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A REPORT: THE FIRST WAGONS OVER DONNER SUMMIT ©
By David Hollecker

research that guided him to this location or to
several others in his trail markings. No emigrants
used Coldstream pass as there are no diaries
found mentioning the trail passing any lake near the
top after mid-September 1846; Lake Mary in this
case. This is something that surely would have
been mentioned by later diarists.
The Central Pacific RR used Coldstream
pass to transport equipment to build the rail road
beyond the uncompleted tunnels. Newell’s
confusion over the diaries stems
from the fact she accepts Weddell’s markings. She
and others offer no thought as to the wagons
possibly going over the top on the north side of
Summit Canyon. (Continued on Page 4)

(The opinions expressed in this copyright article are those
solely of the author and they may or may not define the
opinion of the organization in whose publication it appears.)

Man has changed the character and
geography of the Donner Summit area over the
past 170 years. Road building, railroad
construction, utility and pipe lines have had their
way to change the summit to the point that if the
emigrants saw the pass today, it would be
unrecognizable to them. Today, this has caused
confusion and misinterpretation of where the wagon
roads went over the top.
George Stewart, an author of several books
about this pass, basically (I’m paraphrasing) threw
up his hands after 20 years of searching and said I
don’t know where it went; maybe someone will find
it one day. Well, it has been found in two areas
where no one thought it could have possibly gone.
When writing about the summit, most authors have
started with the assumption that the 1844--1846
wagon road went up and over the top on the south
side of Summit Canyon, where the rail road is
situated. When providing the interpretation of diary
quotes, past and current authors try to find a quote
to fit that area on the south side of the canyon.
One of the popular books written about the
pass is Tail of the Elephant, by Olive Newell,
published in 1997. Newell remarks on page 363 of
her book, “. . . routes taken by the following
emigrants is somewhat arbitrary because their
descriptions are so meager and tend to be unclear
whether the Roller Pass or Coldstream summit is
meant.” Philip Weddell, back in the 1920s, marked
Coldstream Pass as an emigrant wagon crossing
based solely on his observations of a ‘trail’.
Weddell never mentions where he found the trail
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CA-NV Board of Directors
and Officers:

From Behind the Redwood Curtain . . .
Fellow OCTAns, you have been reading this column
for the last four years “from the desk of John Winner,” but as of
last August John termed out and moved on to new challenges
and responsibilities for the organization at the national and
chapter levels. I, your humble servant Mark Wilson, was
selected President of the CA/NV Chapter.
First, I would like to let you know that our chapter had
very good representation at the National Convention in
Kearney, Nebraska with 37 members registered. We also had
an excellent promotion display for our convention at Lake
Tahoe next September. The new banner promoting the
chapter was used for the first time, and it looked great. We
plan to send copies of the promotional video that Dee Owens
produced to each of the chapters to view at their meetings.
As we move forward for the year our biggest
challenge is planning and producing the National Convention
at Lake Tahoe during the week of September 20th. Dick
Waugh, John Winner and the many volunteers have made
great progress, and now it is mostly working on the details.
We shall need many volunteers to execute these details. Be
ready to lend a hand. Just one or two hours during the
convention will be a great help.
Once we have the convention well in hand, I would
like to challenge the membership to come up with new
projects. Some projects may require expenditure of funds
while others would have minimal or no costs. One potential
project is to create an inventory and data base of all the
monuments, memorials and interpretive signs along the
various trails. Coupled with this would be a program to monitor
the condition of the monuments, memorials and signs, and
report any adverse conditions to the appropriate authority. I
am sure you have many other ideas.
At our national meeting in Nebraska, concern was
raised over the lack of progress with the implementation of the
California Auto Tour Route Sign Project. The lack of progress,
seven years and counting, seems to be with Caltrans. To get
a perspective on the current status and implementation of this
project, I invited Caltrans project engineer Samuel Jordan to
address the board and membership at our meeting on October
14 in Roseville.
I look forward to working with all of you on enhancing
our current projects and developing new ones. We should
have an interesting and active year.
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experiences of minority groups including Black
Americans on the trails and Native American
impressions of the Westward Movement and its
impact on their way of life are solicited.
Presentations by descendants of pioneer
emigrants are also sought. Some talks may be
grouped as a panel presentation, dependent upon the
number of submissions. Talks should run
approximately 45 minutes in length. For panel
participants, the allotted time for each speaker
would be approximately 20 minutes.
Papers should be scholarly and original.
Permission may be sought for publication of one or
more presentations in OCTA's publication,
Overland Journal.
For consideration, abstracts should be
submitted by December 1, 2014, to Ken Johnston,
5709 Casa Way, Klamath Falls, Oregon, 97603.
For additional information or questions, call
541-883-7671or email: kljstn@msn.com.

Call for Papers

The Oregon-California Trails Association
(OCTA) invites submission of abstracts for papers
to be presented at its 2015 annual convention. The
meeting will be held in South Lake Tahoe, Nevada,
September 21-25, 2015. The deadline for receiving
abstracts of 200 words maximum is December 1,
2014.
The theme of the convention is, "A Bonanza
Of Trails." All submissions relating to midnineteenth century overland migration to the West
will be considered, but priority will be given to
subjects related to the theme, especially what
happened on trails in the Reno/Tahoe area, during
and after the overland trek.
Papers addressing trail development,
emigrant experiences on the various trails,
_______________________________________________

A Bonanza of Trails: Convention Planning Meeting
All interested people are invited to attend the next convention planning meeting on Monday,
January 19, 2015. Meet at 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. in Auburn, CA. Check website and email for meeting
place updates.
___________________________________________________

2015 CONVENTION Raffle/Auction
Now that we've all recovered from the 2014 convention in Kearney, it's time to start thinking
about the convention in Lake Tahoe. We need donations for our raffle/auction. Please look through
your book collections, gifts you've never used, handmade crafts, etc. We need it all. We would
appreciate anything you can donate. Please bring it to the convention. If you have any questions you
can email me at: swinner@dataentree.com. Susie Winner, Raffle Chairman
___________________________________________________________

MOVING OR CHANGING ADDRESS?
PLEASE send your new address to Membership Chair, Susie Winner, as soon as possible to:
CANVOCTA@GMAIL.COM. The Postal Service DOES NOT forward Ballots or TRAIL TALK.
They are returned to the Chapter which must pay 49 cents for that ‘privilege’.
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“It took us three days to take our wagons
and cattle from the bottom of the cascade to the top
– about 4 miles. The oxen could be trailed from the
bottom to the top by blood. Since we crossed,
there has been a new route found that is a great
deal better. Six or eight yoke of oxen can pull up a
wagon in two hours. On top of this mountain is a
small lake.” (D. Rhoads, 1846). “A mile brought us
to a small dimple on top of the mountain, in the
center of which is a miniature lake surrounded by
green grass. It was some time before we could
determine our course down the Sierra on the
western side. The emigrant wagon-trail was entirely
effaced. Around the small lake we saw the traces
of encampments; but beyond it, in no direction,
could we discover any signs that man had ever
passed.”
(Bryant, 1846).
“From the time we left the lake on the north
side of the mountain [Donner Lake] until we arrived
at the lake on the top . . .” (William Todd, 1845)
The key in these quotes are the last
sentences. Some Historians, in writing about this
trail, have almost to the person, bracketed the
words “Lake Mary” at the end of the word “lake”.
Problem: Lake Mary is not at the top of any
mountain. Lake Mary is 200 to 800 feet lower in
elevation than Coldstream or Donner Passes. The
lake at the top can only be Lake Angela on
Stephens Pass.
So, there are other Donner Pass writers that
‘confirm’ the first wagon route over the Sierra is
next to the old Central Pacific RR. One source they
use is the J. E. Freeman 1866 map showing the rail
lines and the two emigrant trails. Mr. Freeman
drew that map some 20 years after the fact and
assumes that most of the Dutch Flat Road is on top
of the first 1844 Emigrant road and any evidence of
emigrant wagons using the same route was
compromised. Freeman’s map also shows the
1846 and later road over Roller Pass; but no trail
over Coldstream Pass.
Moses Schallenberger was a member of the
first party over the Pass. He gave an interview and
said in part that the route in 1844 used by the first
wagons went over the pass where the present
railroad is located. In 1844, Moses was 17 years of
age and the interview occurred in 1885, when he
was 58, some 41 years later.
Olive Newell, on pages 15 & 16 of her book,
says there are several types of emigrant recordings
of experiences. “Diaries: day to day records written
while traveling . . . Journals: made soon after their
journey . . . Letters: as immediate as journals . . .
Reminiscences: recollections of events . . . several

(Continued From Page 1)

In the summer of 2011, Chris Wray and Don
Buck walked down a newly found route. They
recorded trail artifacts made by man and wagons.
At about that same time, I was searching the
internet and came across a ‘report’ on recreational
opportunities, as I remember, and that person also
mentioned seeing what could be an old trail but
gave no details. I lost that internet page shortly
thereafter, so I don’t remember who wrote it other
than they mentioned they lived in the area. In early
2009, I had been spending time at the summit and
came across two large rocks (boulders) that had
wagon tire wear on the surface and they were in
alignment with Stephens pass.
In 2000, Trails West, Inc., placed a steel rail
marker at the pass, now called Stephens Pass,
near Lake Angela. Don Wiggins had been doing
trail research of the area and determined that the
route had to be over that pass. Despite finding little
ground evidence, the organization went along with
his suppositions and placed the marker at that
pass. Trails West received some criticisms for this
marking as it did not conform to what earlier trail
historians believed where the pass was located.
So what are we to make of these ‘two
discoveries’? Well, it needs to be verified and
documented. This past July, Dick Waugh, Howdy
Hoover, Bill and Leta Bishell, Jim and Denise
Moorman, members of Trails West and OCTA’s
CA-NV Chapter and photographer Dan Murray
hiked down the trail and photographed trail artifacts
and made notes on what they saw. The evidence
found is conclusive.
When determining where wagon roads
exist, one must rely on diary quotes and physical
changes to the ground. Some historians, as
mentioned above, believe the wagons went up
Summit Canyon and then turned to the left and
went where the China Wall is now. They believed
the wagon road then turned somewhat to the right
and went over the top. In this process they would
have passed Lake Mary. This has been the
accepted route of the first wagons for decades.
Whatever supposed evidence was on the ground
was pretty much destroyed or altered by all the
activity over the years. But the few diary accounts
that have been found for the 1844–1845 period do
not describe this route as the one that was taken.
So now we need to look at the few diary
quotes that have been known for some time that
show that Stephens Pass is where they were:
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(From Page 4) years afterward . . . drafted by the

emigrant or dictated to a transcriber. A
reminiscence is the least dependable for accuracy
since memory fades and changes over time . . .”
“From the top of the mountain,
Donner Lake was in full view a few miles to the left
of the road looking east”. (Reynolds,1849).
Again, some writers have bracketed the
word “right” after the phrase “. . . to the left . . .”
thinking the diarist made a mistake in writing down
his directions. But did he? Notice the photo at the
end of this article where the photographer, standing
on a rock, is taking a picture of the 1844 route.
The Reynolds quote about the view of
Donner Lake was made in 1849. Many writers
have said that the first route over the Sierra ended
by early 1847 with the 1846 mid-September
opening of Roller Pass. Apparently, this first route
and bypass was still used to some degree by the
emigrants.
There is a report that has wagons using a
different way to the top in 1845–1846 than the 1844
route used by the Stephens-Murphy-Townsend
party. Peter Benitz, in researching his family
history, read 3 books: The Brazen Overlanders of
1845 by Donna Wojcik, California Trail by George
Stewart and Wagons West by Frank McLynn. He
found references to his family member, Michael
Kolmer, that he had traveled with a wagon train led
by Caleb Greenwood. Benitz adapted from these
books this statement:
“The hardest miles of all – it took 2
to 3 days to climb to the pass. At one point faced
with a rock cliff, some emigrants took their wagons
apart [unloaded?] and lifted them piece by piece;
others found a bypass . . .” (Michael Kolmer
(A.K.A. Coleman), 1845 – Grigsby-Ide party).
Caleb Greenwood, the Grigsby-Ide party
guide, had found a route/bypass up the east side of
the mountains that was easier than the one
followed in 1844. This bypass, of some 1,300 feet,
is off to the side of the 1844 trail, near the top.
Sometimes, as in this case, the evidence being the
wagon tire wears on two boulders.
It may be obvious to some readers that
details of the location are lacking. The Forest
Service has requested that the exact location of the
original route not be mentioned until such time as
they can assure its protection. The individuals who
participated in the documenting have also agreed
not to disclose any details of the location. The
following are photos of trail evidence. ~

1. Photo of the photographer standing on a large rock and just
below him, rocks were stacked to allow right side wagon wheels to
easily go over. Note rocks in lower right for wagon left side wheels to
use. Donner Lake is in the upper left corner. 1844 route.

2. Rocks piled at end of a Juniper log for wagon wheels to get up on
log to traverse a rough spot. Juniper trees contain very dense wood.
Growth rings are very close together making for very slow
deterioration. 1844 route.

3. Trail at center right of photo. 1844route.
(Next Page)
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4. Possible rope and chain scars on this Juniper
tree could have been made by holding or pulling
wagons up the steep trail. I could find no diary
quotes that mentioned them doing this. 1844 route.

5. Wagon tire wear on one of the boulders in the
bypass. Wear can be seen on the very left and right
of this rock. 1845 and later bypass.
First Photo courtesy of Dick Waugh.
Second, third and fourth photos courtesy of Dan Murray.
Fifth photo courtesy Dave Hollecker.

Reproduction of any kind of this copyrighted 2014 article in part or whole is only with the prior written
permission from the author at MTGRIZZ@AOL.COM.

CONVENTION VOLUNTEERS NEEDED
The CA-NV Chapter will host the OCTA National Convention at Lake Tahoe on September
21--25, 2015. The Chapter’s national convention planning committee has been working towards
producing an exciting and informative convention for the fall event.
The committee has met several times since forming in 2013. Twenty-five to 30 chapter
members have met in Auburn, Lake Tahoe and Roseville. The meeting in Lake Tahoe included a
tour of the facilities at Harvey’s Resort, site of the convention. The committee has taken on forming
sub committees, setting schedules and planning tours in the surrounding areas. The convention
activities will highlight the convention theme, “A Bonanza of Trails,” by exploring the many California
trail branches and cutoffs that twine through the area.
The convention committee has several sub-committee chairman positions that need leaders.
The committee is also looking for volunteers to staff positions at the convention. These include
registration, hosting, assisting with speakers, tours and information. If interested, please contact
Convention Chairman Dick Waugh at: camalobo@comcast.net or Lloyd Johnson, Chairman of the
Volunteer committee, at: lloydj-2@att.net.
The next committee meeting is scheduled for 10 AM January 19, 2015 at Lou Labonte’s
Restaurant, 13460 Lincoln Way, Auburn, CA 95603.
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TRAIL TALK is available electronically.
If you wish to receive it through the Web Site
and not get the hard copy in your mail
box, please send your name and
email address to: CANVOCTA@GMAIL.COM
requesting this service.

Submitting Trail Talk Articles
The editorial board of TRAIL TALK
appreciates the articles that are sent in by
members. This newsletter would have a
hard time existing without your input and
interest -- thank you.
We who assemble TRAIL TALK put in
many hours and days getting the newsletter
together. We are always looking for ways to
decrease the time spent publishing, printing
and mailing.
We have Susie Winner providing an
updated mailing list for each issue saving
the editors a bunch of time in the publication
process.
For those of you sending in electronic
articles, we request that you submit them
single spaced with indented paragraphs. No
spaces between paragraphs, please. Take
time to read before submitting and check for
grammar and spelling errors.
This will help us get TRAIL TALK out
in a more efficient manner, thanks. 

PLEASE NOTE

CHAPTER DUES STRUCTURE
Individual Membership………$10
Family Membership……….…$15
Sustaining Membership…...…$35
Family memberships receive 2 ballots
Sustaining receive 2 ballots with two names
. Your National and Chapter dues are paid to
National. You will get a renewal notice from them.
New-Renew info at: www.octa-trails.org

Dues Expiration Date on Trail
Talk Address Label
In the past several issues of Trail Talk, your address
label has been showing the date that your OCTA and CANV Chapter dues expire on the top line. It is the same
dues expiration date printed on the address label of
OCTA’s newsletter, News From the Plains.
An example:
.
Chapter Dues Expires: 12/14

CHAPTER ROSTER & BYLAWS
The CA-NV Chapter plans to print
a membership roster and the Chapter
bylaws for members to have for their
own use. All paid-up members will
appear in the roster with name, address
and email.
If you do not want your address
and/or email address in the roster,
please notify the Chapter at:
canvocta@gmail.com OR
CA-NV OCTA Chapter,
P.O. Box1521
Yreka, CA 96097

JOE & JOAN GLOTZ
123 RABBIT SPRINGS RD.
ANYWHERE, CA 75395

If this information is incorrect, please contact me. For
OCTA Life Members, a special dues reminder will be
sent from national and this chapter in December each
year. Susie Winner at: swinner@dataentree.com
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Also visit our Chapter web site:

CANVOCTA.ORG

**************

ACTIVITIES CALENDAR
2015
TRAIL TALK IS PUBLISHED THREE TIMES A
YEAR. NEXT DEADLINE FOR ARTICLES
AND NOTICES IS: FEBRUARY 28, 2015
Article guidelines: Single spaced - no
spaces in between indented paragraphs.
Submit in WORD – check your spelling &
grammar.

CONVENTION MEETING IN
AUBURN, CA...……….JAN. 19
TRAILS WEST BANQUET IN
RENO, NV. ...…APRIL 10 &11
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