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· ,, :.'the t>ohnor Party 
. . ' ' 

A tragic .story of survival in the old west 

One of the truly tragic stories of survival in the 
early West is that of the Donnor party. In 1846, 
the year 'Brigham Young the Mormans 
camped in Council Bluffs, more and more wagon 
trains moved west along the road which now 
stretched all the way to California and Oregon. 
James Clyman,. one of the most experienced of 
the Mountain Men, was traveling east that year 
to find out what the rest of the world was doing. 
He remarked in. Jtis well)tept diary, ''There were 
at least one hundred wagons we passed going 
west and one thousand people;': 

For·six huqdred miles they were out 
traveJing single file. For ten days Clyman never 
lost sight of the· wagons. By now the road west 
was well known, and ,parties were forming fast to 
find new fertile, land at now cost and greener 
pastures just across the next row of hills. By this 
time the rules to follow were well established 
from experience gained since 1841. Few parties 
suffered greatly if they took along at least eight 
months food supply in their wagons and kept 
night guat:d over draft and other animals. The 
plains Indians were not hostile except to steal 
stray cattle or fun off a few horses or oxen. 
One exception to the rule was the Donner party. 

We wpl touch merely the main facts in this 
ious ·tragedy; entire books have been written 
exclusively on this one subject. 
The Donnor party led by Georg and Jacob­

Donner,· and James Reed, consisted of forty 
wagons, probably the largest party so far to 
strike out. for California. They had the best 
reasons for a successful trip; their equipment lVBS 
the very best, and leadership strong, intelligent 
and experienced. The party traveled smoothly 
across the plains states, reaching Fort Laramie in 
June 1846. Here they first heard about a new and 
shroter road 'through the mountains, recom-. 
mended by Lansford Hastings who had just 
ridden in from California on the new road. · 
Hastings was an ambitious man, had written a 

book about · emigration, called "Emigrant's 
Guide to California". The fact that he had written 
a book and was an educated man caused people 
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to take his advice seriously. He was surely m9fe 
to be trusted than an old dirty mountain man who , 
could hardly read or speak English. The truth 
was that Hastings wanted to set up an indepen­
dent country in California, and had planned on 
meeting all California emigrants in Wyoming; 
then leading them to California on his shorter 
route. He did catch the Bryant party who came 
ahead of the Donners and led them into Utah 
through Echo Canyon, then down the Weber 
Canyon into Salt Lake Valley. They had real 
problems going down the Weber Canyon. 
Wagons rolled down the violent stream and it 
was necessary to cut down brush and trees every 
step of the way. Reed of the Donner party ' 
decided to catch up with the Hastings-Bryant 
party to explore the new road. They caught up 
with them south of Great Salt Lake, then road 
back to the main Donner party camped at Fort · 
Bridger. Hastings was not with him, having 
broken his promise to come back and lead them 
through the mountains. James Clyman, the old 
mountain man, talked long and hard with the 
Donner party leaders, trying to convince them to 
forget the new Hastings road, explaining the 
great difficulties of crossing the rugged Wasatch 
range and the greater obstacle; the great dry salt 
desert west of the lake. Clyman of course knew 
all about this desert from Jedidiah Smith who hae 
crossed it in great difficulty in 1825, and nothing 
had happened since then to make it any easier. 
Here the Donners made their one big mistake; 

they paid more attention to Hastings than to the 
experienced old mountain man. 
The Donner party was already two weeks late 

and, remembering the Stevens party struggle in 
the Sierra snows the year before, could not resist 
the temptation to take the shorter road. After all, . 
why travel 500 extra miles? Some of them would · 
live to regret that decision. 
Reed had taken the Weber Canyon road. It was 

declared impassable, so they decided to take the 
Hastings road through the Wasatch Mountains 
east of Salt Lake City. They started, first hacking 
their way south and then west the 



canyon now called Parley's Canyon~ By cutting 
trees, brush, digging rocks out, leveling hills, 
they finally succeeded in getting one wagon to 
the bottom of the canyon, only to be faced by a 
huge rock formation that completely blocked the 
narrow entrance. , 
Retracing their steps back to ·,the upper Weber 

Canyon near present day Henefer, Utah, they 
started another assault on the mountain straight 
west, lilterally making a road with axes , picks 
and shovels. They cut down trees and brush, 
removed rocks, filled depressions-every inch of 
the way a struggle. Reaching the top of the 
mountains, they then turned south, then west 
going down the relatively easy slope of " Emigra· 
tionCanyon" into Salt Lake Valley. It took them 
three weeks to get through the rugged Wasatch 
Mountains, only to find the dreaded Salt Desert 
facing them. They wer now two weeks behind 
schedule. It was September 1st, and 800 dreary 
miles still remained between them and their des­
tination, Sacramento, California. With no grass 
or water ahead , they cut and loaded the wagons 
with as much grass and water as they would hold. 
Then striking northwest from the south side of 
Great Salt Lake, they headed straight across the 
dry, salty, muddy plain . Oxen were tired from the 
tough mountain crossing and everyone was fast 
losing hope as the wagons , one by one, ground to 
a halt in the marshy salt desert . Finally the oxen 
were unhooked and taken ahead to the spring 'the 
were unhooked and taken ahead to the spring in 
the mountains ahead while the women and 
children were left for a time in the abandoned 
wagons. With oxen refreshed and rested, they 
were able to go back and pick up most of the 
wagons . However, four wagons had to be aban­
oned and at least ten oxen wandered off alone in 
search of food and water . 
This desert crossing lost another ten days. They 

were nor 300 miles behind the wagons that took 
the old "longer" road by way of Fort Hall and the 
Snake River. If Hastings had shown up now, 
there would have been one more quick death 
recorded for the 1846 emigration. 
By October 5th, the Donners finally reached the 

Humboldt River and started the long route west 
across Nevada to the foot of the Sierras. At this. 
point and much to their dismay, they found the 
paiute Indians hostile and ready to steal cattle 
every night. Then, to add to their problems, two 
of the men in the party had a fight and one was 
killed. James Reed, one of their most capable 
leaders was blamed for the death , so to keep 
peace, he and his family , wagons and cattle were 
left behind. Later, however, they caught up with 
the group at Donner meadow. 

Now the party really become depressed. Snow 
had started falling in the Sierras, food was 
,getting scarce, Indians a were stealing and killing 
their small supply of beef cattle, even driving off 
the few oxen left. The "hard luck" party was 

' making ano'ther 'rhistake by·not keeping guara 'lit · ·~ 
night. ~ 
They started up the Sierra foothills, reacing the 

meadow north of present Donner Lake. They ; 
madP. camp. It was now October 31st. Five foot , 
snowb;mks stoppe(J them from ti:ying to get thru 
the pass. It kept snowing, witll no let-up to allow 
for melting and run off; if just piled higher. They 
then decided to make winter camp in the meadow 
and built cabins of logs and brush. Game was not 
to be found and they were not equipped to live 
through a winter in the mountains. A few men 
were sent ahead on horses to get help. Snow fell 
deeper and deeper, cattle were .~11 gone and the 
beef cattle and oxen which were to have been 
kept as a reserve food supply soon were gone. 
After all food supplies were used, the party 
finally resorted to cannibalism. This entry from 
Breen's diary gives an idea of the despair · and 
hopelessness the people sank to: 

"Those who first ate the human flesh averted · 
their faces and wept. The names of the first seven 
of the relief party, grimly plodding in single file 
across 'the snow, should be written in gold. Mater ' 
of fact, eight-year-old Patty Reed said, 'Well, 
Ma, if you never see me again in one piece, do 
the best you can with the pieces.' Reed, leading 
the relief party, met two of his children who had 
fallen exhausted and unconscious on the· snow 
trail. Aunt Betsy Donner, 'that kind and motherly 
soul' crying out in hysteria, 'What do you think I• 
cooked this morning? Shoemaker's arm.' " 

Finally the horsemen-came back with food and· 
the remnant of the Donner party finally reacHed 
Ft. Sutter. 
During this parties' trip to California, made for 

the purpose of finding new opportunities and ' 
possible fortune, there had been one murder, two 
accidental deaths and forty people had died. 
Forty-seven had survived. The Donner party had 
seared in burning human flesh the image of its 
tragic emigration. ' 

Most historians blame Lansford Hastings for , 
this sorrowful disaster. It is true he strongly 
urged a route that had not been tested with 
wagons, and he had tried to further his ambitions 
to set up a kingdom in California; but in fairness 
we must say that the Donner party leaders-had a 
choice and simply made the wrong decision, 
while others followed the advice of Mountain 
Man James Clyman and ·made a successful trip to 
California. 0 
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When the schedule is made up for the year and 
trips are arranged I can't help but wonder what is 
in store for the group. This year most of the trips 
have been conducted in Southern Utah. I like to 
run trips in Southern Utah for several reasons. 
The main reason is the country itself. Southern 
Utah is beautiful, red ochre soil, red and white 
sandstone, large deep canyons cut by nature 
itself. The area also abounds in Indian culture. 
Abandoned by the Anasazi around 600 to 1000 
a.d. their dwellings still remain, giving the 
feeling and spirit of the primitive existance. I 
personally like to experience this feeling and I 
like for the students to have the same feeling but 
that doesn't always happen, some get into it and 
others don't. 

This year 's schedule started out with a ten day 
instructors course which met in Blanding, Utah. 
In fact all the trips conducted so far have met in 
Blanding. I knew that the trip would not be dull 
after I picked up a fellow by the name of Dave 
Christensen on the way down. Dave was the first 
buckskinner I had taken on one of my trips, not to 
say they aren 't invited. Dave's personality was 
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by Dick Jamison 

exhilarating from the start and never let up the 
entire ten days. 

The group really got into it from the beginning, 
sening traps , working on skills and exploring the 
canyons for plants. Dick Knowles, a survival 
instructor from California, added to the trip with 
his knowledge of plants and other useful 
information. The nights were filled with singing . 
around the campfire, helping to take the edge off 
our growling stomachs, (caused by our· new 
diet) . Trapping was successful and plants 
abundant at that time of year. It was a good trip. 

The first five day trip in June was a little 
different. The participants were great but due to 
the moisture from the winter months insects were 
very abundant. In fact from my elbow to my wrist 
I counted 47 bites . But I couldn't hold a candle to 
Federico Astiz , and Outward Bound instructor 
from New Mexico. All the students took it in 
stride. Gary Hplden added enthusiasum to the 
group and the smiling face of Carol Merritt (who 
had never even been camping) helped make the 
trip successful. Each student got involved in their 
own way and in the end no one really wanted it to 



Bob Gardner tries to decide whether to eat this 
fellow for lunch. One of the many collared 
lizzards found jn the area. - ·' 

Indian culture ts very apparent m the area 
where the expeditions are conducted. Here 
students get aJook at the past. 

Teacher is taught. Dick Jamison gets 
_instruction in juggling from Allison Thomas. 

be over. 
One week later another five day expedition 

began. This time some of the faces were familiar 
to me because I met many of the students at 
Rabbit Stick a few days before. A new trip and 
new personalities, such as Cecil Hamilton from 
Kansas City, a fellow as big as a mountain with a 
heart to go with it. His knowledge of plants was 
very useful to us and he was always willing to 
share with the group. People like Bill Engler 
and Shelley Mueller from California made 
everyone adopt a pleasant outlook. Skills were 
learned, bows and drills smoked away, people 
slept side by side in the dirt, but no one 
complained. Cuts caused from chipping obsidian 
were bandaged by Larry Romanoski, an E.M.T. 
from Michigan. Even some entertainment was 
provided by Allison Thomas. Allison is quite a 
juggler and in no time she had several of us 
juggling three rocks at once. 

There are times when I would like to stop 
running trips for awhile, but then I have an 
opportunity to share a part of my life with people 
and they share theirs and it all ends in a bond of 
friendship that couldn't be traded for any other 
experience. I came away from the expeditions 
this year with the love and friendship of people I 
would never have had the opportunity to meet 
otherwise. 

I had a beautiful summer, how was yours? 

WOODSMOKE ts 



LARRY DEAN OLSEN 

SURVIVAL ASSOCIATION 

ear Friends of W oodsmoke, 
I invite you to join with me in a new and timely 

;sociation. · 
Over 400,000 people have already read my book 
UTDOOR SURVIVAL SKILLS and my courses 
nd expeditions have given real-live experiences to 
10usands more. From those thrilling stone-age 
Jrvival expeditions I have gaind a desire to share 
.ven more about survival and self-sufficient living. 

My personal invitation if for you to join THE 
LARRY DEAN OLSEN SURVlV AL ASSOCIA­
TION. You will be a part of a program with the goal 
of helping you become competent in all the 
conditions of nature . 

As a self-reliarit person , you are wanting to know 
better ways to utilize what is already on the land 
for food , medicine, tools , and just plain living . You 
are interested in new recipes , clothing. foods for 
sustenance, and numerous other skill for lhing in 
the wilds . 

JOIN NOW and receive a complimentary copy of 
my book OUTDOOR SURVIVAL SKILLS. This 
durable color edition valued at S5.95, is the finest 
book in print on edible and useful wild plants , 
shelter, fire , finding water, making stone knives, 
arrows, bows, traps , tanning , and much , much 
more ..... . 180 pages with pictures, drawings, and 
vivid. color prints of edible wild plants . 

*As' a member you will receive the bi-month ly 
Journal, " Woodsmoke" , that is dedicated to 
mature and responsible approaches to self-reliant 
living wherever you are. The journal is designed to 
keep you updated , informed, and educated in 
every aspect of survival and self-sufficiency. To do 
this, we will look at t he best of all ages ; from 
primitive, stone-age technology to the most 
sophisticated and enlightened methods of 
becoming independent . 

*Plus, as a member, you will receive a 20 percent 
discount on our books dealing with subjects related 
to survival , homesteading, self-sufficiency and 
more. These books will be chosen , reviewed and 
approved by the Associati<ln for their outstanding 
quality. There will be no longer the risk of adding 
questionable or insufficient literature to your 
library. You simply order them from us at the 
discount price. 
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*Plus , as a member, you will be invited to attend 
at a 20 percent discount , any seminars: 
conferences , lectures and courses held in the U.S. 
each year. These are unmatched in quality and 
personal instruction. This opportunity alone is 
worth many times the amount you pay for being a 
member of the Association. In these programs you 
will be in direct contact with the experts who know 
th·e ans of survival and self-sufficiency. You will 
actually participate in the skills of primitive living. 

*Plus , as a member you will be. invited to Rabbit 
Stick. Rabbit Stick is difficult to explain. One must 
experience it to understand it. In a timeless land, 
when the desert becomes your one comfort and 
sust inance. the feeling of competence blends with 
the Anasasi. That bond shared with others of a 
kin dred nature is the wholesome reward of Rabbit 
St ick. It is the stone age revisited with aromas of 
dri pping fat, ashcakes , fry bread, juniper smoke 
and sagebrush. Red ocher is the color of the land 
and the faces oft hose who know the canyons of the 
Anasasi. 

Each year, in the spring, Rabbit Stick happens. 
Friends gather for four dayS' of reunion in the 
canyons of a Southern Utah desert. 

There are: 
1. No registration cost to members of. 

'L. D.O.S.A., guests pay 545.00. 
2. Plenty of things to eat--wild foods, sheep, fry 

bread, ash cakes, etc. 
3. Skill demonstrations , lectures, workshops. 
4. Contest s and awards in primitive skills and 

styles. 
5. Evening firesides and primitive lore. 
6. Old friends and new things to learn. 
7. Trading sessions and Indian dancing. 
Times are announced in WOODSMOKE . 

. ~Plus, as a member, you will receive significant 
reduction in fees to attend special expeditions, 
courses and programs . Some of the programs 
include 10-day primitive survival expeditions. 
trapping expeditions, edible and useful plant 
tours 

*Plus, as the head of a household, you rna>:_ 



r~~gister your immediate family in any of the 
_serninars', the conference~, and any of the special 
programs at the same reduced fees per person for 
tlte t·egu1ar non-member price. Your membership 
i ncl_u_c.les your family. 

*PilUs, for YOU as a member of the Association, . 
there are numerous opportunities for in-depth 
st' udy and PARTICIPATION with those who know 
the arts of self-sufficiency. This kind of growing 
a!;socia-tion builds friends and cooperative efforts 
b}' friends to make our world a better place in 
wh ich t o live . 

As a member of the Association, you will be a 
particip111nt in a worthy organization for a 
memberS"hip fee of only 537.50 per year. This 
means act ive participation by receiving a journal 
designed to educate you for self-sufficiency; 
reduced p1·ices on specially chosen and writterl 
books; att•.!nd seminars and conferences, be 
eligible for .reduced fees and prices for additional 
survival expt~ditions , courses, homestead living 
experiences, and many special offers for members 
only; receive a discount for family members for the 
seminars, confer(!nccs , and special programs; and 
receive opportun ities for personal participation 
and contact wit!, experts and leaders in Rabbit 
Stick. ·the Associa-tion puts you in control of the 
very best methods developed by people all over the 
country to help yo•u gain proficiency in becoming 
self-sl.lfficient. 

l 

I would like you to join with me. Please fill in the 
fo~ below and mail it. We will immediately 
register you as a member of THE LARRY DEAN 
OLSEN SURVIVAL ASSOCIATION. 

Sincerely, 

~ .. fJ. -~: :~ 
Larry D. Olsen 
President, L.D.O., Inc. 

~ ·.···················-· .................. ~ .... .........., 
· oPIUTea~~-os~~OR;_~Y ~~.!fl.Pli!P_el_ltary - ~opy of 

.uu a .,·nAL SKILLS, and regtster m. 
as a member of THE LARRY DEAN otSEN 
SURVIVAL ASSOCIATION. 

-----1 year full membership at $37.50 
-----2 years full membership at $70.00 

Send to: 
Larry Dean Olsen Survival Association 
P.O. Box 1301, Salt Lake City, Utah 84.110 

*Complimentary copy of OUTDOOR SURVIVAL 
SKILLS given only with a full membership in the 
Association. 
*I( you already subscribe to WOODSMOKE. you 
ma'y deduct $6.00 from your membership for this 
year. I am a ~OODSMOKE suQscriber.D_ · 
·········!···························· 
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Wilderness is the 
great equalizer. 
It's here to be 
understood, not 
·conquered. At once 
a tyrant and a pawn 
its strength is 
matched only by its 
incredible fragility. 

Set yourself up for 
nature's wrath. · 
Without any 
technological 
advantages. On a 
one . to one basis. 
Wilderness survival 
is learning and 
being able to apply 
the primitive arts. 

OUTDOOR 
SURVIVAL 
SKILLS, Larry 
Dean Olsen. A 
book to teach you 
what you need to 
know about living. 

Outdoor Survival Skills 
Larry Dean Olsen 
with a fo reword by Robert Redford . 

The new , revised edition contains 96 full ­
color ph o tograph s of plants with usages 
listed , hundreds of photographs and how-to 
illustrations , an d a comple te index to the 
hundreds of surviva l techniques included. 

Larry Dean 0 1 en ins tituted a survival 
train ing program a t Brigham Young 

niversit y. His innova tive skill s as well as 
h is knowledge of the pr imiti ve a rts led him 
to be selected as the techni cal director for 
the film , jeremiah j ohnson. He has 
conducted survival workshops . worked with 
scouts, and annually leads survival trips to 
wilderness locations. He was given the 
national award for creativity in 1969 by the 
NUEA for developing the mO'lt innovative 
university course. 

Send me copies of OUTDOOR 
SURVIVAL SKILLS. 

I have enclosed a check or money order for the 
total... ...... .. .... (California residents add So/o 
sa les tax .) 

Address ... .. .. ... ...... .. ...... .. . .... ... .. .. .. .. . ........ . 

City . .. .. .. .... .. .. .... . .. .. ... .. .. ..... . .. .. ....... . ... ..... . 
~tate ... .... .. ... ... .. ... Zip ...... .. ..... .... . ..... ... .. .. . 

Send $4.95 plus 2Sc postage for each book 
OUTDOOR SURVIVAL SKILLS 

P.O. Box 1301, Salt Lake City, UT 84110 



If undeliverable please return 
Return postage guaranteed 

If you walked into the woods today, what 
would the deer and the coyote 
smell---rubber, garbage cans, 
exhaust fumes and asphalt?··· 

St and in the Woodsmoke for a while 

... . And invite 
your friends 

to join you 

A woodsman knows the value 
of WO ODSMOKE puts him rn tune with 
the wilds. It takes away the fumes of 
civilizat ion. 

If you enjoyed WOODSMOKE yo u should rea ll y set your cou rses for those future columns of 
WOODSMOKE ris ing on the horizon. The spark has just been struck and the flames are ready to 
warm you from now on. You can sit with WOODSMOK E and feel the lore of the trail and the security 
of the homestead hearth . both together. The skills for living wi ll keep your fingers busy round the 
evening fire wherever you are . WOODSMOKE will be sizzling with hump roast and ashcakes; 
stoneage skills and ho mespun hints for a better and more enduring lifestyle; adventure and history 
along with a few tall tales now and then . WOODSMOKE aims to help you build confidence and a 
sense of adventure in yourself by putting you in touch with newer and better ways to become one 
with nature and with soc iety. Contrary to the pessimistic opinions of some people, WOODSMOKE 
believes that man is the master of his destiny and that he is truly a part of this wonderful universe . 
Lie down just outside the fires dim and gaze at the limitless universe above , feel the stillness of the 
land and let the free breezes bathe you in your ve ry ow n WOODSMOKE. 
And while you're at it, why not give your best friends WOODSMOKE. Let it blow in their direction 

WOODSMOKE 

P.O.Box 62, StevenaviUe, MT 59870 

Please send a year' s subscription to: 

~-------=s~~---------
Canada , $7 .50 

016.00 eDdoeed All other countries $9.00 

WOODSMOKE 
P.O. Box 62, Stevea1vWe, MT 59870 

Please send a year's subscription to: 

N11111e 
Addre11 
City s~ 

llp 
Canada, $7 .50 

0 $6.00 eHloNd All other countries $9.00 


