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BRUFF'S HIEROGLYPHICS ROCK by Herman Zittel  

 

  If you are a serious trail buff, you no 
doubt spent time looking through many  diaries 
and journals to help nail down the overland 
trails.  One of the best diaries was J. 
Goldsborough Bruff's, written in 1849 to 1851.  
His diary was edited by Georgia Read and 
Ruth Gaines first as a two volumes in 1944 and 
again as a single volume in1950 as the 
California Centennial Edition. 
 Bruff was curious with a very keen 
perspective of what was around him, writing 
long daily narratives.  Added to that, he made 
meticulous sketches of his surroundings.  
While Bruff was sketching, he was "compelled 
to have a friend at my elbow with a ready rifle 
to look out for Philistines (Indians) while I 
sketch.”  
 Several months after Bruff endured a 
wintery camp at "Bruff's Camp" on the Mill 
Creek-Dry Creek divide, he joined Peter 
Lassen in search of Gold Lake where gold 
could be picked up by the handful.  Bruff didn't 
buy into this tale, but being adventurous and 
wanting to see new country, he went along  for 
the ride. 
 In GOLD RUSH the editors gave 2 1/2 
pages in the end notes (p. 710-713) on this 
Gold Lake junket.  Since Bruff wasn't going to 
include it in his proposed overland guide to 
California, he didn't keep detailed notes.  He 
made only one compass entry and estimated 
mileages along the twisty route.  He had two 
anchor points.  The one further north was an 
"isolated butte" (p. 415) which the editors 
called Centerville Butte, and which is shown as 

Rattlesnake Butte about ten miles west of  
Alturas.   
 The other point further south is Honey 
Lake.  It took Bruff and company nine days to 
travel that distance.  The route was generally in 
a southern direction.  Read and Gaines 
narrowed the route to either Snowstorm 
Canyon or upper Smoke Creek Canyon, since 
both run approximately north and south. 
          Although Bruff'’s description was not as 
detailed as his overland diary notes, 
the editors pieced together landmarks, 
compass readings, estimated distances, and  
numerous petroglyphs in the area, and 
concluded Bruff'’s "Hieroglyphic Defile" must 
be in Snowstorm Canyon.  The only problem; 
this was not Bruff'’s route in search for the 
mythical Gold Lake. 

  
 In September 1960, Georgia Read 
published an article in the California Historical 
Society Journal revisiting Bruff'’s route.  Read 
and Gaines never found Bruff's Rock, so they 

 (Continued on Page 3) 
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An Editorial . . . 
   

SHOULD WE PUT TRAIL TALK TO BED? 
 
 Eventually the time comes when you need to make 
changes.  In the case of TRAIL TALK, the time may have come to 
put it to bed.  TRAIL TALK has over the last 100 issues brought you 
all kinds of reports and articles on the Emigrant trails in our two 
states.  These words, sentences and paragraphs were written by 
chapter members.  In past years, the number of people writing about 
the trails was many.  Today, TRAIL TALK struggles to find articles on 
the trail to put in each issue.  The Chapter spends some $1800 each 
year to mail out 3 issues.   
 Often, your editor has pulled his hair out to find something 
to fill the pages.  I’ve looked at back issues of TRAIL TALK to see 
where the many past articles came from and who wrote them.  Their 
names, familiar to me, are sadly from folks no longer with us or from 
members who no longer are active in trail work due to age and 
health.   
 The bylines today are generally the same three or four 
names.  Grateful for their contributions to TRAIL TALK, a ‘newsletter’ 
cannot sustain itself from these few sources.  I don’t see any 
changes or improvement on the horizon for TRAIL TALK to continue 
in its present form.  I would rather set this marvelous publication to 
the side than to render it as a publication filled with nothing more 
than a series of announcements and schedules.  Perhaps bring it out 
of its nap when good trail articles and research need to be seen and 
read by Chapter members.  
 So, does this mean we will no longer have any news from 
the Chapter about events and members?  No.  Instead of TRAIL 
TALK, I propose a newsletter about trail events announced in a 
simply compiled ‘publication’ where this information can be ‘hard 
copied’ to members.  The new newsletter will have messages, 
schedule of events and activities and other related information to let 
the membership know what is happening or has happened.  This will 
be confined in a 2 or 4 page document.  There will be few photos, no 
articles other than one or two paragraphs explaining an upcoming 
event or past events.  The yearly Symposium would probably use all 
4 pages to promote and register members as would the bios on new 
board nominees. 
   We are the largest Chapter, membership wise, yet we 
don’t have any members who will write reports or articles about the 
activities where most of the California emigrant trails exist -- a sad 
situation.  Case in point: the 2015 Convention at South Lake Tahoe, 
not a single sentence or photo had been submitted about the 
activities at the Convention 6 weeks after it was held (TRAIL TALK’s 
deadline).  It is not the responsibility of John Winner, Mark Wilson, 
Mary Ann T., Dave Hollecker or Dick Waugh to perform those writing 
‘duties’.         
 So what do we call this new newsletter?  How about 
CHAPTER NOTEPAD, TRAIL WHISPERS or TRAIL DUST or 
suggest something and send it to me.  The new newsletter will be 
mailed when a timely situation arises with some limit on the number 
of times it is sent in a year.  Nearly 300 copies of each issue of 
TRAIL TALK were/are printed and mailed as will the proposed 
newsletter.  You are reading the 101st issue of TRAIL TALK – a 
remarkable run over the years. 

 Dave Hollecker, Editor 

mailto:wwht@sbcglobal.net
mailto:camalobo@comcast.net
mailto:chmarch@aol.com
mailto:stedon@pacific.net
mailto:kljstn@msn.com
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mailto:swinner@dataentree.com
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Bruff’s Rock (Continued from page 1) 

felt further examination was in order.   
 They were about to start with the aid of 
Phillip Lord of Susanville and the Forest 
Service when WW II broke out.  This put 
everything on hold.  Mr. Lord took Bruff's data 
and checked out Snowstorm Canyon and 
concluded this indeed was the canyon even 
though he was unable to find "Bruff's Detached 
Rock". 
 He surmised that during the hundred 
years or so the rock could have dislodged and 
got buried by torrential storms funneling down 
the canyon. 

 
 In 1954 an elementary school principle, 
Lawrence Bowker saw a copy of GOLD RUSH 
and became interested in Bruff's "Hieroglyphic 
Defile."  In the spring of 1957, Bowker and his 
wife located the rock that confirmed Bruff’'s 
route, which was not in Snowstorm Canyon, 
but further east in upper Smoke Creek Canyon.  
 In May, 1958, Phillip Lord along with 
William Pratt and Lowell Adams, using 
Bowker's information, visited the area, and it 
checked with Bruff's notes.  Both areas had 
similar topography and vegetation.  In his diary 
entry for October 1, 1850, Bruff wrote, "[ I ] 
entered a very remarkable Defile…40 to 60 ft. 
wide… and a very large brooke meandering 
through it:  the banks lined with willows and 
rushes… What renders it most remarkable is 
the fact of the entire right hand (west) wall 
being marked over…with strange ancient 
Hieroglyphical Symbols!"  
  
 

 
 
 As the two photos show, there is no  
question the photo and Bruff's drawing are the  
same.  The background in his drawing is a 
collection of petroglyphs found in the canyon.  
The surrounding area is flat and covered with 
volcanic rock with grass and scattered junipers.  
The entire area was burned in the Rush Fire of 
2012.  Of interest, immediately above the site 
and along the rim, are two large Indian rock 
circles.  Bruff’s Hieroglyphic Rock lay idle for 
over 100 years in a canyon visited occasionally 
by cowboys. 
 Some 35 miles northeast of Susanville, 
the site is not hard to find.  Just be careful-- 
don't walk 'n gawk!   Perhaps in the future an 
outing can be arranged to this special place. ~ 
 

 
 

 
 
 
Convention 2015 . . . 
 
TO ALL OF YOU WHO DONATED TO OUR RAFFLE 
 
 The Raffle and Silent Auction at this year’s 
Convention in Lake Tahoe were a huge success due to 
the generosity of those who donated and those who 
bought tickets.  You can’t have one without the other.  I 
can’t tell you how many times I heard people say how 
nice the prizes were.  I want you to know how much I 
appreciated your help. 
 Thank you is just not enough. 
 Susie Winner,  
 Raffle and Silent auction Chairman 
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AWARDS: WHO WILL IT BE? 
by Norine Kimmy 

 Now is the time for YOU to have your say.  

It is an opportunity for members to identify 

individuals YOU see as worthy of recognition.  

 Annual awards are given for Trail 

Preservation and/or Service to our Chapter. 

There are two categories: Certificate of 

Achievement, which is given in recognition of a 

specific contribution, and the Lifetime Achievement 

Award, which honors long-term service to our 

chapter.  

 While the Lifetime Achievement and Trail 

Boss awards are required to be members, an 

individual, who is not a member of OCTA, or a 

business entity, is entitled to be the recipient of a 

Certificate of Appreciation. 

 How does a person get nominated?  It’s 

easy.  MEMBERS send the awards committee a 

letter telling about the individual.  Just describe 

what has been done for the chapter or trail 

preservation that merits award consideration.  

 You can make more than one nomination 

during the year. If we have more nominees than we 

can recognize we will keep the name on hand for a 

later time. 

 Awards and Certificates of Appreciation 

will be during a Chapter meeting in the spring 2016. 

The recipient of the Senior Trail Boss Award, 

selected by our president, is also announced during 

the award ceremony.  

 Letters of Nomination should be sent to 

Awards Committee chairperson Norine Kimmy, 

1437 Piedmont Rd., San Jose, CA 95132, or email 

nkimmy@sbcglobal.net. We are delighted to give 

recognition to deserving individuals, and appreciate 

recommendations from our members.   

 Nominations must be received by March 

15, 2016.  

 

 

CA-NV CHAPTER AWARDS – May 1, 2015 
– Norine Kimmy 

 Our annual Awards presentation took place 

at the Oxford Suites in Chico on May 1, 2015. 

Certificates of Achievement, the Lifetime 

Achievement, and the Senior Trail Boss Awards 

were presented at the symposium.  Norine Kimmy 

was assisted in the presentation by Kathleen Buob 

and Priscilla Van der Pas.  The Photographer for the 

occasion was Ken Johnston. Unfortunately, Ken’s 

photos are not available for publication at this time 

 Howdy Hoover was first recipient to 

receive a Certificate of Appreciation. He was 

honored for his leadership and service to our 

chapter.  He was responsible for organizing the 

Chico Symposium.   

 Ken Johnson has published a book titled, 

“Legendary Truths, Peter Lassen and His Gold 

Rush Trail in Fact and Fable.”  He has been a 

speaker about Peter Lassen for our symposium and 

for the Lassen Volcanic National Park. In addition, 

Ken developed a living history program for the park 

to interpret the development of the Lassen and 

Nobles Trails.  Ken is a member of our chapter 

board, and has represented our chapter at various 

meetings. 

 Steve Shaw was recognized for preservation 

of emigrant history and his dedicated service to our 

chapter.  Steve took part in the Feasibility Study of 

the Henness Pass Road and recently has been 

researching the campsites of the Donner-Reed Party 

around Alder Creek and Donner Lake.  For our 

Convention at Lake Tahoe, Steve was in charge of 

selling merchandise and was involved with the bus 

tours. 

 Dave Freeman, Historian of Lassen’s 

Ranch, spoke at our symposium.  His award of 

appreciation reads, “For preservation of emigrant 

history, especially the study of Lassen’s ranch, and 

as a presenter at the 2015 Chico Symposium.” 

 Susie Winner has performed numerous jobs 

for our chapter.  She has had the responsibility for 

Membership records and has chaired the Raffle and 

Auction donations.  In addition, she creates 

beautiful, handmade items that she donates for the 

raffle.  The award is our way of thanking Susie for 

her tireless dedication and service to our chapter. 

 Mark Wilson announced Dick Waugh as 

the recient of the Senior Trail Boss Award for his 

tireless dedication to chapter responsibilities.  In 

addition to his work on the Beckwourth Trail, Dick 

has served in leadership positions for our chapter. 

 He has serves on the Chapter Board, and 

was Convention Chair for the successful 2015 

Tahoe convention. The background of the Trail 

Boss Award for Dick is the Black Rock Desert.  
 (Continued on the next Page) 
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 Only one Lifetime Achievement Award is 

presented each year. It is given in recognition of the 

many years of service to our CA-NV chapter.  This 

year's recipient was Tom Fee. 

 

 
 A few of his accomplishments include: 

Establishing the Award Committee and serving as 

chairman for many years.  Establishing the Fernley 

Swales project and participating on the Photo 

Monitoring Team for several years.  Developing the 

procedure manuals for both the Fernley Swales 

Clean-up and the Awards Committee.   

 Tom Organized the Central Pacific Railroad 

sign project, served as a Board Member, Vice 

President, and as Activities Coordinator for our 

chapter.  

 Tom was not able to be at the symposium in 

May, therefore, the award was given to him at the 

chapter meeting in September.  Tom’s photograph 

was taken by Jo Johnston at our chapter meeting. 

The search for next year’s recipients has begun.  

 As you take part in our chapter activities, 

perhaps you will find someone who deserves an 

award. If so, just submit their name to the Awards 

Committee.  Thank you.  ~ 

 

HISTORY OF THE FERNLEY 
SWALES 

THE CALIFORNIA TRAIL 
           From the “jumping-off” places along the Missouri 
River, such as Independence, St. Joseph, and Council 
Bluffs, the emigrants bound for Oregon, California, and 
later Utah shared the same transportation corridor for the 
first portion of their trip.  This main corridor followed along 

the Platt and Sweetwater Rivers to South Pass, where 
the earliest route continued to the Fort Bridger trading 
post and then turned northwest to reach the Snake River 
at the Fort Hall trading post.  Oregon bound emigrants 
continued along the Snake River artery while California 
bound emigrants turned southwest at the Raft River to 
reach the Humboldt River artery to the Truckee or Carson 
Rivers and on over the Sierra Nevada to California.  
            The California Trail began in 1841 as a single, 
tenuous strand along the Humboldt River.  The Bidwell-
Bartleson Party of 1841 was the first organized group of 
emigrants attempting to reach northern California by way 
of the Humboldt River.  Joseph Chiles organized an 
emigrant wagon party in 1843.  Both the Bidwell-
Bartleson Party and the Joseph Chiles Party ended up 
abandoning their wagons and packing in to California.  
The Stephens-Townsend-Murphy Party of 1844, after 
many hardships, completed the first overland wagon 
route to California.   
 This was two years prior to the famous Donner 
Party tragedy and five years prior to the gold rush of 
1849.  As many as 250,000 emigrants traveled overland 
to northern California during the two decades leading up 
to 1860. 
THE 40 MILE DESERT 
              After leaving Lassen Meadows (aka Lovelock), 
the emigrants began traveling into an area which became 
known as the 40 Mile Desert. After 1848, the pioneers 
had a choice (approximately where Highway 95 is today) 
of turning south-southwest to the Carson River (the 
Carson River Route) or continuing west-southwest to the 
Truckee River (the Truckee River Route).  Either route 
through the 40 Mile Desert was about 40 miles long and 
extremely difficult.  The most difficult portion of the 40 
Mile Desert was the seven miles of deep sand prior to 
reaching the Truckee River.  The Great Sand Swales 
north of Fernley are in the middle of that very difficult 
seven mile stretch of sand.   A number of emigrants and 
a great many of their animals died in the 40 Mile Desert 
while they were struggling over that stretch of sand 
enduring thirst and exhaustion.  When they reached the 
fresh, cool water of the Truckee River, the tall 
cottonwoods were the first trees the emigrants had seen 
in 500 miles!   
THE FERNLEY DEEP SAND SWALES 
              The deep sand swales, just a mile north of 
Fernley, Nevada are the best example of deep sand 
swales on the California Trail.  Many, many thousands of  

(Continued on Page 6) 
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emigrants passed over the sands of the 40 Mile Desert 
on their way to start their lives anew in California, 
including members of the ill-fated Donner Party.  There is 
an amazing amount of history associated with the Fernley 
Swales.  The deep sand swales north of Fernley are a 
wonderful historic and cultural resource that needs to be 
protected.  
             During a land exchange between the BLM and a 
land development company, a 133 acre Historic 
Preservation and Access Easement was developed in 
2001.  This easement protects one mile of the emigrant 
trail as well as one mile of the Central Pacific Railroad 
bed that parallels the Swales and runs along the north 
section of the easement.  The easement is one mile long 
and approximately 1/5th mile wide.  It protects the deep 
sand swales of the emigrant trail, the Central Pacific 
Railroad bed, and the sand dune system that is located 
within the easement. 
 Officers of the California-Nevada Chapter 
entered into an agreement with the Bureau of Land 
Management to do two important tasks.  One is an 
annual cleanup of the trash illegally dumped within the 
133 acre easement.  There has been an annual CA-NV 
Chapter sponsored cleanup from 2001 through 2013.   
 The other task is to do an annual photo 
monitoring of the Historic Preservation Easement from 26 
marked photo points.  The first Photo Monitoring was held 
in November 2002 and has been conducted each year 
through November 2014.  ~ 

 
 During recent photo monitoring, Tom Fee, Larry 
Schmidt and Jon Nowlin of the Chapter and Rachel Crews of 
BLM, make a report on some damage done at the swales by 
off road vehicles.   

THE REVEALING GOLD RUSH LETTERS OF 
WILLIAM S. THOMAS: 

A REPORT FROM YOUR CHAPTER 
LIBRARY COMMITTEE 

by Don Buck 

 
 The CA-NV Chapter-sponsored 
“Western Overland Trails Collection” at the 
California State Library has recently received 
12 very interesting gold rush letters written by 
William L. Thomas to his wife, Lizzy, in Illinois. 
The first 5 letters relate to Thomas’ overland 
travel experience in 1849, and the remaining 7 
letters are on his tribulations in the gold mines 
during late 1849 to early 1851.  
 In readying his party for “jumping off” on 
the Missouri River at St. Joseph, Thomas 
observed, “There is great fears that the 
immense numbers going will cause much 
suffering and destitution on the plains in 
consequence of a want of grass for the teams.” 
Although this proved accurate, Thomas 
realized “It would anyhow be folly in me now to 
turn back after having spent nearly all of what 
little we had to procure an outfit.  I consider it to 
be my imperative duty to go ahead for the sake 
of my family.” By the time Thomas reached the 
Humboldt River, he was suffering from a 
debilitating bout with scurvy. 
 Unlike most male gold rush accounts 
that reveal very little about the author’s 
personal feelings and concerns, the Thomas 
letters disclose a very caring father and 
husband, trying his utmost, as he wrote to his 
wife, “to do well in the Gold business and 
realize enough to place us above want in 
future.” As his letters reveal, however, it was 
tough going in the mines, especially with his 
chronic health problems, which led him to 
keeping a tavern and driving an ox team for 
income. Thomas’ sporadic successes made it 
difficult to determine when he could return 
home to his family, a decision he agonized 
over in almost all of his letters to his wife.  
 If you would like to read a transcription 
of these thoughtful letters, contact Don Buck at 
trailbuck@gmail.com and he will send them to 
you as an 18 page email attachment. You’ll 
enjoy the read. ~ 
 

mailto:trailbuck@gmail.com
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DISCS OF 2015 CONVENTION ARE NOW AVAILABLE FOR PURCHASE 
 
 Thanks to Pedro Kinner, CA-NV Chapter member, the following videos are available from the convention in Lake 
Tahoe this past September.  A big thank you to all speakers who gave their permission to be filmed to help raise funds.  
There is a copyright on the discs.  Please respect the speakers/presenters as permission was given to make money for 
the chapter and discs are not to be duplicated.  Some speakers were not filmed by Pedro as he was not able to attend all 

the sessions.                                Speakers: one disc per speaker. 
VIDEOS: 
Gary Kurutz - The Extremity of Civilization: The Golden Words of the Argonauts 
Steve Beck - Sutter's Fort and the Donner Party                Jim Hardee - Fur Trade and Sutter's Fort 
Frank Tortorich - Opening of the Carson River Route        Ellen Osborn - John Calhoun Johnson 
Mark McLaughlin - Pioneer Women and Others                 Chuck Dodd - Drawings of J.G. Bruff 
 

Workshop: one disc.        Jan Petersen - Native American Baskets 

Preconvention Hike video: one disc.  Frank Tortorich - West Pass Hike, the highest wagons traveled. 
Awards: one disc.     Opening Ceremonies: one disc. 
Handouts for the tours: one disc contains all the handouts in PDF. 
Bus Tours:                                                       Preconvention handouts: 
 Carson-Johnson Loop.                         Grizzly Flat Cutoff 
           Coloma-Placerville                                West Pass Hike 
 Truckee River Route                             
 Hawley Grade and Luther Pass Hike 
   
  I am awaiting permission from two speakers in order to sell the video of the “Panel Discussion on an overview of 
the Bonanza of Trails." This panel was given two time slots thus two discs.  Panel members were 
Darell Cruz, Don Buck, Dee Owens, John Winner and Frank Tortorich.     
         

The cost is $2.00 disc.  Postage & mailer for 1-3 discs is $5.00.  Postage & mailer for more than 4 discs $7.00. 
All profit goes to the CA-NV Chapter. 

Questions!  Order contact is Mary Ann Tortorich: annamae1846@gmail.com or call for address, Phone: 1-
209.296.7242.  ~ 
 

  
AND WE REMEMBER . . .              

JEANNE WATSON 
 
 OCTA  reported in September the death of Jeanne Watson, a charter member.  Her legacy in this organization is practically unsurpassed.  
Jeanne's list of accomplishments, both inside OCTA and in other organizations, is too lengthy to offer a complete recapitulation.   
 Jeanne served as OCTA Board Secretary for President Dave Bigler. Jeanne and her husband Bill were the first couple to serve 
consecutive six year terms on the OCTA Board (it has since been accomplished by two other couples).  For 30 years, the Watson's headed OCTA's 
Legislative Liaison Committee in representing our interests before Congress.  
 OCTA's successful efforts to obtain Congressional authorization of the California and Pony Express Trails in 1992 and the later Four Trails 
Additional Routes Studies were spearheaded by the Watson's.  
 For 50 years, Jeanne and her family worked to interpret, mark and protect the Sierra crossing of the Carson Route of the California Trail, 
which included 20 years as Forest Service Adopt-A-Trail volunteers on the Emigrant Valley to West Pass and top of Horse Canyon Trail.  Jeanne 
helped recruit the Kirkwood Homeowners to maintain the Caples Lake to Emigrant Valley segment, and helped lead trail hikes for 30 years. 
 Jeanne and her husband Bill were at the forefront of creating the successful Partnership for the National Trails System (PNTS), which 
today represents all 30 National Historic and Scenic Trails authorized by Congress.  She cherished her OCTA Meritorious Achievement Award, 
PNTS Lifetime Achievement Award and the Department of  Interior's "Take Pride in America Award," which marked the first time it was awarded to a 
National Historic Trail couple. 
 Bill asks that all memorials made in Jeanne's memory be made to our website: www.octa-trails.org/donate-online, 
or by calling us at 1-888-811-6282, or by mail at OCTA, 524 S. Osage St., Independence, MO 64050.  Memorials may 
also be made to the Partnership for the National Trails System. ~ 
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Email address for Trail 

Talk submissions, 

Inquiries or Membership     

questions, contact us at: 

      CANVOCTA@GMAIL.COM 
Also visit our Chapter web site:            

CANVOCTA.ORG 

                       

TRAIL TALK IS PUBLISHED  THREE TIMES A 
YEAR.  NEXT DEADLINE FOR ARTICLES AND 

NOTICES IS: FEB 29, 2016 
------------------------------------------------------------- 

2016 Activities 
Chapter Symposium, Susanville…. April 29-30 

Trails West Banquet, Reno……………April 8-9 

CALIFORNIA-NEVADA CHAPTER  
OREGON-CALIFORNIA TRAILS ASSOCIATION 

870 ATLAS CT. 
RENO, NEVADA  89512 
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