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William S. Thomas Gold Rush letters
Conclude
Editor’s Note: This concludes the series of letters we
have published since the Spring 2016 issue.

Letter # 11
Pleasant Spring House Cal: Dec 7” 1850
Dear Lizzy
I was at the City a few days ago and as the
mail was then able to leave for the States I wrote
you a line merely to say that I was well I now have
a little more leisure and will write you about matters
and things a little more in detail I am still engaged
in keeping this house and runing a team which I
have been at since June In June last I entered into
partnership with Fleming, Oatman, and a young
man by the name of Hinkley. Fleming and Oatman
were to work in the mines and Hinkley and myself
to keep the house and run the team and Hinkley
being in bad health I took charge of the team (the
hardest part of any) and have driven it ever since I
have cleared with it about $2500.00 but
unfortunately for me as well as the others that has
been until lately the only branch of the business that
has made any thing Fleming and Oatman actually
not making enough to board themselves until I
bought them out at a cost of $1200.00 My other
partner has been sick nearly all summer and as I
have been blessed with three partners none of whom
have made anything and all of whom have shared
my earnings I am still without my “pile” If I had
taken no partners and run my team on my own
account alone I could have been at home now with
Twenty five or Thirty hundred dollars but having to
divide my earnings with so many has reduced my
share to a comparatively small amount None of

these things however disheartens me Hinkley is an
excellent industrious and honest fellow and I think
that we will yet do well We are making something
now with our house Hiram has been living with us
for about a month and will probably stay with us all
winter at $70 per month – he assists in cooking and
keeping house Fleming started some time ago for
home but I have understood that he stoped in San
Francisco for the winter I sent by him a letter and
an ounce of “lumps” I do not know what
disposition he has made of them I shall send by
Wilson Wakefield who is to leave for home soon to
each of the boys a lump of gold wraped in separate
papers with the name of its owner and its value here
the whole being about $12 Please dear when they
are tired of the lumps let them buy with them
anything they may want that will be useful to them

I was truly glad dearest to learn by the last letter I
received from you that you had received the draft I
sent you for I suppose you needed it You
mentioned in one letter that you had been a long
while without flour I hope my dear that such will
not be the case any more whatever the price may be
Indeed I hope you will supply yourself with every
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. . . Along The Trail

Spring is around the corner. And I am sure glad it
almost here. The rainy season has put a lot of pressure
on the California and Nevada landscape as well as its
people. I am hopeful there haven’t been any significant
impacts to the trails, but common sense tells me we will
see erosion, downed trees and weather effects on
markers. We will to have get out and see what the wet
and snowy weather has done to the trails, our markers
and worksites.
In addition, governmental agencies, utilities and
land owners will be out in force repairing and clearing
away sections for the next round of storms this year and
the next. We need to be vigilant about looking and
listening for projects that may affect the trails. Please let
the Chapter and our preservation officer, John Winner,
know of any real or rumored projects that will impact trails
you live near or explore.

On the bright side, the chapter has moved
steadily ahead with the Historic Fernley Swales marking
project. A site has been identified and permission
secured to place information panels on the location. The
content of the panels were vetted by a committee as to
the design and content. A vendor has the information and
panels will be in production in time for the dedication.
Local contacts are excited about the project and will be
involved as the project moves forward. We have had
great co-operation with the stakeholders and look forward
to an energetic and fun dedication ceremony and cleanup event at the Swales this fall.
The Board members and other members have
been giving local presentations and attending
conventions to promote OCTA and our chapter. We will
continue looking for opportunities through the summer
and into the fall.
I am looking forward to the mid-year meeting in
Vancouver, WA to relay our chapter’s progress and hear
what the other 10 chapters and National have in the
works! You can check out the meeting at
I am also planning on attending the National
Convention in Council Bluffs, IA. It promises to be one to
remember as it has partnered with a number of historic
groups to put on a broad range of programs highlighting
the transportation jumping off point for numerous routes
and modes of travel.
This year’s spring symposium will be in Nevada
City April 28-30, 2017. Chairperson Priscilla Vanderpas
has been working diligently to pull the event together. It
should be a fun time to learn and share with others the
winter’s events and to prepare for the upcoming trail
season. There will be a Chapter Board meeting on Friday
before the symposium. All members are welcome to
attend. See you in Nevada City. ~
Dick Waugh-President
CA-NV Chapter
Oregon-California Trails Association
31 La Cresenta Drive
Oroville, CA 95965
(530) 533-9278 (H) (530) 682-9646 (C)

Submitting Trail Talk Articles

We need you to send in electronicdigital articles only and to submit them SINGLE
SPACED with INDENTED paragraphs in
WORD. NO SPACES between paragraphs.
It is not necessary to “layout” an article as I
have to fit it between other articles and pages.
Write your story and include pictures at the end
of it. You can indicate where you would like
them placed if you want. ~
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The Third Annual Alpine Aspen
Festival
October 8 and 9, 2016
by Frank Tortorich

If you like fall color in the Sierra, Hope Valley is the
place to go. This year the gold and red of the turning of the
leaves of the Aspen trees was spectacular. The fall beauty
draws hundreds, if not thousands, of people to photograph,
hike and just enjoy Mother Nature are her best.
For the past three years the Alpine Watershed Group
and The Friends of Hope Valley sponsored a fun-filled two-day
event to celebrate the fall color. The festival consisted of
nature and history walks, fly-fishing classes, Dutch oven
cooking, photo workshop, water color painting class, disc golf
and Yoga in the trees. Along with these events, live music,
Indian Tacos and informative lectures were offered. Numerous
information stations encircled the stage.
Among them were California Fish and Wildlife, United
States Forest Service and the California-Nevada Chapter of
OCTA. CA-NV Chapter hosted an information table, handing
out OCTA pamphlets and membership applications along with
National Park Service (NPS) Nevada Auto Tour books and
NPS trail maps of the Oregon, California, Santa Fe and Old
Spanish trails.
On Saturday Jon and Janet Nowlin worked the booth
from 10 am to 4 pm and on Sunday Mike Stroude along with
Frank and Mary Ann Tortorich did the honors.
CA-NV OCTA has hosted an information table at all
three festivals, talking with hundreds of people and handing
out a lot of OCTA literature.
The event was held in Hope Valley very close to the
junction of California Route 88 and the Blue Lakes Road,
directly at the junction of the Big Tree Road and the Carson
River Route of the California Trail, a few miles west of the
Johnson Cutoff junction (CA Route 89). CA-NV OCTA
member Diane Jennings, one of the key organizers of the
event, led a hiking tour on the Devils Ladder.
Next year the event will again be held first weekend of
October, rain, snow, wind or shine. As a matter of fact, the first
year it snowed, the second year wind lifted shades from their
moorings, but this year, it was sunny with light winds making
the experience one for those attending a memorable one.
A special thanks to the Nowlins who made an extra
trip to the event to handout the display items. ~

Fernley Swales Presentation
On December 15, Dick Waugh, Jon and
Janet Nowlin and Rachael Crews, BLM
archaeologist, met with the Fernley Nevada Rotary
where Jon made a presentation on the Fernley
Swales. The Rotary voted to partner with the
California-Nevada OCTA Chapter in

reinstating annual trash cleanups of the Swales.
The 2017 cleanup will be on the
National Public Lands Day, Saturday September
30. ~

Jon Nowlin with Fernley Rotary President, Kathy
Kennedy, donating a book in OCTA's name to the
local school library.

Swales Photo Monitoring
Last November, Jon Nowlin, Tom Fee and
David Hollecker undertook the task of
photographing parts of the swale area of the
emigrant trail. This task gives a record of how the
area changes and what needs attention regarding
preservation efforts. This record is kept by BLM.

Tom holds up the photo from 2015 while Jon
matches the position for the 2016 photo record. ~

A Note . . . Steve Shaw reports that a second
Chapter banner for our Chapter tables is available.
In cases where two events happen at the same
time, we’re covered. Also, we have generic
business cards to hand out – just write your name
and number on them. ~
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HENNESS PASS – TRAIL TO THE MINES
April 28-30, 2017, Grass Valley/Nevada City CA
We hope to see many CA-NV members at our Spring Symposium. The Nevada County Historical Society is
cooperating with our chapter to help this event. On Friday, April 28, the Chapter Board will meet at Humpty Dumpty
Restaurant, 1711 Main Street, Grass Valley, from 9:00 a.m. to 4:00 p.m. The meeting will be held upstairs, an elevator is
available. Lunch will be ordered individually.
On Friday evening a reception for all members will be held at the Railroad Museum, 5 Kidder Court, Nevada City,
from 5:00 to 6:30 (Exit Gold Flat Road). This Museum is a community gem, and a nice place to gather and say hello to
other Chapter members. Wine and light snacks will be provided. Dinner will be on your own.
The day-long Spring Symposium will be on Saturday April 29, at Nevada City Elks Lodge. (Take Route 49 towards
Downieville, after leaving Nevada City.) After you pass the Nevada County Government Center buildings on the right, look
for the Elks Club turnoff on your left. The general membership meeting begins at 8:30 a.m., and ends at 10:00, followed by
speakers on various subjects. Rick Lemyre will tell about the John Marsh House in Brentwood. You will hear about Alonzo
Delano who crossed the plains in 1849, and went on to write about his travels. He later became the Wells Fargo agent in
Grass Valley, where he lived the rest of his life.
Chris Enss, local comedian and writer of many books on western history, is guaranteed to keep you awake and
laughing after lunch. Chuck Simeca, retired State Park Ranger, will tell you about the Henness Pass Route from Marysville
to the Nevada Mines. Members of the Nevada County Historical Society will encourage you to visit their museums the next
day after the daytime speakers.
There will be a cocktail and chatting time, 4:30 - 6, followed by a buffet dinner at 6:00 at the same Elks location.
Sunday April 30, Chuck Simeca will lead a limited (10) number of autos on what remains of the Henness Pass
Route. (Not recommended for those who like modern roads). Advance registration will be required.
On Sunday, the rest of the symposium attendees will enjoy exploring the area on your own, visiting the Empire Mine
State Park ($7) and the North Star Mining Museum in Grass Valley. In Nevada City, visit the Firehouse Museum, which has
many native American Nisenan artifacts and a Chinese altar from Grass Valley. Also, there are many Donner party artifacts
collected by Charles McGlashan of Truckee. He was the first to interview actual Donner survivors and wrote the first book
on the Donner party. All these museums are run by the Nevada County Historical Society, and have no entrance fee but
welcome donations.
Regrettably, there was no hotel which had large facilities with affordable rates, so we were unable to secure a
headquarters venue with rooms and meeting facilities. The Grass Valley Chamber of Commerce (grassvalleychamber.com)
(1-530-273-4667) has information on the many restaurants, motels, and camping facilities in the area. Some places may
have special OCTA rates. (The Nevada City Elks Lodge has 6 spaces for members with motor homes) Also TRIPADVISOR
has lodging sites. If you need assistance finding lodging, contact Priscilla Vanderpas, (pvanderpas@juno.com) or 530-2725154. ~
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Fernley Swales Interpretive Kiosk
Work is progressing on installation of an OCTA information kiosk for the Fernley Swales at the
I-80 Fernley exit. Final design is being prepared for two interpretive panels and a Cor-10 steel
'California Trails' standard similar to 19 existing standards by I-80 trail kiosks is being
constructed. The goal is to complete the kiosk installation by early summer. ~

AND WE REMEMBER . . .

Mary Lou Lyons
Born September 18, 1926 and died, at her Cupertino home, midafternoon on November 8, 2016.
She was one of the original teachers recruited to open Homestead High in Sunnyvale, where she
taught English, US History and her favorite, California History, for decades. She was known there as “Mama Lyon.”
After retirement, she continued to teach California History as part of an Adult Ed program and considered
those mature students both her friends and her extended family. Mary Lou was a member of the Oregon-California
Trails Association, the California Pioneers Society and the California Conference of Historical Societies.
She was an active member of the Cupertino Union Church; she enjoyed her weekly Bible studies and
monthly women’s meetings, as if each was a mini-staycation. The last month was a healthcare struggle but her
resolve to continue to contribute to family and friends kept her going. The family
celebrated her 90th birthday last September—for an entire week!
Her parents (Nana & Dad to the family), maternal grandfather (Gramps) all
predeceased her and are likewise buried in the family plot at Alta Mesa. She is
survived by a brother, two sons, four grandchildren, 4 great grandchildren, a niece and
a nephew plus a network of friends that would be the envy of many.
The family had a private burial at Alta Mesa followed by a memorial service at
the Cupertino Union Church.
Donations may be made to the Cupertino Union Church, for their ministries, in
her honor.
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necessities and as long as I remain in this country
and am able to work I think I can supply them I am
wholy undetermined My dear how long I shall
remain in this country as you gave me leave in one
of your letters to stay five years and I may possibly
avail myself of the privilege thus given and stay the
full five years – that will depend however entirely
upon circumstances If it depended upon my wishes
the thing that is needful is your own and our dear
children’s comfort and keep me advised of your
inclinations I should not remain here another hour
longer than I could get away but alas my
inclinations and what I conceive to be my duty are
in conflict I came here with no earthly view but to
try to do something for the good and happiness of
my dear wife and children and however unpleasant
it may be to me personally to forego the pleasures
of your society and all the comforts and
endearments of home I am yet willing to do so if I
can by so doing place my family in easy and
comfortable circumstances and thus promote their
happiness. We have had a beautiful fall – not half
so much rain as was by this time last year but we
can see that there is plenty of snow on the Siera
Nevada Mountains which makes one almost shiver
to look at it yet it is a grand Sight
WK Thomas and Stephen Cooper and another
young man have bought a hay yard at the City and
engaged in that business – The boys have not made
much yet since they arrived here Indeed no one
need to come here expecting to make a fortune in a
few months, if they do they will be likely to be
disappointed notwithstanding there are numbers
who are lucky enough to make a handsome “pile” in
a short time after arriving here I shall probably not
work any more in the mines as long as I stay here
but shall continue my present business I shall
probably own two or three teams next season and if
I am as fortunate as I hope to be I shall probably
come home next winter with two or three thousand
dollars My dear you cannot imagine how I long
for the day to arrive when I shall leave this country
for home and then to arrive at home and embrace
once more my dear wife and boys and enjoy the
pleasures of home which I will know well how to
appreciate in future My darling you never say
anything about your stock horses cattle &c how do
you get along in that line I suppose you have not
made a fortune raising Stock nor realised a fortune
out of the little I left you

I sent you dearest about fifty dollars by Mr Harrison
of Belleville which you will probably have received
some time before you do this I mention this here
for fear you may not have received a former letter
mentioning it Give my love to the boys & your
Mother & family Let your letters be frequent
darling God bless you
Your Affectionate
Husband W.S. Thomas
PS Mr Wakefield has left for home – he has charge
of the lumps of Gold for the boys and will hand
them to Mr Kelley or your Mother Tell Charley to
write to me and tell Rich & Henry they must soon
write to me and Kiss them all for me
W.S.T.
Letter # 12
Sacramento Jany 1st 1851.
Dear Lizzy
I have just arrived at the City and find that
the mail closes in about an hour I take a few
minutes to write you a very few words Mr Stites
who lives near Shilo left hear for home on friday
last I sent you by him $250.00 in dust at $16. pr
ounce – he is not to change it for coin but to deliver
the dust It is beautiful gold that I have selected and
I send it to you dear knowing that you will be more
likely to take care of it and keep it than I would I
do not wish it used until I come home unless
through my negligence I should fail to keep you
supplied sufficiently for your necessities with other
funds I propose dearest to send you in this way two
or three hundred dollars at a time whenever I can in
order to have some at home if I should become
straped as they say here My dear I wish you to
ascertain what your Mother’s farm can be bought
for – see what the heirs will each take I must have
some land somewhere Let me know as soon as
possible If I cannot ascertain that I can get land in
Illinois I design trying to secure some here next
summer I sent each of the boys a lump by Mr
Wakefield a month ago Two or three mails darling
without anything from you Write more frequently
dear and Remember me to all
Your Affectionate Husband
W S Thomas ~
Editor’s Note: This concludes the publishing of the W. S.
Thomas letters.
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