of the day.

About 11 P.M. on the night of the 19th it began snowing. The wind was 
blowing cold and furiously.  Three days out from the lake the storm contin-
ued and “feet commenced freezing,” said William Eddy.  It snowed all day. 
The Forlorn Hope was without shelter except for blankets.   Blankets must 
have become soaked as did clothing - wet on the inside from exertion, wet 
on the outside from snow.  They made about five miles that day perhaps to 
about today’s Kingvale.

[The Forlorn Hope] made snow-shoes, and fifteen started, 
ten men and five women, but only seven lived to reach Cal-
ifornia  eight men perished. They were over a month on the 
way, and the horrors endured by that Forlorn Hope no pen 
can describe nor imagination conceive.”

Virginia Reed Murphy
Across the Plains with the Donner Party, 1891

Donner Pass looking east to Donner Lake
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On December 20 they were still in the vicinity of Donner Summit.  They 
struggled on through the snow.  There was only one day of food rations left.  
Charles Stanton went snow blind.  They could only go four miles.  At this 
rate the original ten day estimate was hopelessly inadequate.  Conditions 
were horrible but they didn’t even have enough food to go back and then 
who would rescue the Donner Party?

Here a little digression is in order for a little additional heroism. Charles 
Stanton  had no family in the Donner Party.  When the party was low on 
food somewhere in today’s Utah some weeks earlier, he’d volunteered to 
go ahead to Sutter’s Fort for help with another member of the party who 
did have family in the Party.  The other fellow became sick and remained 
behind in California.  Stanton, along with two Native Americans Sutter 
sent and some mules, returned to the Donner Party somewhere near today’s 
Reno.  His sense of responsibility must have been great as was his sense of 
decency and heroism. He’d given his word.  He and the two Native Amer-
icans were part of the Forlorn Hope. They had just covered the route so 
their leading would make getting to California less difficult.  The landmarks 
don’t look the same in the opposite direction, especially after snowfall, 
though.  A wrong turn got them into the wrong river valley. Nothing looked 
familiar and all the party could do was head west.  They had no maps to 
show a workable way.

On the fifth day out from Donner Lake the Forlorn Hope again awoke in the 
snow wrapped in blankets.  What is that like to sleep in the snow covered 
only by a blanket?  Can you even sleep or does exhaustion inure you to the 
cold?  As the group got ready to move on, Charles Stanton sat back against 
a tree and lit his pipe. It was December 21.  He was so worn out.  He said 
he’d be along shortly. He didn’t want to hold them up.  Charles Stanton died 
somewhere below Cascade Lakes on Donner Summit where there is a mark-
er today (see page 13).  William Eddy’s journal said the food was gone.

On December 22 another storm hit the Forlorn Hope. It “snowd [sic] all last 
night Continued to Snow all day with Some few intermissions…” (William 
Eddy). They stayed in camp all day. What do you do all day in camp with 
no food, huddled under a wet blanket?

On the 23rd they realized they’d made a wrong turn somewhere.  
The Indians were “bewildered.”

If the journey of the Forlorn Hope does not sound miserable so far, just 
wait.  On the 24th the “storm recommenced with greater fury; extinguished 
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Charles Stanton

“Then they wrapped their blankets about them and 
slept upon the snow till the morning light recalled 
them to their weary travel.  On that morning of 
their fifth day out, poor Stanton sat late by the 
camp-fire.  The party had set off, all but Miss G., 
and as she turned to follow her father and sister, 
she asked him if he would soon  come.  He replied 
that he should, and she left him smoking. He never 
left the desolate fireside.  His remains were found 
there by the next party who passed.”  

Eliza Farnham, California Indoors and Out, 1856 
quoted in The Donner Party Chronicles pg. 235

“And Mr. Stanton, who sacrificed his life to assist 
his companions – for he had no family or rela-
tions in the company – should be held in honored 
remembrance by everyone who can appreciate a 
noble act.  [As we ascended the Sierra] the clouds 
on the mountains looked very threatening, but he 
naturally looked at the bright side of things, and 
assured us there was no danger, little thinking that 
the next summer’s sun would bleach his unburied 
bones, not far from that spot.” 

John Breen 
quoted in Donner Party Chronicles pg. 235

“The noble Stanton was one of the party, and per-
ished the sixth day out, thus sacrificing his life for 
strangers. I can find no words in which to express a 
fitting tribute to the memory of Stanton.”

Virginia Reed Murphy, 1891
Across the Plains in the Donner Party 
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fires,” said William Eddy. The storm had increased so much they could 
not travel.  As the storm raged around them they sat in a circle covered by 
blankets. John Sinclair, Alcalde of Northern California, who interviewed 
members of the Forlorn Hope (and whose report is included in Edwin 
Bryant’s What I Saw in California) said William Eddy suggested they all sit 
in a circle on a blanket. Their feet pointed in to the center of the circle and 
blankets were spread over their heads.  Snow and wood held the blankets 
down on the outside of the circle.  Snow fell and closed off openings.  Body 
heat made the cold less unbear-
able. The group sat that way for 
36 hours while the storm raged.  
Once the storm had abated one 
member of the party found some 
cotton stuffing in her cape that was 
still miraculously dry.  It served as 
tinder to start a fire.  How does one 
bear that kind of thing?

On Christmas Day only eleven 
of the 15 were still alive. Mary 
Ann Graves said, “Father died on 
Christmas night at 11 O’clock in 
the commencement of the snow storm.”

December 26  William Reed said, “Could not proceed; almost frozen; no 
fire.”  They’d been four days without food and only a little food before that.  

December 27 the Forlorn Hope cut flesh from a dead companion’s body, 
“roasted it by the fire and ate it, averting their faces from each other and 
weeping.”  (Donner Party Chronicles pg 238)  The two Native Americans 
refused to eat.  Lemuel Murphy, aged 12, died.

Alcalde Sinclair  captured some of the pathos, “How heart-rending must 
have been their situation at this time, as they gazed upon each other, 
shivering and shrinking  from the pitiless storm ! Oh ! how they must have 
thought of those happy, happy homes which but a few short months before 
they had left with buoyant hopes and fond anticipations !  Where, oh where 
were the green and lowery plains which they had heard of, dreamt, and 
anticipated beholding, in the month of January, in California ?  Alas ! many 
of that little party were destined never to behold them. Already was death in 
the midst of them.” [sic]

“How heart-rending must 
have been their situation 
at this time, as they gazed 
upon each other, shivering 
and shrinking from the piti-
less storm !” [sic]

John Sinclair,
Alcade of Northern California,

who interviewed the Forlorn 
Hope survivors
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January 1, 1847 the Forlorn Hope turned into the American River drainage 
away from a better route in the Yuba/Bear River drainage.  There were only 
ten members.  They carried dried human flesh.  Their feet were bloody and 
frostbitten. 

January 17 William Eddy arrived at Bear Valley.  The seven surviving mem-
bers of the Forlorn Hope, five women and two men, had been rescued a few 
days earlier by Nisenan Indians.  Two Native American boys helped Eddy 
to the nearest settler’s house where seventeen-year-old Harriet Ritchie broke 
into tears when she saw him. He was staggering and emaciated.  Six people 

from Bear Valley retraced Eddy’s 
bloody footprints to find the other 
six survivors lying in the mud.  It 
had taken 33 days for the Forlorn 
Hope to travel from Donner Lake 
over Donner Summit and down to 
Bear Valley.

News spread about the fate of 
the Donner Party trapped in the 
mountains.  Rescue parties were 
formed. People who could have 
easily stayed comfortably in 
California, with plenty of food, 
would endure the hardship of car-
rying heavy packs uphill through 
the snow.  They would endure 
hunger, cold, exhaustion, and 
the horror of seeing the camps at 
Donner Lake.

“... they resumed their jour-
ney, their feet being so swol-
len that they had burst open, 
and although they were 
wrapped in rags and pieces 
of blankets, yet it was with 
great pain and difficulty that 
they made progress...  Every 
foot of that day’s struggle 
was marked with the blood 
from their feet.”

J. Quinn Thornton, 1849
The Donner Party Mountain Camp 

1846-47

 Sign near 
the outflow 
of Cascade 
Lakes.  

Photo by 
George 
Lamson.
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A company of twenty men left here on Sunday last for the 
California mountains with provisions, clothing &c. for the 
suffering emigrants now there. The citizens of this place 
subscribed about fifteen hundred dollars for their relief, 
which was expended for such articles as the emigrants 
would be most likely to need. Mr Greenwood an old moun-
taineer went with the company as pilot. If it is possible to 
cross the mountains they will get to the emigrants in time to 
save them.

California Star  February 13, 1847

It is probably not generally known to the people, that there 
is now in the California mountains in a most distressing situ-
ation, a party of emigrants from the United States, who were 
prevented from crossing the mountains by an early heavy 
fall of snow. The party consists of about sixty persons, men, 
women and children. They were, almost entirely out of 
provisions, when they reached the foot of the mountain, and 
but for the timely succor afforded them by Capt. J. A. Sutter, 
one of the most humane and liberal men in California, they 
must have all perished in a few days. Captain Sutter as soon 
as he ascertained their situation, sent five mules loaded with 
provisions to them. A second party was dispatched with pro-
visions for them, but they found the mountain impassable, in 
consequence of the snow. We hope that our citizens will do 
something for the relief of these unfortunate people.

California Star January 16, 1847
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WILLIAM EDDY
AGE: 28. BORN: prob. Prov., RI 
or MA
• Resourceful, good hunter, stron-
gest snowshoer, Camp of Death 
innovation for warmth
• Tender & kind hearted; occa-
sionally bent truth, enterprising, 
frank
• Carriage-maker in IL
•Tried 4 times prior to Forlorn 
Hope to cross the Sierra
•First to reach Johnson’s Ranch
•Led 3rd Relief Party [failed on 1st 
Relief]
• Main informant to author JQ 
Thornton, 1847
• Married Eleanor Priscilla, (25), 
1841
• 2 children: James(3) and Marga-
ret(2). Children and wife perished 
at the lake
• Remarried Flavilla Ingersol 
1848, 3 children, divorced
• 3rd marriage, school teacher, 
moved to Petaluma, CA
• d. 1859 age 42; buried San Jose
• SURVIVED

JAY FOSDICK
AGE: 23. BORN: New York State
• Moved with family to IL in 1836
• Eldest of 4 children (2 boys and 2 
girls)
• Played the violin
• Courted Sarah Graves
• Married Sarah Graves, 1846
• Fell behind with Sarah, heard Eddy’s 
rifle, exclaimed, “There! Eddy killed 
a deer. Now if I can only get to him, I 
shall live!”
• Died in Sarah’s arms
• Body was used as sustenance for 
others
• d. beyond COD Jan 5th, 1847 (23)
PERISHED

SARAH GRAVES FOSDICK
AGE: 21. BORN: Dearborn, IN
•Eldest daughter of Franklin and
Elizabeth Graves
•Married Jay Fosdick, 1846
•Teacher in Napa Valley
•Married William Dill Richie, 
1848
•2 sons
•Married Samuel Spires
•4 more children (total 6)
•d. suddenly by heart disease 1871 
(46) in Corralitos, /Santa Cruz 
Co., CA
•SURVIVED

MARY ANN GRAVES
AGE: 19. BORN: Dearborn Co., IN
•2nd daughter of Franklin and Eliza-
beth Graves
• Called the “belle of the Donner 
Party”
• Courageous, resolute, strong-mind-
ed, outspoken
• To be engaged to John Snyder (she
denied); rumored romance w/ Stanton
• Married Edwin Pyle, 1847; he was 
murdered
• Cooked meals for murderer to en-
sure he lived to hang
• Married J.T. Clarke, 1851
• Ranching in San Benito Co.
• Moved to Tulare Co.
• d. 1891 at age 65
• SURVIVED

The Forlorn Hope, 1846

COD: Camp of Death
FH: Forlorn Hope

The text of all the tribute cards was 
compiled by Bob Crowley.
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WILLIAM FOSTER
AGE: 30. BORN: Meadville, Craw-
ford Co, PA
• Husband of Sarah Murphy Foster, 
son-in-law Levinah Jackson Murphy
• Common sense, intelligent
• Shipmate w/ Wm. Pike; met/mar-
ried Sarah & Harriet Murphy respec-
tively, 1842
• Pike died after gun accident w/ 
Foster
• 7 children; Jeremiah George (2) 
died at lake; Keseberg accused of 
killing, cannibal
• Accused of killing Luis & Salvador 
for meat
• Carpenter in MO & CA, then 
rancher in Maryville w/ M. Nye, Ch. 
Covillaud
• Prospector in Yuba; Foster Bar 
named for him.
• Moved to MN mid-1850s, back CA 
1860
• d. of cancer 1874 at age 58
•Catholic convert, interred Mission 
Dolores
• SURVIVED

SARAH ANN CHARLOTTE 
MURPHY FOSTER

AGE: 19. BORN: Union County, SC
• 1st child of Levinah Murphy Jack-
son
• Eldest sister of Harriet(18), John
Landrum(15), Meriam/Mary(14),
Lemuel(12), William(11) and Si-
mon(3)
• Lost Levinah & John (lake), Lem-
uel (FH)
• Baptists converted to Mormonism
• Married Wm. Foster, 1842
• 7 children; Jeremiah George (2) 
died at lake; Keseberg accused of 
killing him
• Educated, fine narrator
• After husband’s death, lived with
brother William in Marysville
• Moved to Mendocino Co., midwife
• d. 1906 at age 80; buried Ft. Bragg
• SURVIVED

ANTONIO
AGE: 23. BORN: Mexico
• Lilburn W. Boggs referenced him as 
“the Spaniard”
• Started trip with Boggs party
• Eliza Farnham described as, “Mex-
ican who joined emigrants at Fort 
Laramie.’
• George Stewart speculated he was 
hired to “herd the loose cattle of the 
more prosperous emigrants.”
• d. COD 24th December 1846
•His body was used for sustenance
PERISHED

SALVADOR (Queyuen)
AGE: 28. BORN: XX
• Consumnes Miwok 
• Queyuen [per J. King research San 
Jose Mission]
• One of 2 “ vaqueros” John Sutter 
sent to assist Ch. Stanton taking 
supplies to Donner Party
• Young men, referenced as “Indian-
boys”
• Likely slave of Sutter traded for 
goods
• Mad with hunger, Wm. Foster shot 
Luis and Salvador for food
• d. January 1847 near Colfax
PERISHED

The Forlorn Hope, 1846
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HARRIET MURPHY PIKE
AGE: 18. BORN: Union Co., SC
•2nd daughter Levinah Jackson 
Murphy
•Younger sister of Sarah Murphy 
Foster
•Known to be “quiet one” of two 
sisters
•Married William Pike at age 14, 
1842
•Made home in Tennessee with 
Levinah
•Lost husband to shooting accident 
w/ Wm. Foster along Truckee Riv.
•Daughters: Naomi (2) escaped in 
1st Relief, Catherine (2) perished at 
camp
•Married Michael C. Nye, 1847
•Settled in Marysville, livery stable
•Moved to Oregon in 1860s
•d. young at 46, buried in Marysville
• SURVIVED

CHARLES  STANTON
AGE: 35. BORN: Pompey, NY
•At 5’5” was strong and determined
•Bachelor
•Passion for botany and geology
•Regarded as a selfless hero with 
high moral standards
•Entrepreneur in Chicago
•Helped drive Donner wagons
•Went ahead from the desert to 
Sutter’s fort for supplies
•Returned with Luis & Salvador and 
mules
•Led Forlorn Hope over Donner 
Pass
•Became snow blind exhausted, fell 
behind, last seen on December 20th
•d. abt 21 Dec, 1846 near Cascade 
Lake (35)
• PERISHED

FRANKLIN WARD GRAVES
AGE: 57. BORN: Wells, Rutland 
Co., VT
• Backwoodsman and pioneer, 
farmer
• Good natured, kind and hospitable
• Farmed in Il for 15yrs
• Married Elizabeth Cooper, 1820
• 10 children; all amazingly survived
• Wife -Elizabeth, d. at Starved 
Camp, 1847
• Built double cabin at Lake which 
he shared w/ the Reed Family
• W/ Stanton built snowshoes for FH
• Oldest member of FH
• d. COD, 24th December 1846 (57)
•Knowing he’d perish, told Sarah 
and Mary to use his body for suste-
nance.
PERISHED

LUIS (Eema)
AGE: 19. BORN: XX
• Ochehamne Miwok from Bay 
Area
• One of 2 “vaqueros” John Sutter 
sent to assist Ch. Stanton taking 
supplies to Donner Party
• Young men, referenced as “Indian 
boys”
• Spoke a little English
• Likely slave of Sutter traded for 
goods
•Mad with hunger, Wm. Foster shot 
Luis and Salvador for food.
• d. January 1847 near Colfax
PERISHED

The Forlorn Hope, 1846
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WILLIAM GREEN MURPHY
AGE: 10. BORN: Weakley County, 
TN
•3rd son of Levinah Murphy Jackson 
•Younger brother of Lemuel, Mary 
(Covillaud), Harriet (Nye) 
•Rode wild horses, spoke Spanish 
and Native Indian (was interpreter)
•Started with FH but turned back 
after a day; had no snowshoes - it 
was too hard 
•1st Relief rescued; frostbitten feet 
•Attended U of MO, graduated 1861 
•Settled in Marysville, admitted to 
bar Supreme Court, NV; Successful 
law practice, DA for Yuba Co.
•6’1” tall, loved children, noted 
orator 
•Staunch prohibitionist, Christian 
•d. 1904 in Marysville, CA (68)
TURNED BACK

CHARLES “DUTCH CHAR-
LEY” BURGER

AGE: 30. BORN:?
•Teamster for the George Donner; 
possibly prior teamster for Keseberg 
•German, single, 
•Lilburn Boggs described as 
“chunky” 
•Nickname “Dutch Charlie”
•Returned from FH after 1 day hav-
ing no snowshoes 
•Died in Keseberg’s lean-to 9 days 
later
•d. Dec 1846 (30)
TURNED BACK & PERISHEDPATRICK DOLAN

AGE: 31. BORN: Dublin, Ireland
•Single 
•Had farm near Keokuk, IA 
•Friend of the Breen family 
•Lived in Breen cabin at Lake 
•Cheerful, fun loving, good natured 
•Drew lots to determine who must 
die; he lost 
•2 days later he perished from hypo-
thermia at COD 
•d. COD 25th December, 1846 
•His remains were used as suste-
nance
PERISHED

The Forlorn Hope, 1846
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Rescuers and More Heroism
There were four rescue parties that set off to cross the mountains to Donner 
Lake in the wake of the Forlorn Hope’s arrival in California.

The first relief party arrived in Summit Valley on February 18, 1847. They’d 
traveled eight miles that day and five the previous day.  It’s hard going 
through the snow, uphill, with a heavy pack. Snow was thirty feet deep on 
the summit.  The next day they arrived at Donner Lake.

“Are you men from California or are you from heaven?” a woman asked  
Reasin “Dan” Tucker of the relief party.  He wrote, “At sundown we 
reached the Cabins and found the people in great distress such as I have 
never witnessed there having been 12 deaths and more expected every hour 
the sign of us appeared to put life into their emaciated frames.”

19th Century print, "Arrival of the Relief Parties."  There are various sourc-
es. This one comes from the History of Sutter County



The Donner Party  20

On February 22 thirty people including the rescuers left Donner Lake. 28 
got to the top of the pass.  The next day Patty Reed (9) and Tommy Reed 
(5) returned to Donner Lake with two rescuers.  They were too weak to go 
on.  Imagine their mother’s choice; two of her four children could not go on.  
Should she continue with the other two or go back to the lake?  Could the 
oldest two survive the journey without her? Could the youngest two survive 
at the lake without her?  Patty said at parting,  “Good bye, Momma. If I 
don’t see you again, just do the best you can.”

Days later two in the rescued party died.  One was three 
year old Ada Keseburg.  Her father was back at the lake 
and could not travel.  Two months later when he was 
rescued and camped at the same spot, he reached 

into the snow to pull out a familiar look-
ing piece of cloth – his daughter’s dress.

A food cache left by the rescuers on 
their way to the lake was found 
empty.  Animals.  About noon 
on the 26th they ate shoestrings.  

A little later they met four men 
with food from another cache and the 

party feasted on dried beef.

On the 27th the second relief party met the first.  It was led by James Reed 
who had been banished from the Donner 
Party months before after a knifing.   In the 
first relief party he found his wife and two 
oldest children.   He said, “I cannot describe 
the death like look they all had Bread Bread 
Bread was the begging of every child and 
grown person except my wife. I gave what 
dare and left for the scene of desolation” at 
Donner Lake.  There he found his two other 
children. They were alive. Mrs. Reed’s gam-
ble had paid off.

Some miles further on near Bear Valley, 
Virginia Reed said “We camped that night and ate the bread my father had 
brought for us.  We were out of the snow, could see the blessed earth and 
green grass again.  How beautiful it looked.  We stayed a day or so, getting 
the horses and mules ready to ride.  No more dragging over the snow, when 

“I cannot describe 
the death like look 
they all had Bread 
Bread Bread was 
the begging of every 
child and grown 
person...”

James Reed on finding 
part of his family
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we were tired, so very tired, but green grass, horses to ride, and plenty to 
eat.” (Across the Plains in the Donner Party)

Reed brought out more people from the lake on March 3 and led them up 
the pass to Summit Valley on March 5 to what would be called “Starved 
Camp.”  Reed said, 

“The sky look like snow and everything indicates a storm god 
forbid wood being got for the night and Bows for beds of all, and 
night closing fast, the clouds still thickin terror terror I feel a terrible 
foreboding but dare not communicate my mind to any, death to all if 
our provisions do not come, in a day or two and a storm should fall 
on us, very cold, a great lamentation about the cold.” [sic]  

The storm did hit them.  It was heavy, blinding, and the winds howled.  
People cried and prayed.  The four rescuers kept the fire fed.  James Reed 
became snow blind.  The last of the provisions the rescuers had brought 
with them was eaten – one spoonful of flour per person.

“My dreaded Storm is now on us comme[nce]d Snowing in the 
first part of the night and with the snow commen[ce]d a perfect 
Hurricane in the night.  A great crying with the children and with 
the parents praying crying and lamentations on acct of the cold and 
the dread of death from the Howling Storm the men up nearly all 
nigh making fires, some of the men began to pray several became 
blind I could not see even the light of the fire when it was blazing 
before me.” (James Reed)

The storm raged dropping another foot of snow.  The men were up all night 
feeding the fire.  There was no food.

Elizabeth Graves was dead at Starved Camp. Franklin 
Graves, age 5, was dead and there had been cannibalism: 
“her little child about 13 months old, sat by her side with 
one arm upon the body of its mangled mother, sobbing 
bitterly, ma, ma, ma.”

Wm. Eddy
J. Quinn Thornton interviewed Wm. Eddy in 1847 for his book, 

The Donner Party Mountain Camp 1846-47.
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The “... driving snow, which fell so thick as to 
make it impossible to see beyond a few feet. 
The cold was so intense as to make it impracti-
cable to chop more than a few minutes without 
returning to the fire to warm. The party had all 
lain down, and were seeking to shelter them-
selves beneath their blankets. The driving snow 
soon covered them up... The men, women, 
and children, were all so cold as to be in great 
danger of freezing. Mr. Reed had become snow-
blind...  The children were all crying.  One of 
the women was weeping - another praying. A 
portion of Mr. Reed’s men were also praying. ... 
[Two men] were alternately struggling to save 
the expiring coals, and swearing at the others 
urging them to leave off praying and go to work 
for the purpose of saving the fire; assuring them 
that all would inevitably perish before morning. 
Mrs. Brinn’s [Breen] voice was heard above the 
roaring of the storm, the weeping of the women 
and children, the prayers of some of the men 
and  the swearing of others” exhorting the men 
to keep the fire going.

J. Quinn Thornton
The Donner Party Mountain Camp 1846-47

“With the storm came a perfect  hurricane. The 
crying of half-frozen children, the lamenting 
of the mothers, and the suffering of the whole 
party was heart-rending ; and above all could 
be heard the shrieking of the storm King. One 
who has never witnessed a blizzard in the Sierra 
can form no idea of the situation... Three days 
and nights they were exposed to the fury of the 
elements.”

Virginia Reed Murphy
Across the Plains in the Donner Party, 1891  
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“At night we would go 
asleep with our clothes all 
dripping wet from dragging 
over the snow all day. In 
the morning they would be 
frozen stiff as a board… I 
only wonder that we did not 
freeze to death.”

Virginia Reed 
Across the Plains in the Donner Party

“it has snowed already 12 inches, 
still the storm continues the light 
of Heaven, as it ware [sic]shut in 
from us the snow blows so thick 
that we cannot see 20 feet looking 
against the wind. I dread the com-
ing night.” (James Reed Donner 
Party Chronicles)  (Ordeal by 
Hunger.)

The fire melted snow and sank 
into a deepening pit.  “Freesing 
[sic] was the cry of the mothers… 
to their little starving freezing 
children,” “night closing fast and 
with it the Hurricane increas-
es.” (James Reed Donner Party 
Chronicles)

“the cries and prayers continue all night of all the crying I never heard noth-
ing ever equaled it” and then the fire almost completely died; only two men 
were able to do anything about it. “All might have perished had not Bill 
McCutchen (he’d accompanied Stanton to California for help but had fallen 
ill and could not return) kept the fire going.”  (Donner Party Chronicles)

The storm lasted for three days, during which Isaac Donner (5) died while 
lying between his 7 year old sister, Mary, and 10 year old Patty Reed.  Once 
the storm was over the Reeds continued on, leaving thirteen people at 
Starved Camp in a pit that was getting deeper as the fire melted snow.   Two 
more at Starved Camp died.

Almost all of the rescue party members were heroes (except for a few who 
went along to see what they could steal*). 

* Parenthetically, two “rescuers” Charles  Stone and Charles Cady 
agreed that for $500 they would take three of Tamsen Donner’s chil-
dren to safety.  The three girls said goodbye to their parents.  Cady and 
Stone dropped the children off at Donner Lake and headed for Donner 
Summit with the money.  They ignored Starved Camp – “their packs 
stuffed with booty.” (Donner Party Chronicles)
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One of the rescuers particularly stands out though.

The third rescue party followed the second. It was led by William Eddy and 
William Foster who had left the lake three months before on snowshoes as 
part of the Forlorn Hope.  They came across the second rescue party, the 
Reeds, somewhere near today’s Cisco Grove. The Reeds had no food. 

The third rescue party decided to continue on to Starved Camp and see 
whom they could rescue.  Eddy and Foster at that point paid two of the 
other men $50 each to accompany them on to Donner Lake. 
They were desperate to save their children. John 
Stark also continued on but without pay,  “I will go 
without any reward beyond that derived from the 
consciousness of doing a good act.”

The rescuers then found Starved Camp, on Donner 
Summit somewhere in Summit Valley.  The location 
has never been ascertained.  The eleven people at 
Starved Camp had just been lying in the deep pit in 
the snow with no food for seven days. There were dead 
partially cannibalized bodies though.

It was a horror.

There, eleven people were in a deep snow pit 
formed by their fire melting the snow down perhaps twenty feet to bare 
ground. Steps had been cut into the walls of the pit.   The survivors had 
been there for days and it was amazing any were alive.  William Eddy, 
describing what they’d found said,  “The picture of distress was shocking 
indeed.”   Eddy and Foster continued on to Donner Lake to save their own 
children.  When they arrived they discovered their children were dead and 
had been partially eaten.  

At Starved Camp the remaining rescuers discussed what to do and took a 
vote to save only two of the children in Starved Camp.  That might have 
been all they could manage.  The others would have to stay behind.

John Stark could not stand that.  That meant that nine people, mostly 
children, would die on the mountain, exposed to the elements down in a 
very deep hole in the snow.  John Stark decided he would save all nine, 
“Already shouldering a backpack with provisions, blankets, and an axe, he 
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According to H. H. Bancroft’s History of California, John Stark became 
county judge of Napa Co. 1850-51; a member of the legislature in 1851 
and 1855-56; lived near Calistoga from 1851 to 1868; and lived in or 
near Guenoc, Lake Co., from 1868 until his death.         

Charles McGlashan, History of the Donner Party, said that Stark was 
sheriff of Napa Co. for six years and that he died instantaneously of 
a heart attack while pitching hay from a wagon. John and Mary Jane 
Stark had 11 children, six of whom were alive in 1879 when Mc-
Glashan published his book.

picked up one or two of the smaller children, carried them a little ways, then 
went back for the others.  Then he repeated the whole process.  Again and 
again.  To galvanize morale, he laughed and told the youngsters they were 
so light from months of mouse-sized rations that he could carry them all 
simultaneously, if only his back were broad enough.”  Once they were out 
of the snow he would eat and rest he said, but not before.  He saved all nine.   
That is extraordinary and that is heroism.  It was also heroism he never got 
contemporary credit for.

James Breen later said,  “To his great bodily strength, and unexcelled cour-
age, myself and others owe our lives. There was probably no other man in 
California at that time, who had the intelligence, determination, and what 
was absolutely necessary to have in that emergency.”



The Donner Party  26

“...The question was put to each man by name, 
and as the names were called, the dreadful ‘aye’ 
responded. John Stark’s name was the last one 
called, because he had, during the discussion of 
the question, strongly opposed the proposition for 
abandonment, and it was naturally supposed that 
when he found himself in so hopeless a minority 
he would surrender. When his name was called, he 
made no answer until some one said to him: ‘Stark, 
won’t you vote?’ Stark, during all this proceeding 
of calling the roll, had stood apart from his compan-
ions with bowed head and folded arms. When he 
was thus directly appealed to, he answered quickly 
and decidedly: “No, gentlemen, I will not abandon 
these people. I am here on a mission of mercy, and 
I will not half do the work. You can all go if you 
want to, but I shall stay by these people while they 
and I live.

“Stark was finally left alone. To his great bodily 
strength, and unexcelled courage, myself and others 
owe our lives. There was probably no other man in 
California at that time, who had the intelligence, 
determination, and what was absolutely necessary 
in that emergency, the immense physical powers of 
John Stark. He was as strong as two ordinary men. 
On his broad shoulders, he carried the provisions, 
most of the blankets, and most of the time some 
of the weaker children. In regard to this, he would 
laughingly say that he could carry them all, if there 
was room on his back, because they were so light 
from starvation.”

 from the manuscript of Hon. James F. Breen
quoted in Charles McGlashan’s

History of the Donner Party, 1879
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The picture above 
is a stereograph. 
When placed in a 
device like the one 
to the left,  viewers 
had a stereo view.  
These were the living 
room entertain-
ment centers of the 
19th Century which 
opened the world to 
viewers kind of like 
today’s tablets.

Picture above: Lawrence and Houseworth #778 “Stumps of Trees Cut by 
Donner Party 1846” in Summit Valley Library of Congress LCUSZ62-
27607

According to the original photographer, Alfred A. Hart (this is also his photo
#133) the photo shows the depth of the snow when the trees were cut for
firewood by members of the Donner Party. Whether those members were 
part of the Forlorn Hope, Starved Camp, or one of the rescue parties is a 
question. Where exactly in Summit Valley the location is, is also unknown.  
The stumps could still be seen in 1915 when the author of Lake of the Sky, 
George Wharton James, drove his car up Coldstream Valley, up Coldstream 
Pass, and down to Summit Valley.  He remarked that they were the stumps 
of the Donner Party.
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Rescue Party Members, 1847
EDWARD “NED”
COFFEEMEYER

AGE: 36 b. 1811
• A sailor
• Told gruesome stories about 
Keseberg
• Keseberg sued him for slander and 
won  $1 in damages
• Bought Donner items at Sutter’s 
fort
auction in 1847
• Linger near Sutter’s Fort 1847-48
• Mentioned in New Helvetia Diary
several times
• Then disappears from historical
records

CHARLES STONE
AGE: ? b. ??
• One of “the boys” [incl. N. Clark 
& Cady]as referred to by James 
Reed
• Assigned to stay behind to tend to
remaining emigrants at camps
• He @ Lake, Cady & Clark @ 
Alder Creek
• Plotted w/ Cady to quit mountains
• Tamzene Donner entrusted her 3 
little girls to Stone and Cady
• They took the girls only as far as 
the Murphy cabin at Lake, aban-
doned them, and left
• Walked past dying at Starved 
Camp
• Returned to Lake with Foster and 
Eddy on 3rd Relief
• Uncertain what became of him 
afterwards H.H. Bancroft believed 
may have been
person named Stone killed by Indi-
ans at Lake County in 1849

CHARLES LEWIS CADY
AGE: 23 b. 1824 in Buffalo, NY
• One of “the boys” [incl. N. Clark 
& C. Stone] as referred to by James 
Reed
• Arrived at Donner Party camps 24 
hrs before others
• Assigned to stay behind to tend to
remaining emigrants at camps
• He and Clark at Alder Creek, 
Stone @ Donner Lake
• Plotted w/ Stone to quit mountains
• Tamzene Donner entrusted her 3 
little girls to him and Stone
• They took the girls only as far as 
the Murphy cabin at Lake, aban-
doned them, and left
• Walked past dying at Starved 
Camp
• Reed, greeted them with cold 
stares for their desertions
• Was mail courier SF to Sutter’s 
Fort
• 1848-49 ran store in Coloma
• 1879 to Calistoga, met W.C. 
Graves who sent information to C.F. 
McGlashan for his book

HIRAM OWENS MILLER
AGE: 29 b. 1817 Kentucky
• 1846 overland emigrant
• Teamster for Donner Party (along 
w/John Denton and Noah James)
• Friend of James Reed
• May 1846 began journal; Reed 
took over–Miller-Reed Diary
• July 1846 joined Bryant-Russell 
Party
• Returned to Lake with Foster and 
Eddy on 3rd Relief
• Appointed guardian of George 
Donner’s daughters; girls were not 
fond of him
• Settled in Santa Clara Co. near 
Reed
• Blacksmith in San Jose, CA
• 1860s Contracted smallpox, lived 
w/Reeds last 5 years of life
• Buried in Reed family plot
• d. 1867 (49) San Jose, CA
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JAMES F. REED
AGE: 46. b. 1800 County Armagh, 
Ireland
• Strong personality, intelligent, 
leader
• 1846 Member Donner Party
• m. 1835 to Margaret Wilson 
Keyes
• c. 8 incl. Patty, James Jr., Virginia
• Banished for killing John Snyder
• Major role in the rescue of the 
Donner Party
• Snow defeated him at first, he 
continued publicize the plight of 
the emigrants resulting the people 
of San Francisco raising money, 
organized rescue party
• At age 46, oldest of the rescuers 
who went into the mountains.
• During the blizzard at Starved 
Camp worked himself into a state of
exhaustion
• d. 1874 (73) in San Jose, CA

JOHN SCHULL STARK
AGE: 30 b. 1817 Wayne Co, Indi-
ana
• Son-in-law of M.D. Ritchie
• m. 1840 to Mary Jane Ritchie; 11 
children
• Single-handedly rescued mem-
bers of Breen, Graves & J. Donner 
families
• Breen wrote, “To his great bodily
strength, and unexcelled courage,
myself and others owe our lives…
On his broad shoulders, he carried 
the provisions…and most of the 
time…the weaker children…he 
would laughingly say that he could 
carry them all, if there was room on 
his back, because they were so light 
from starvation.”
• Settled in Calistoga; County judge 
of Napa Co., member of legislature,
sheriff of Napa Co. (6yrs)
• d. 1874 (57) Coyote Valley, Lake

HOWARD OAKLEY
AGE: ?? b. ?
• 1847 was in San Francisco
• Answered call for relief volunteers
• m. ? Mary Ann
• He, C. Stone and J. Stark, took 
on the task to take the starving 
emigrants from Starved Camp 
to Sacramento Valley. Stone and 
Oakley proposed that they take only 
the injured Mary Donner and the 3 
Graves children. The two men
argued that the Breen family could 
wait for Foster and Eddy to return 
from Donner Lake.
• Stark was determined to leave no 
one behind. He declared, “I will not 
abandon these people.”
• Unknown what happened to 
Oakley

JOHN PIERCE RHOADS
AGE: 28 b. 1818 Pennsylvania
• m1 1837 to Matilda Fanning
• m2 1852 to Mary Murray
• 1846 overland emigrant
• Brother of Daniel Rhoades
• Winter cabin near Johnson Ranch
• Met FH survivor Harriet Pike at 
Johnson’s Ranch and determined to 
rescue her child
• Mormon (like Harriet Pike)
• Catherine Pike (1) died Feb 19th 
but he carried Naomi Pike out of 
mountains in blanket on his back
• Naomi wrote of him with gratitude
• d 1866 (48) Sloughhouse, Sacra-
mento Co,

Rescue Party Members, 1847
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 REASON “DAN” P. TUCKER
AGE: 40 b. abt 1807 in Culpepper, 
VA
• m1. 1828 to Delia Compton
• m2. abt 1840 to Mary Coleman
• m3. 1856 to Elizabeth Newman
• m4. 1875 to Mary Thompson
• 1846 overland emigrant
• Winter cabin near Johnson Ranch
• Member of Smith Co. (w/ Graves)
• Served 39 days in Donner relief; 
earning $117
• “6’3” tall, strong, big man”
• Determined, friendly, kind
• Settled Upper Napa Valley
• Lost all land, moved to Santa 
Barbara Co.
• Outlived 3 of 4 wives, father of 10
children
• d. 1888 (81) in Goleta, CA

SELEM EDWARD
WOODWORTH

AGE: 32 b. Nov 27, 1815
• Naval officer appointed to direct 
relief effort after volunteering to 
help
• “Great busybody, ambitious of 
taking command among the emi-
grants”
• A “braggart who let them down”
• Missed his rendezvous with J. 
Reed
• Failed to take provisions to 2nd 
Relief
• Never left provision post at Mule
Springs
• Graves blamed him for multiple 
deaths
• Returned to commanding ships 
after
• Seaman said was “Noble hearted 
man”
• Elected state senate from Monter-
rey
• Served in Union Navy during 
Civil War
• d. January 29, 1871, San Francisco

RILEY SEPTIMUS MOUTRY
AGE: 22 b. abt 1824
• 1846 overland emigrant
• Stalwart, large framed, honest blue 
eyes
• Rugged, pleasant, positively 
beaming
• Teamster for Fielding Lard
• m. Mary Lucy Lard on route
• Wedding noted by E. Bryant & 
JThornton
• Settled in Santa Clara County
• Gave account of 1st Relief in 1888
to Santa Cruz Sentinel
• Quote: “They were an awful 
looking sight—a white and starved 
looking lot, I can tell you. They 
were pretty glad to see us. ... Men,
wimmen and children crying and 
prayin’.”
• Unsuccessfully petitioned Con-
gress for compensation for his 
Donner Relief efforts
• d. 1910 in Santa Clara County, CA

MATTHEW DILL RITCHIE
AGE: 42 b. 1805 Pennsylvania
• 1846 overland emigrant
• Winter cabin near Johnson Ranch
• m. 1823 to Caroline Matilda Allen
• c. Mary Jane Stark, W.D. Jr.
• Also spelled “Ritchey”
• Nickname “colonel” for Black 
Hawk War service
• Nisenan helped Eddy to his cabin 
door Feb 17th, 1846
• Began w/ 1st Relief, turned back
• Diary kept, turned over to Reason 
Tucker
• Settled in Sonoma, then Hot 
Springs
• Farmer; 32 grandchildren
• Ritchie Canyon named after him
(Napa)
• d. 1874 (69) in Napa Co., CA
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ADOLPH “GREASY JIM”
BRUHEIM

AGE: 25 b. abt 1822
• 1842 California emigrant 
• Servant of emigrant arrive Ca by 
boat by 1846 Courier between Sacto 
and Sonoma 
• Horse and $10/wk from Edward 
Kern 
• Hired to butcher & carry provi-
sions from Johnson Ranch to Bear 
Valley 
• After 7 days left 1# Relief to 
return 
• Served 48 days @$1.50/day earn-
ing $72 
• Life after Donner relief a mystery 
• H.H. Bancroft believed he may 
have been living in San Francisco 
under another name

Rescue Party Members, 1847
AQUILLA GLOVER

AGE: 40 b. abt 1807 in Kentucky
• 1846 overland emigrant
• m. 1844 in MO Mary Jane Lemon
• Co-leader w/ R. Tucker of 1st 
Relief
• Served 43 dys in Donner relief 
@$3/dy
• Was a Mason
• Took Tommy&Patty Reed back to 
Donner Lake
• Vowed to Ms. Reed he’d go back 
and get them
• Health weakened by rescue exer-
tions
• 3 sons survived; 2 died young
• Mary Jane remarried, 11 children
• Son named Aquilla
• She petitioned Congress (unsuc-
cessful) for relief compensation
• d. 1849 (42) in gold fields

BRITTAIN GREENWOOD
AGE: 19 b. between 1827-30 in 
MO
• Son of famed mountain man Caleb
Greenwood and Crow mother
• m. Batchicka, Crow Indian woman
• Survived blizzard at Starved Camp
• Feet permanently injured by frost-

bite from 2nd Relief
• Settled in Mendocino Co. w/ 
family
• Gave name to town of Green-
wood,
Greenwood Cove, and Greenwood 
State Beach
• In 1887 town name was changed 
to Elk
• Some locals still called it “Green-
wood” in defiance

DANIEL RHOADS
AGE: 25 b. 1821 Paris, Edgar Co. 
Illinois
• 1846 overland emigrant
• Rancher
• Younger brother of John Rhoades
• Grandfather was soldier under 
Geo. Washington 
• Winter cabin near Johnson Ranch
• m. 1843 to Amanda Esvey
• 3 children (Mary, John, Elvira)
• Settled at Consumes River, Sono-
ma then ranch in Galt then early 
settler on Kings River
• Was gold miner near Sutter’s Mill
• President of Bank of Lemoore
• Dictated 1873 account of relief to
historian H.H. Bancroft
• d. 1895 (73) in Lemoore 

On these pages a cross section of the people who went into the mountains to 
rescue the Donner Party.  Text compiled by Bob Crowley.
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FIRST RELIEF PARTY
George W. Tucker
William Coon
Joseph Verrot
William H. Eddy
Adolph “Greasy Jim” Bruheim
Matthew Dill “Col.” Ritchie
Jotham Curtis
Riley Septimus Moutrey
Aquilla Glover
Edward “Ned” Coffeemeyer
Daniel Rhoads
Reason “Dan” P. Tucker (Racine)
John Pierce Rhoads (Rhodes)
Joseph Sels
Selem Edward Woodworth

RESCUED BY THE 1ST RELIEF
James Frazier Reed Jr.
Martha Jane  “Patty” Reed
Juliane Karoline “Ada” Keseberg
John Denton
William Hook
Elitha Cumi Donner
Leanna Charity Donner
George Donner, Jr.
Dorothea “Doris” Wolfinger
Noah James
Thomas Keyes Reed
Virginia Elizabeth Backenstoe Reed
Margaret Wilson Keyes Backenstoe 
Reed
Eliza Williams
Edward Breen
John Breen
Eleanor “Ellen” Graves
Lovina Graves
Elisabeth Philippine Zimmerman 
Keseberg
Naomi Levina Pike Schenck
William Cooper Graves
Meriam Marjory “Mary M.” Murphy
William Green Murphy
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RESCUED BY 2ND RELIEF
Isaac Donner
Elizabeth Cooper Graves
Franklin Ward Graves, Jr.
Elizabeth Graves
Jonathan Graves
Nancy Graves
James Frederick Breen
John Breen
Margaret Bulger Breen
Margaret “Isabella” Breen
Patrick Breen
Patrick Breen, Jr.
Peter Breen
Martha Jane  “Patty” Reed
Thomas Keyes Reed
Mary Donner
Solomon Elijah Hook

SECOND RELIEF PARTY
Nicholas Clark
Charles L. Cady
Charles Stone
Hiram Owens Miller
James F. Reed
John Turner
Joseph Gendreau
Matthew Dofar
Brittain Greenwood
William McCutchen

4TH RELIEF PARTY
Edward “Ned” Coffeemeyer
William Foster
John Pierce Rhoads
Joseph Sels
Reason “Dan” P. Tucker
John Stark
William “Billy” Graves
Sebastian Keyser
William O. Fallon

RESCUED BY 4TH RELIEF
Ludwig “Lewis” Keseberg

3RD RELIEF PARTY
William Eddy
William Foster
Hiram Owens Miller
William Thompson
Howard Oakley
John Stark
Charles Stone
Nicholas Clark
Edward “Ned” Coffeemeyer
Aquilla Glover
Riley Septimus Moutrey

RESCUED BY 3RD RELIEF
Frances Donner
Georgia Donner
Eliza Donner
Simon Murphy
Jean Baptiste Trudeau
Patrick Breen
Margaret Bulger Breen
John Breen
Patrick Breen, Jr.
James Frederick Breen
Peter Breen
Margaret “Isabella” Breen
Nancy Graves
Jonathan Graves
Elizabeth Graves

The relief parties text was 
compiled by Bob Crowley.
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Modern Reflection on the Emigrant 
Crossing of Donner Summit

At the Donner Summit Historical Society (DSHS) there is no risk or dis-
comfort we won’t endure in the pursuit of local history (See “Adventures 
in History - Death Defying Re-enactment” in the July, ’15 Heirloom for 
example - donnersummithistoricalsociety.org.) and so there we were one 
November, retrieving the 20 Mile Museum sign that marks Roller Pass.  It 
had snowed a few days before and it had scarcely warmed up so most of the 
new snow had not melted.  What little had melted had refrozen into ice mak-
ing footing treacherous, but our readers are paramount and so we kept on. 

An average of 34 feet of snow falls each winter on Donner Summit.  Snow 
avalanches trapped people in the old days, like three Chinese workers who 
were overrun and who appeared with shovels still in hand, standing behind a 
rock, after spring snow melt.  

It’s two miles up the Pacific Crest Trail toward Mt. Lincoln and to Roller 
Pass (see the November, ’11 Heirloom) where the sign sits in summer and 
fall.  Getting up there leaves time for ruminating while ambulating, produc-
ing ambulatory ruminations, but I digress.  It was November 6 and the snow 
got deeper the higher we went. It was not easy going like a summer hike 
might be. Snow is hard to walk through.  Each step sinks into the snow and 
each foot has to be pulled out for each next step.  

Late October/early November was the same time of year that emigrants 
crossed the Sierra and for many emigrants the conditions were the same for 
us as for them. There was snow and ice.* The emigrants, of course, were 
encumbered by oxen, wagons, mules, horses, and all that was left of their 
worldly goods, having jettisoned things at the 40 Mile Desert in Nevada.

They’d experienced all kinds of hardships: accidents, the death of friends 
and family, the Nevada desert, cattle rustling by Indians, disease, and human 
nature.  They were running short of food. Wagons had broken down.  Many 
had been abandoned.  Possessions had been left behind.  Then, leaving the 
desert, finally finding water, they saw the Sierra for the first time.  The sight 

*for some emigrants, who traveled quickly. There was no snow. For oth-
ers, there was little. For the Donner Party, which tried for the Summit on 
October 31, there were a couple of feet of snow.  For the Stephens Party of 
1844, the first wagon train to arrive in California with wagons, they arrived 
at Truckee Lake (this was before the Donners arrived in 1846) finding a foot 
of snow at the lake and more up top.  The Stevens Party got over the pass at 
the end of November.
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struck terror in some.  It would prove to be the hardest part of the entire 
journey to California.

As they approached the mountains they were feeling desperate.  Winter was 
coming and now there was this barricade in their way.  Then, for many, it 
began to snow. Of course, after 1846, they knew about the Donners.
Hiking up to retrieve the sign, because, as said above, there was lots of 
ruminating time, we considered the emigrant experience.  The temperature 
was the same – in the low 30’s.  There was some snow.  There was ice. 
It was slippery and the snow made walking challenging.  We were fresh 
though. We’d slept in soft beds.  Breakfast was good, hot, and tasty. Hot 
showers were at our command. Our clothes were clean, waterproof and 
warm.  We’d be rewarded with civilization in just a couple of hours. 

The emigrants were exhausted and desperate.  Their clothes were worn, wet, 
and did not keep out much of the cold.  They’d been sleeping on the ground 
for months and they’d walked across most of the continent. They had to 
get over the mountains and to California before weather made it impossi-
ble.  That could happen anytime.  Their food was almost gone.  They had, 
maybe, a little flour and jerky.  Maybe there were some dried peas.  It was 
the same food, meal after meal.  

We slipped on the ice as they must have done.  We trudged through the 
snow as they must have done. We stopped to catch our breath as they must 
have done.  They were desperate though; we just had to get a sign. They had 
to keep the oxen and wagons moving.  We just had to go a couple of miles. 
They had to keep encouraging the children and each other.

In the end we got the sign and headed back downhill, just like the emi-
grants, but without the encumbrances except for the sign and a screwdriver.  
At home the sun was streaming through the sunroom windows.  A lunch 
was waiting as would, later, a warm shower, soft bed, a good dinner, and a 
glass of wine.  The emigrants of 1850 or so were still walking.  They’d go 
to bed that night, after the summit crossing, on the ground.  Their blankets 
would be covered with ice in the morning. Their exhaustion might have 
inured them to the cold.  They hadn’t changed clothes in many weeks or 
longer.  The food was the same as yesterday but maybe just a bit less.

Then they discovered that even though they were heading downhill, the trip 
from the summit was far from easy.  It was some of the hardest part of the 
journey (see “It Wasn’t All Downhill…” in the December, ’13 Heirloom).

They were heading for California though, the land of their dreams, the land 
of their hopes, the land of their futures.  They’d sacrificed so much they 
couldn’t stop.  The effort had to be worth it.
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Epilogue
What is the meaning of the Forlorn Hope and the Donner Rescue Expedi-
tions?
          I.The will to survive
	 a.Humans are social creatures
	 b.The will to survive is significantly enhanced when living for 
others.
	 c.All seven of the Forlorn Hope survivors had loved ones back at 
the lake.
	 d.The survivors survived in the hopes that others would live.

        II.Impact of the Forlorn Hope
		  a.42 of the Donner Party perished (46%)
		  b.Another 25 who lived would likely have been lost had 
the Forlorn Hope not gone for help.

If not for them Forlorn Hope, James Reed and the relief he was mustering, 
would have been several weeks later than the arrival of 1st Relief on Febru-
ary 18th, 1847.

      III.In the ensuring six generations the progeny of the Donner Party 
survivors numbers about 24,000. Imagine the number of lives they have 
affected.

The grit to endure. The instinct to survive. The Forlorn Hope embodied the 
character of the 19th century American pioneer.

Thoughts by Bob Crowley
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When you match an affinity for endorphins 
with an affinity for history you might get 
an interesting activity, a compelling story 
and maybe even a new sport - History Trail 
Trekking. That’s what we’ll get as spectators as four extreme athletes follow 
the 1847 route of the Donner Party’s Relief Expeditions. Over five days and 
one hundred plus miles, they will go from Johnson’s Ranch near Wheatland, 
CA, over Donner Pass and down to Donner Lake. The athletes already took 
on the challenge of the Forlorn Hope route in December, 2020.  Now in this 
demisemiseptcentennial year (175th anniversary) they are celebrating the 
heroism of the rescuers in 1847. 

Tim Twietmeyer, above left, is an engineering manager at Hewlett Packard 
in Roseville.  For recreation he has completed hundreds of ultra running and 
endurance events and won many both nationally and internationally. He is 
the only person to have completed the Western States Endurance Run 25 

Who Are These People?

The four extreme athletes of the Forlorn Hope and Donner Party Relief 
expeditions. From left to right: Tim Twietmeyer, Jennifer Hemmen, Bob 
Crowley , and Elke Reimer
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times, each in under 24 hours.  He is the current president of the Western 
States Endurance Run Foundation. Tim and his wife, Kathy, have three sons 
and reside in Auburn, California.

Jennifer Hemmen, second from left, is an environmental lawyer focusing on 
conservation projects in California that benefit endangered species, habitats 
and water quality. She has completed more than fifty ultra trail races ranging 
from fifty to one hundred miles. She has recently gotten involved in adven-
ture racing, for example competing in the EcoChallenge Fiji, a 640 kilome-
ter adventure race known as the “world’s toughest race” requiring outrigger 
canoe, mountain biking, climbing and swimming as well as jungle naviga-
tion.  Her love of the wilderness started when she was in high school and 
extended later to leading Outward Bound trips and other outdoor programs 
for teenagers. She has lived and worked internationally and throughout the 
United States.

Jennifer, her husband Travis and their three children live in Fair Oaks, CA, 
along the American River.

Bob Crowley, third from left, has been an entrepreneur all his life, starting 
and managing companies.  Currently he works with various non-profits and 
mentors young entrepreneurs.  His extra-curricular  passion, ultra-running 
is an extension of his risk taking.  He has completed hundreds of endurance 
events both nationally and internationally, including the Western States 100 
Mile Race in California.  Bob lives in Fair Oaks with his wife of forty years, 
Marcy. They have two sons.

Elke Reimer, right, is an avid outdoor person and 
ultra-distance runner having completed 
forty races from 50k’s to 100 milers. 
She and her daughter were the first 
mother-daughter team competing in 
the Western States 100 Mile Run.  
She climbs, runs, backpacks, and 
volunteers as a trail steward for 
the Western States Trail Founda-
tion and the Pacific Crest Trail 
Association.

Elke is the mother of two and lives 
in Auburn, CA  with her cattle dog and 
mountain companion, Lupine Sierra.
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For More:
Ordeal By Hunger 		  George R. Stewart
Desperate Passage  		  Ethan Rarick
Donner Party Chronicles 		  Frank Mullen
Saving the Donner Party 		  Richard Kaufman
Deceived 			   Peter Limburg
Best Land Under Heaven 		  Michael Wallis
Across the Plains in the Donner Party  Virginia Reed Murphy (1891)
History of the Donner Party 	 Charles McGlashan
Winter of Entrapment 		  Joseph King
Indifferent Stars Above  		  Daniel James Brown
The Donner Party Mountain Camp, 1846-47 J. Quinn Thornton (1848)
       (contemporarily published under the name of Camp of Death)

https://www.forlornhope.org/expedition-summary-re-
lief-parties/

For more about the 2022 Donner Relief Expedition:
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Read The Heirloom
Free monthly stories of Donner Summit history

For more information or to receive The Heirloom, free, 
go to:  www.donnersummithistoricalsociety.org/

Visit our Website
Hundreds of pages of 

Donner Summit history
 www.donnersummithistoricalso-

ciety.org/

For more Donner Summit History

52 interpretive signs along 
or near Old Highway 40. 
Pick up a brochure in per-
son or from our website to 
guide you as you explore.

Visit The 
20 Mile Museum



                                Heroism, Pathos, and the Human Spirit                    41

Pick up any of our 
Donner Summit 
history brochures  
at discerning es-
tablishments, on-
line (see the other 
side), or at the 
Historical Society 
at the blinking 
light in downtown 
Soda Springs.

Books available on our 
website, at the DSHS or at the 
Soda Springs General Store.

& Finally, Visit 

The Donner Summit Historical Society

and meet Norm Sayler

at the blinking light in “downtown” Soda Springs



We think of the “Donner” in Donner Summit and we 
think of the Donner Party: the wrong turn two times, bad 
luck, bad decisions made in ignorance, dietary issues, dis-
sension, mendacity, evil, horror-filled, and unbelievable 
hardship.  That’s a lot but there’s more.  It’s also about 
tenacity, heroism, and the very best of the human spirit.

www.sierrastateparks.org


