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Introduction  

The Brewer family of Murfreesboro, Arkansas took a covered wagon trip to 

California and to the Willamette Valley in the Oregon Territory in 1853.  They 

travelled on the Cherokee Trail, the Santa Fe Trail, the California Trail, the Oregon 

Trail and the Barlow Trail.  This narrative is an attempt to assemble some of the 

available information and present it in a more or less chronological order. 

For about the last ten years I have been reading diaries, remembrances, old 
newspapers, cranking through reels of microfilm, searching census records, 
studying maps and exploring parts of the trail that can still be seen.  
 

Much information has been passed down to us by our relatives who recorded in 
their bibles; the births, deaths, marriages, children, activities, and other events in 
their lives.  In addition there were researchers who contacted county clerks to get 
birth, death and marriage certificates; visited libraries, colleges, museums; and  
who browsed the web to get online information that could fill in the gaps.   
 
Some of those who had a strong curiosity and interest in recording, researching 
and informing us about the past were:  Aileen McCrimmon Brewer, Ronda 
Howard, Marjorie Dilts Brewer, Teresa Harris Mattison, Deanna Bass McGill, 
Margaret Stevens Brewer, Rachel Brewer Spoor, Geneva Zoe Bass Dimmick, Clara 
Crowe Gose, Margaret Isabelle Scott Brewer Palmiter Sparks, Beverly Brewer 
Brewer, Gary Brumbaugh, Ellen Roundtree Harmon, Elinor Roundtree Burke, 
Martha Brewer Crowe, Dorothy Brewer Sechler Mintz, Evangeline St. Clair  
Brewer Mann. 
 
Without these family historians and family researchers this narrative could not 
have been told.   Thank you! 
 

         James Henry (Jim) Brewer 
        6 February 2011  
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Oregon or Bust   ---1853 
 

Oliver (Sr) Brewer, had started life in the Hillsboro district 

of Chatham County, North Carolina in the last half of the 

1700’s.  By about 1792 Oliver had married a girl whose last 

name is unknown and even her first name, Sarah, is un-

certain. Oliver and Sarah carried on the Brewer family 

name with four children.   1    

 

Sarah died, though, and by 1804 Oliver had married 

again.  Mary “Polly” Henderson was the bride and they 

were married on 10 Jan 1804 in Knox County, Tennessee.  

Polly raised Oliver’s four children and in the 23 years of 

her marriage, she and Oliver had eight more before she 

died in 1827.    2, 5 

 

Ancestors of the Brewer’s had landed and settled on the  

Atlantic Coast of America as early as the 1600’s.  In gen-

eral, the off spring of these first settlers emigrated west to 

establish their own frontier homes.  Leaving the old home-

stead and traveling another 50 miles west toward the ever 

moving frontier, came to be a typical pattern for early 

Americans.   3     

 

 Following this pattern, Oliver and family had made the 

moves from North Carolina to Tennessee to Missouri and 

then to Arkansas. The family arrived in Arkansas in 1818 

or 1819 and first located in Hempstead County.  In 1826 

they moved to Clark (now Pike) County, Arkansas and set-

tled on the Three Forks of the Little Missouri River, on what 

was known as ‘The Island’ and remained there until Oli-

ver’s death, 13 Oct 1834. Oliver had purchased this land 

from the government, approximately 78 acres, for $1.25 per 
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acre under the terms of The Land Act of 1820    1, 2, 4, 5   

 

Oliver’s eldest son, John Brewer, married Elvira Alexander.  

Elvira’s mother, a widow, Mrs. Mary (Price) Morrison Alex-

ander, moved her family [four sons and six daughters] 

from North Carolina to Bellevue, Missouri in 1808.  Here 

they joined a Presbyterian colony and it was here that the 

youngest member of the Alexander family, 15-year-old Elv-

ira, met John Brewer.  On 7 Sep 1815 the couple was mar-

ried and a short time later they moved to Arkansas.  They 

settled on 82 acres of land in Pike County about 2 miles 

west of Murfreesboro and a half mile west of Oliver’s place.   

They had ten children.   6  

 

By 1850, John / Elvira Brewer’s  second child and first son 

was 32 year-old, William Alexander Brewer.  William’s   

grandfather, Oliver (Sr), had died back in 1834 and John 

had passed away in 1845. In 1850, Elvira, now widowed, 

was the elder in the family.  Some of her kids had married 

and settled on places of their own, all within a few miles of 

Murfreesboro:  

 William Alexander Brewer married Margaret Isabelle  

 Scott on  25 Feb 1841, 

 Sarah Ann (Sally) Brewer married John D. Bacon  in 

 1844, 

 Lucinda Brewer married Patrick Laird  in about 1849. 

 Elvira Caroline Brewer, the youngest, at 11-years-old, 

was still at home with her brothers; John Manning (Jack), 

23 yrs;  Oliver P,  17, and Reece  A, age  15.  They were all 

“scratching out a living” on the old homestead.   

 

*Some in the family say that Olliver and Reece were never given middle names but they just assumed their own middle initials.  ---
others think the P. stands for Price and  the  A. stands  for Alexander. 

 

 



3 
 

 



4 
 

 
 



5 
 

The 1850’s style and ease of life was very different for peo-

ple in different parts of the United States.  In the upper cir-

cles of the East, the very wealthy enjoyed extreme luxury.  

They gathered at spas in New York, Newport and Saratoga 

according to the season.  The men dressed elegantly and 

expensively and there were “delicate and lovely women, 

who wore fine furs and rolled in the most stylish equi-

page”.  Manufactured fabrics were available and women 

no longer had to spend time at the spinning wheel. Base-

ball had become popular, yacht racing and intercolle-

giate rowing had been introduced and a popular song of 

the day was Stephen Fosters’ latest: “Oh! Susanna”.  Then 

there were the professionals, shop keepers and farmers and 

at the bottom, the newly arrived, penniless immigrants 

who’s only assets were hopes and dreams.   7 

 

Life in the West and on the frontier in 1850 was rough and 

in some places, primitive.  There were the steamboat gam-

blers and others trying to live in the highest luxury that 

the frontier afforded.  ---  at the lower end of the scale 

there were the settlers trying to ‘scratch out a living’ on the 

land with home-grown and hand-made products and 

barely being afforded the necessities of life”.  7   Life was 

rough but here they also sang “Oh! Sussana”.  

 

In 1850, outside events were occurring that would affect 

the fate of the Brewer family.  Zachary Taylor had been 

president only 16 months when he passed away in July of 

that year.  The Slavery issue, the major concern of the day, 

had not been settled.  The tension with the South had been 

relieved somewhat back in 1820 by The Missouri Compro-

mise, which preserved a balance of Free States vs. Slave 

States and had kept the Union from splitting apart. 
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 After winning the Mexican War in 1848, the US had ac-

quired huge parcels of land that would form the territories 

of New Mexico, Arizona, Utah and California.  Shortly af-

ter the end of the war, gold was discovered in the new ter-

ritory of California.  Suddenly there was a rush to this ter-

ritory where, reportedly, people could make a fortune by 

just strolling around and picking gold up off the ground.  

The area, though, was lacking in civil authority to start 

with and the huge influx of prospectors, miners, suppliers, 

adventurers and others, in a lawless environment, made 

the urgent necessity for government apparent.  This meant 

that if California was to be brought into the union, a de-

termination of whether it should be a Free or Slave state 

would have to be made.. 

 

When Vice President Millard Fillmore assumed the Presi-

dency after Taylor’s death, he inherited the unsolved Slav-

ery problem.  However, during his term in office, The Com-

promise of 1850 was passed.  This allowed new territories 

the choice of entering the Union as a Free or as a Slave 

State, and once again the final settlement of the slavery 

issue was deferred to the future.    

 

In 1850 there were 1,862 people living in Pike County, 110 

were slaves. Arkansas was a slave state and John and Elv-

ira had owned slaves.  The family of Margaret Isabelle 

Scott moved from Georgia to Spring Hill, Arkansas and it 

was here in 1841 that 21 year old, Margaret Isabelle had 

met and married William Alexander Brewer.  Margaret’s’ 

own parents had brought their slaves with them to Arkan-

sas and as a wedding present they gave Margaret and Wil-

liam a negro man and a negro woman.   8  
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There doesn’t seem to be a record by 1850 of Wm  and  

Margaret owning slaves but the Pike County, Arkansas 

Slave Schedule of 1850 enumerated a 30-year-old female, 

and an 11-year-old female, owned by Elvira , William’s 

mother, as well as a 2-month-old baby boy.  What hap-

pened to these slaves by 1853 is not clear but there is no 

record of Negros going to Oregon with the Brewer party.  

In fact, the Provisional Government of Oregon had al-

ready, back in 1844, made slavery illegal and settlers who 

currently owned slaves were required to free them within 

three years.  Free blacks, 18 years or older, had to leave the 

area.   

 

The original Oregon “Exclusion Law” subjected blacks who 

remained in Oregon to a  whipping  ---- every six months 

as long as they remained in the territory.  Before this went 

into effect, the law was modified to replace whipping with 

forced labor.  Any black found in violation of the law was 

hired out publicly.  After the period of forced labor the 

“employer” then had six months to get the black person out 

of Oregon or face a $1000 fine.    After 1865 and the end of 

the Civil War, all exclusion laws were declared invalid by 

the Federal Government.    9  

 

By the estimate of John Mack Faragher,  “ Two men (or 

one man and a strong boy) could cultivate 50 acres and 

produce a living for a medium sized family.   An acre in a 

home garden; 20 acres for small grain crops and about 30 

acres in corn.”  Corn was the essential of every animal and 

human on the place.   10 
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Artifacts 1850 a 
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“To get an idea of what life must have been like on a self 

sustaining frontier farm in Arkansas in 1850, we have to 

rely on general descriptions of an average family.  Beside 

the human labor mentioned above, livestock was neces-

sary.  “--- an ox or preferably a yoke of oxen, was essential, 

although when first starting out some families made do 

with working a cow.  Cows were necessary for milk and its 

products, however, and working them as draught animals 

negatively affected dairy production.  A few sheep were 

necessary for wool.  Geese and ducks were sometimes butch-

ered, but they were valued most for their down.  A family’s 

meat supply was provided by the ever present brood of 

chickens and the herd of swine, a dozen or more being 

necessary for a medium-sized family.” *  10, 13   On the 

Brewer farms in Arkansas, a few head of cattle would have 

to be included in the list.     

 

“A backwoods farm,” wrote an English observer, “produces 

everything wanted for the table, except coffee and rice and 

salt and spices.”  To this list could be added occasional dry 

goods, shoes, and metal for farm implements.  A self-

sufficient family could produce enough for its annual  

table, along with a small trading surplus.”     10   

 

“The farming year opened in mid-March when thaws 

called the settler outside.  Land had to be cleared, 

drained, manured, and plowed, fields sown, gardens 

planted.  Sheep, grown wooly, needed washing and shear-

ing, geese plucking.  In the hardwood stands farmers 

might spend a few days collecting and rendering maple 

sap, or searching out any hiving bees.” * 10                            

*In his book “ Women and Men on the Overland Trail”,  John Mack Faragher, used the abundance of  diaries, letters and written 

recollections to summarize the activities and life style of the Midwestern and Frontier self sustaining farms from 1843 to the 1870’s.  
Information from his book is used extensively here to describe frontier farm life in the 1850’s. 

 



10 
 

 
 
 

 Artifacts 1850 b            
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As the summer days lengthened, corn needed hoeing and 

hilling until it could compete against the weeds.  “There 

was hay to make, garden crops to nurture, gather, and re-

plant, and often a winter wheat crop to harvest and 

thresh.”   10      

 

In September “summer grain had to be cut, bound and 

shocked within a critical short period, the corn had to be 

picked, the last round of garden vegetables safely packed 

away in cold storage while still fresh.”  10 

 

The activity after harvest was not as frantic.  “Still the 

grain needed threshing, the corn husking and cribbing, 

there was perhaps fruit to pick, dry, or preserve in a variety 

of ways, possibly pickles to make”.   10  

 

Then getting ready for winter: “sowing the winter wheat, 

making firewood, daubing the cracks in old cabins, barns, 

and outbuildings, banking dirt around foundations to 

keep out some of the cold, and butchering enough hogs for 

salted and smoked meat until the spring again provided a 

larder of milk, eggs, and poultry”.  10  
 

All of this sounds like the men in the family were very en-

ergetic in making the farm provide amply for the family.  

They were, but --- 

 

The women in western frontier families such as the Brewer 

families in Arkansas may or may not have been well edu-

cated or to have learned to read and write, but all of them 

learned spinning, weaving and needlework skills. 50  

 

From  an early age, little girls helped their mothers and 
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became adept at spinning, weaving and sewing linen and 

homespun into clothing and bedding.  

 

Keeping the family in clothing took a considerable amount 

of time but the wives were also preparing the food, raising 

vegetables and flax in the garden, milking the cows, rais-

ing the chickens, making butter and cheese, preserving 

fruit and vegetables, and mothering the children .  --- and 

much of the time, while they were doing all of the above, 

they were pregnant. 

 

 
Needlework of Margaret Isabelle Scott Brewer 

 

Margaret Isabelle Scott, Williams’ wife, handed down some 

of her handy-craft to her children.  It is presently in the 

possession of her gg granddaughter, Margaret  Ellen Lee 

(Mrs.Richard Liebert) of Portland, OR.  The above photo 
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Artifacts 1850 c 
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shows a quilt, an apron, and a chair with the seat that 

was woven by Margaret Isabelle with the wool from her 

own sheep.  The chair is said to have come from a hotel.  

This seems likely, as Margarets’ third husband, Judge John 

G Sparks, owned a hotel in Olympia.  

 

While the men on a self sustaining frontier farm in Arkan-

sas were very busy, the work of the women was just as essen-

tial to the success of the homestead. 

 

The winter months were occupied with general farm repair 

and improvement, visiting neighbors, trading the surplus-

es that summer’s labor had produced.”   It is supposed that 

there were social activities such as Sunday prayer meet-

ings, weddings, barn raisings, picnics and dances.  Alt-

hough, dancing would not be approved by the Brewer’s 

who were strict Methodists.  William did not even allow the 

children to go outside to play on Sundays.  ---and there 

were other songs to be sung in addition to “OH Susanna”.   

            10 

  

In Pike County in 1850 the demanding routine of farm 

work did not preclude other activities.  S. H. Williams stat-

ed  ”the Whites, the Kelleys and the Brewers were all con-

nected by marriage, and exercised a controlling influence 

in the affairs of Pike County.  Any public improvement they 

agreed upon was certain to be carried forward, and any 

man they supported for office was sure of his election and 

calling.  They practically dominated the county, but their 

rule was a mild one and redounded to the public good.”  11   

 

 

Presumably William A., his brothers and brothers-in-law, 
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also spoke with each other and their friends and neighbors 

about things like weather, the condition of crops, Oregon 

farm land, slavery and the California Gold Rush.  

  

 
 

Library of Congress, Public Domain 
 

Gold was discovered in California in 1848.  The news of the 

discovery was intensely exciting.  Suddenly every red 

blooded young man in the nation with dreams of adven-
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ture and thoughts of immediate and easy wealth, was try-

ing to get to California either, by boat around the  south-

ern tip of South America, or by walking or riding the over-

land route, or, as some did, sail to central America and 

hike across the Isthmus of Panama and then sail up the 

coast to San Francisco.  12   

  

The Gold Rush was described in the first paragraph of a Time-Life book. The For-
ty-Niners:   “It lasted barely a decade. But the California gold rush was a grand, 
gaudy adventure for a generation of brash young men, most of them citizens of a 
brash young nation.  They took their name -   Forty Niners- from the year the rush 
began in 1849.  The East was electrified by the news that across the continent on 
land newly wrested from Mexico, golden nuggets were lying around loose on the 
ground.  Abandoning farms and apprenticeships, deserting their families and fi-
ancees, the Argonauts swarmed west by the thousands.  In California, they 
heard, a man could take a fortune out of the hills and streams with little more 
equipment than a shovel, a tin pan and a wooden boxlike contraption called a 
cradle.   And if he did not strike it rich in that fabulous El Dorado--- and most did 
not---who cared. “     12 

 

Oliver jr, William Alexander Brewer’s uncle, died in 1832 

and the inventory of his estate survives. It is instructional  

to read it and see what household and farm possessions 

were valuable to frontier people in those days.  While a 

self-sufficient farmer on the Arkansas frontier might not 

have much in terms of cash, he could be living well in 

terms horses, cattle, other livestock, ample, wholesome 

food, warm clothing, good shelter,   ---and proud of mak-

ing a living on his own acreage and enjoying his freedom. 

          Addendum- Henry’s Estate  

 

Life was hard but it wasn’t bad.  In spite of that, thoughts 

of how to make life better must have always been on their 

minds.  The excitement and hopes engendered by news of  
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the California Gold Rush or the rumors of the unusually 

fertile land in the Oregon Country, must have made it dif-

ficult to think in terms of the status quo.  

 

No doubt a great deal of discussion among the boys; Wil-

liam, Oliver, Jack. and Reece  as well as the brothers-in-

law (John Bacon and Patrick Laird), preceded the deci-

sion to go west.  The ladies would have been consulted but 

probably didn’t have as much say.  Following that, months 

of planning took place. There was much to do. 

 

 Any money that had been loaned out was called in, the 

farm had to be sold or some arrangement made for its 

continued operation.  The crops had to be disposed of, as 

well as everything else that couldn’t be loaded on the wag-

ons.  Excess household goods, farm implements and tools, 

were sold for cash..  Farm equipment on arrival in Oregon 

was important, though, and grave consideration was giv-

en to what could practically be included on the wagon.  

The load would be limited to 2000 to 2500 lbs.  Old farm 

wagons wouldn’t do.  They would either have to be re-

worked and fortified to withstand the roughness of the 

trail. ---or new wagons had to be purchased. A couple of 

yoke of oxen was necessary to power the wagons.  Camping 

gear, tents, a chest of medical supplies had to be assembled.  

Possibly a 3-gallon cask of brandy or corn liquor was in-

cluded for ‘medicinal’ purposes.  Of course a big considera-

tion was food; enough for the 6 to 8 months of the journey.  

The basics were coffee, beans and bacon plus lard, flour, 

corn meal and dried fruit.  A small coop attached to the 

side of the wagon and containing a couple laying hens 

would provide eggs along the way.  Any stock being driven 

might include a couple of cows that would provide milk.   14   
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The cows would be milked in the morning and milk and 

cream would be put in a bucket with a lid.  The bucket at-

tached to the wagon would be jiggled and jerked all day 

long and by evening the bucket would automatically yield 

butter.   

 

Once the family crossed from Arkansas into Indian Terri-

tory, there was no authority of law.  Armament had to be 

considered for self-defense against Indians and other bad 

actors.  Probably the boys thought about converting their 

guns from their old flintlock single shot Kentucky rifles, to 

a percussion loch.   A five or six shot Colt’s hand gun might 

also be considered. ---and a goodly supply of lead, percuss-

sion caps, powder and shot would be advised.  19 

 

Finally the day came; the 16
th

 of March, 1853.  15   The oxen 

were hitched up and the wagons were loaded.  One of the 

wagons is said to have had a spirited message painted on 

the side ‘For Oregon ’.  Meanwhile the chickens were cack-

ling, the cows were mooing, the dogs were barking.  Every-

one was excited along with a little bit of anxiety and as 

they headed into the unknown, they waved goodbye to 

their assembled friends and neighbors.  If they had actual-

ly known what was ahead they might have made other ar-

rangements. 
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One of the wagons used on the 1853 Oregon Trail by the 

Brewers is said to have been donated to a museum in Port-

land.  A confirmation of this, however, remains to be 

found.  A ride in a covered wagon was anything but 

smooth.  The only springs were under the drivers’ seat.  Eve-

ry rock and pot hole, sudden jerk and sudden stop was felt 

continuously by the passengers to the detriment of their 

comfort.  Many women preferred to walk.  For a man to 

ride in the wagon was considered unmanly unless ill.  The 

squeaking and groaning of the wagon, the pots and pans 

and other tools hanging on the wagons and clanging to-

gether, as well as the snorting and plodding of the ani-

mals and shouting of men was a constant and daily din.     
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Wagon Gear 
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Yoke                                                                                 
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They headed to the north for the Arkansas River.  From Fort 

Smith they traveled west and then north on the military 

road to Fort Gibson and then north to Tahlequah (capital 

of the Cherokee Nation).  16    Another group from Arkansas 

was forming up.  On March 29, 1853, three families (the 

Ward family, Hilary Cason family and Wm Bentley family) 

set out to the west for the Oklahoma border.  This group 

and the Brewer outfit met up probably at Tahlequah or lat-

er on at Grand Saline on the Neosho River in Oklahoma.  

15b 

 

The Ward group, the Brewer family and others combined 

to make a train of 18 wagons and 22 men capable of bear-

ing arms. They elected a man named Bob Smith as cap-

tain.  D. B. Ward related that Bob Smith was an admira-

ble man for the job.  In later years  (1914) Margaret Isa-

belle Sparks also mentioned that Bob Smith was elected 

captain of the company that the Brewers travelled with.   

12c, 17 
 

The wagon train headed off to the northwest on the Chero-

kee Trail.  This is not to be confused with the Cherokee 

“Trail of tears” which was a forced removal of Cherokees 

from their farms and settlements into Oklahoma by the US 

Army in 1838-39.  19   Ten years later some Cherokee Indi-

ans independently left the Cherokee Nation in Oklahoma 

for the gold fields of California.  The trail they took to con-

nect with the Santa Fe Trail and beyond came to be called 

the Cherokee Trail.   16b        

 

Dillis Burgess Ward wrote his reminiscences, “Across the 

Plains in 1853”.  He was 15-years-old in 1853 and 60 years 

later was able to demonstrate remarkably good memory.  

Many of the experiences he relates were common to other 
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emigrants.  His descriptions are more expansive than many 

of the diaries and reminiscences of other pioneers.  Refer-

ences to his writing (and others) are used here to help in 

understanding the experiences common to our 1853 trav-

elers. 

 
 

The Cherokee Trail led  

our wagon train  

through the Indian 

Territory of Oklahoma.  

  

“Many of the Cherokee  

Indians were owners  

of good, well  

stocked farms.  Some of  

the Cherokee Indians,  

owned slaves, and   

many of the slaves were  

no darker than their   

copper-colored masters.” 

                               18                         Pawnee Crossing on the Santa Fe Trail 
                                                      by artist M. Gundlach 

DB Ward noted that the   

country side was impressive.   

It was interspersed with timber and prairie; “the prairies 

all carpeted with young grass and flowers of many varie-

ties, while the many streams and brooks were alive with sil-

ver perch and other fish”.    20  

  

Other diaries of the western trip also had comments on the 

awesome beauty and unique rock formations encountered 

on the way.  

  

The wagons  left the  Cherokee nation behind at the Kansas 
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border and continued on a north westerly direction for 

about 160 miles to near the central part of  Kansas.  Here 

they struck the Santa Fe Trail and rumbled and creaked 

westward for another four or five days.  

 

D.B. Ward continues with, “We had now passed Ash Creek, 

Pawnee Rock and Pawnee Fork, three points on the Santa 

Fe Trail, that in later years became notorious because of 

the historic persistency with which the Indians attacked all 

who were called to pass through that part of the country.   

Many a poor fellow lost his scalp and his life in that  trou-

blous  and  turbulent country.”  The area of Pawnee Rock, 

Ash Creek and Pawnee Forks was a dangerous place to be. 21    

Good fortune prevailed as the wagon train passed through 

the area without incident.  * 

 

The trail now followed up the Arkansas River.  It continued 

southwest past a point where, 10 years later, Dodge City 

would be built.  From here the trail extended westward 130 

or so miles and passed the western border of Kansas into 

Colorado Territory.    

 

A prairie thunder storm was described by DB Ward: “as we 

were traveling along the Santa Fe Trail, we found ourselves 

quite a distance from the Arkansas, by reason of that 

stream flowing off to the south, forming a sort of horse-shoe 

at this particular point.  Our route lay across, so to speak, 

the open end or heel of the shoe.  Meanwhile our captain 

(Bob Smith), having ridden on ahead of the train for the 

purpose of finding a camping place, returned about  

  *Back in 1826, an expedition headed west toward the Rockies was attacked by Indians near Pawnee Rock.  Kit Carson was a member of this 

party, a 17 year old greenhorn.  During the ferocious fight that followed, he shot and killed one of the attackers, his first Indian .   Pawnee  Rock 
on the Santa Fe Trail  by Colonel Henry Inman,   http://www.legendsofamerlea.com/OZ-PawneeRock.html    
 
 Sometime after 1853, Buffalo Bill, after gaining fame as a Pony Express rider, was employed as a government scout and was captured by Indians 
at Pawnee Rock as he was delivering dispatches to the general at the next fort.  He narrowly escaped with his life but did get the dispatches 
delivered.     42   

http://www.legendsofamerlea.com/OZ-PawneeRock.html
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sundown and said we would have to travel on till mid-

night in order to reach a suitable camping place, that is, a 

place where water and grass could be had for our teams.  

This we undertook to do.  The afternoon had been cloudy 

and warm.  As soon as it began to get dark, the lightning 

commenced to flash, accompanied by distant peals of 

thunder.  In less than one hour after dark the lightning 

became almost continuous, flash succeeding flash in rapid 

succession and the thunder no longer distant, seemed to 

shake the very earth beneath our feet.  In the midst of all 

this, the rain began to come down, at first in occasional 

drops, but soon in torrents, until our teams became un-

manageable and we were forced to stop, loosen them from 

the wagons and go into camp, soaking wet, and without 

anything to eat.”    22  

 

Ma ny diaries mention prairie storms at night with wild 

shrieking wind, strong gusts that knocked down the tents, 

frightening  flashes of lightning that revealed the catas-

trophe all about, followed by earth shuddering thunder of 

terrifying intensity.  When the lightning, rumbling, and 

rain finally faded away into the distance, the campers 

were left with re-assembling all their scattered things and 

then trying to get back to sleep in cold clothing and wet 

blankets. 

 

DB Ward called their travel along the Arkansas a very 

pleasant part of the trip and  “ ---it was while following the 

course of this stream, and along the old Santa Fe Trail, we 

ran into an immense herd of buffalo.  You would like to 

know how many there were in that herd?   I do not know.  

There may have been 100,000, there may have been 

500,000. 
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“It was probably two o’clock in the afternoon while we were 

traveling along the level valley with the river from one to 

two miles to our left, the hills perhaps two to five miles to 

our right, and sloping back for many miles, that we en-

tered  the herd, for they simply opened up a sort of lane way 

through which we passed.  We did not get through till six-

thirty that evening--- four and one half hours. “Of course 

our train of ox-teams moved slowly, but we must have trav-

eled at least five miles before we passed through the herd, 

which stretched off to the right and left as far as the eye 

could reach; so far away that a buffalo seemed no larger 

than a man’s hat,---mere specks on the sides of the distant 

hills”.  “We traveled quite late that evening in order to put 

as many miles as possible between us and this immense 

herd of buffalo.   23   

 

“The next day we remained in camp, and while there were 

no buffalo in sight when we rose the next morning, it did 

not take long to find them by the thousands. We feasted on 

buffalo meat that day and the next, but were soon out of 

the range.  I think the most vicious appearing animal I ev-

er saw was an enraged buffalo bull, brought to bay by a 

pack of dogs.  And about the most docile and foolish thing 

I ever saw was a young buffalo calf.  The calves, of which 

there were many, seemed to be guided solely by instinct, 

and that of a very poor quality.  A person on horseback 

might ride out through the herd, which was three to five 

miles from camp, and be followed in by two or three buffalo 

calves.  ”Buffalo veal and the flesh of the heifers, which at 

this time of the year were fat and made fine eating.  Upon 

them we feasted to our hearts’ content while in the buffalo 

country.  23 
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“I well remember the last buffalo I saw.  It was in the after-

noon, and as our train was wending its weary way along, 

looking off to the right of the trail we discovered, perhaps a 

half, or three-quarters of a mile away, three old fellows 

quietly feeding.  Immediately, two of our men, with three 

dogs, started out to have a “little sport”.  The dogs singled 

out one of the three, an immense old bull, as poor as that 

‘Job’s turkey’ of which we have all heard, and soon  

‘brought him to bay’.  As soon as the men got within shoot-

ing distance they fired at the old brute, wounding him on-

ly slightly.  Immediately he started for the river.  To reach 

it he would have to pass through our train, which was 

stretched out for quite a distance in the direct line of his 

march.  In order that his onward march might not be im-

peded by our wagons and teams, the drivers had all 

turned their teams on the trail with their heads towards 

the river, thus throwing the back ends of the wagons in the 

direction from which he was coming, and at the same time 

opening up gaps through which it was hoped he would be 

delighted to pass without stopping on his way to the river.  

There was one team, however, a pair of mules attached to a 

light spring wagon—a family rig which upon this occasion 

was being driven by a young woman, a Miss Brewer,  

[many of her relatives are now living in the Washington 

State counties of Thurston and Chehalis]  who failed for 

some reason, to so place her team.  On came the enraged 

buffalo, smarting from the wounds he had received and 

harassed by the dogs which were yelping at his heels.  The 

men, meanwhile, who had gone out for a ‘little sport’, had 

not dared to fire at him for fear a stray bullet might strike 

the wrong object.  In his maddened condition, it so hap-

pened that he struck the train at that point where Miss 
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Brewer’s team was standing, striking first one of the hind 

wheels of the wagon, he tossed it with his horns as though it 

had been a bag of straw; the next instant he made for the 

near mule, which he severely gored in the flank then in the 

breast just forward of the left shoulder.  All this occurred 

within the space of a minute of time.  Meanwhile several 

shots had been taken at the thoroughly maddened beast, 

the fatal shot, however, and the one which immediately 

ended the trouble, was fired by a young man whose name 

was Ivan Bentley, the deaf mute.  24 

 

“We left the worthless carcass of the buffalo and the wound-

ed mule where the incident occurred, and passed on, soon 

forgetting in the presence of other incidents of peril, that, 

of the enraged buffalo.”    24   

 

One event on the trip was described by Rachel Jeanette 

Brewer Spoor, granddaughter of William and Margaret Is-

abelle Brewer:  “---  for five weeks the party was absolutely 

without bread, and often harassed by unfriendly Indians.  

Once while passing through a narrow valley, five hundred 

Indians seemed to rise suddenly from the ground, and 

demanded all their (the emigrants) food.  15 

 

“The Indians stampeded our cattle and shot a buffalo calf.  

After a long frightful day of argument, the emigrants fi-

nally persuaded (the Indians) that the emigrants would 

starve if robbed of all their food, but agreed to give (the 

Indians) half if they would not further molest them.  To 

this plan the Indians agreed, and every article of food, 

flour, bacon, dried fruit, corn meal, every thing was im-

partially divided, before the Indians would let them pro-

ceed on their journey”.   15 
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This same incident was described by DB Ward: “We had 

with us at this time a buffalo calf which one of our cows 

had kindly consented to adopt.  This calf seemed an object 

of great interest to the Indians.  However, all went well un-

til about two-thirds of the way down the hill, when all of a 

sudden the Indians, who were following along from our 

resting place on the butte, seemed to have become uncon-

trollably hilarious.  They laughed, they shouted, they 

yelled, and swung their blankets, and ran to and fro, the 

purpose being to have us think they were overjoyed at some-

thing or other, while their real purpose was to not only 

create a stampede of our stock, but of our teams as well; in 

which, if they had been successful---and it came too close 

to it for comfort---would have been the wreck and ruin of 

the whole train.  Once more providence was with us.  About 

that time we had reached the foot of the butte and were 

approaching the Indian camp, our highly prized buffalo 

calf, in which every member of the train had learned to 

take a lively interest, met its doom.  A party of braves had 

managed to separate it from the stock we were driving, 

and taking it only a short distance from the road, in less 

time than it takes me to write, they had killed it and di-

vided its flesh among its savage captors.  We had now ar-

rived within about one hundred yards of the Indian camp, 

to which the old chief had preceded us, when, without a 

moment’s warning, from a command given by the old trai-

tor, three hundred Indian warriors were drawn directly 

across our line of march.  Of course, there was nothing left 

for us to do but stop, which we did.  There were about four 

hundred, all told, of these warriors.  They were, for the most 

part, armed with bows and arrows, spears, knives and tom-

ahawks; a few of them having guns, while our men were 
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well armed with rifles and revolvers--- Colt’s six-shooters.  

We were taken at a disadvantage, in that the Indians were 

all around and about us and out-numbered us nearly 

twenty to one.  From the time we left our noon camp on the 

hill to the present moment, they had been growing more 

impudent, not to say insolent, and it now really seemed as 

if we would have serious trouble before we got out of this 

scrape.  Of course we had been thrown off our guard by the 

great pretensions of the old chief; that his people were 

friendly; that by the treaty we were at liberty to pass 

through his country without being interfered with in any 

way whatever.  The halt having been made, a parley was at 

once entered into, the outcome of which was that they had 

been on the warpath against another tribe (I think Black-

feet Indians) for some time and had been successful---and 

the number of scalps in sight bore evidence that in this, at 

least, they were telling the truth---and were hungry, and 

that while they were willing we should pass through their 

country, we should, inasmuch as we had plenty, pay them 

for the privilege; that a contribution of flour, sugar and 

hardtack would be acceptable.  This suggestion, backed up, 

as it was by about four hundred braves who seemed to have 

the ‘drop on us,’ it was thought best to accept, in view of the 

fact, further-more that if we had to fight our way out, some 

of us would undoubtedly be killed, and that perhaps some 

of our women and children would fall into the hands of 

the Indians.  A collision between our company and the In-

dians was narrowly averted more than once during our 

detention of about three hours; for there were two young 

women in our company, one having a head of beautiful 

red hair,* [Elvira Caroline] the other driving the team at-

tached to the light spring wagon before referred to, in 

which the Indians seemed to take great interest and ar-
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gued that these two young women must be left with them.  

However, a vigorous punch in the ribs with the muzzle of a 

rifle in the hands of one of our men satisfied them that we 

were not of their way of thinking on the subject  After we 

had made our contribution, we were permitted to move on, 

which we were not slow in doing.”   25   

 

The party was travelling on the north side of the Arkansas 

still headed west.  The beauty and pleasantness of the early 

travel along the Arkansas had now given way to dull, 

drudgery.  The never ending boredom of the flat, arid dry 

countryside was finally disrupted by a view that came into 

sight:  the old, burned and abandoned adobe trading post 

known as Bent’s Fort.  DB Ward said,  “… we passed the old 

adobe trading post of the Bent Brothers, which at this time 

was deserted---“.  25b     

 

From here westward the scenery became more interesting 

as the mountains could now be discerned on the western 

horizon.  They loomed larger every day.  As the caravan 

moved closer to the mountains it came to a point where the 

trail split.  Travelers remaining on the Santa Fe Trail ford-

ed the Arkansas and turned off to the South toward Taos 

and Santa Fe.  

 

The Cherokee Trail had merged with the Mountain Route 

of the Santa Fe Trail back about  70 miles before  Pawnee 

Rock.  The trails remained one and the same through 

Kansas and Colorado until this split.  The Brewers, Wards, 

and others now turned northward and followed up the 

Arkansas, still on the Cherokee Trail.  As the wagon train 

approached the old settlement of Pueblo, which was near 

 

* In an email from Aileen Brewer to Ronda Howard , Mar 2004:  “ Her name was actually Elvira Caroline [Brewer].  It was said that she had 

curly, red  hair.”   36  
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the base of the mountains, they could look to the southwest  

and see the snow capped Spanish Peaks.   Directly to the 

west, the Rocky Mountains rose up sharply.  27 
 
 

 
                                                                                                
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                   

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                                                                                                                         
                 

                                                                                          

 
 
 
 
        

               Photo  by Fred P Clatworthy 

 
Spanish Peaks 

Denver Public Library, Western History Collection, CHS.X470 
 

From here the party followed north up Fountain Creek 

along the base of the Rockies for several days until they 

reached the divide.  Here they found the head waters of 

Fountaine qui bouille (Fountain Creek).  Originally it was 

 
*The Pueblo settlement was a small group of rudely constructed, dilapidated cabins occupied by rough looking Indian traders and their Mexican 
wives.  A year after the Brewers passed by this spot, almost all of the inhabitants were murdered in an Indian massacre.  Four years later,   “---
after the gold rush to Cherry Creek had produced little gold [1858], many emigrants spent the winter at the mouth of the Fountain [Creek].  
they liked It so well they decided to settle there, and so the city of Pueblo was born, its first houses made from the old adobes of the Pueblo”.  
26 
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 given the French name because of the way it boiled up out 

of the rocks of the Rocky Mountains.  

 

Past this summit, water flows north, carried by Cherry 

Creek.  The Cherokee Trail led the travelers north following 

down the east side of Cherry Creek for several more days 

until they arrived at the confluence of Cherry Creek and 

the South Platte River.  Five years later, at this spot, the 

city of Denver would be founded.  This was a pleasant 

place with plenty of wood , grass and water but the party 

soon pushed on, fording the South Platte and continuing 

north, always with the mountains on their left and 

straight ahead to what would become the Wyoming bor-

der.  27 

 

They came to a river that had to be crossed; the Cache La-

Poudre.  DB Ward describes  “---this is the way we did it.  

Arriving upon its banks about eleven o’clock a.m., we went 

into camp and while noon lunch was being prepared the 

men were devising some plan for getting across the stream.  

There was very little timber on this stream, but two dry bits 

of logs were found, which, being lashed together made a 

raft of sufficient size to carry a man.  On this, one of our 

men, William Ruble, who is perhaps still living in Oregon, 

seated himself, paddle in hand.  Around his waist was fas-

tened the end of a strong twine cord, the ball of this being 

held in the hands of another man who remained on the 

bank.  While the man on the little raft pushed out into the 

stream and succeeded in making a landing on the oppo-

site bank, some half mile below the starting point, the man 

with the ball running along down the stream  in order to 

keep as near as possible to the one on the raft.  In this way 

we had spanned the stream--- with a twine string.   
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    Cherry Creek, Five Miles Above the Confluence with the South Platte River 
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Then securely fastening a stout rope to one end of the 

twine, the man on the other side was enabled to draw the 

rope across.  By putting out a headline we had our rope 

ready for work.  Our ferry boat was made by lashing to-

gether two wagon boxes, which had been caulked.  Into 

this craft we placed our goods and chattels, then the wom-

en and children, and in less than twenty-four hours the 

entire outfit had been safely transferred to the opposite 

bank of the stream.  Our cattle and horses had to swim the 

stream, at this point about one hundred feet wide, with a 

strong current”.   29  

 

After reaching Wyoming  territory (actually, Wyoming 

wouldn’t  become a territory for another fifteen  years)  the 

oxen were turned and headed west again.  A week or so 

later they came to a point near the headwaters of the 

North Platte River.  This turned out to be a difficult cross-

ing.  The wagon boxes were caulked and used to ferry the 

goods across.  On the                                                            

last run, though, the                                                                      

rope broke and the                                                            

wagons drifted down                                                             

stream.  While they                                                                                     

were retrieving the                                                                    

wagons they heard                                                                     

the sounds of hoof                                                                       

beats and immediately                                                             

feared an attack by                                                                    

Indians.  The                                                                                             

emigrants were at a            On the Banks of the Snake River                                                                                                                                                                                                                       

disadvantage because                   Ft Hall - 1849                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                       

their guns had all been  

shipped to the other side    
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of the river.  The Indians were coming closer and the men 

on the far side of the river recognized the desperateness of 

the situation and started shooting off their guns and the 

men on the stranded side of the river began yelling mak-

ing all the noise they could.  It worked!  The Indians were 

spooked by all  the hub-bub and disappeared leaving the 

stranded men  to recover the wagons and make their way 

to the other side.”  30     

 

DB Ward said that, “On the 4
th

 of  July, just as we were 

emerging from a rugged bit of mountain, covered with a 

growth of scrub timber, we crossed the head of a deep ra-

vine on a bridge of snow or ice, from beneath which, a 

short distance away, flowed a beautiful stream of clear 

and perhaps I need to add, cold water. 

 

“Soon after crossing the ravine we came out on to the top of 

a long, high ridge where there was no timber.  The day was 

so cloudy and so cold that we had put on our overcoats, 

while the women kept themselves in the wagons under a 

double portion of cover.  Just how long we were in getting 

through the mountains I am not sure, but not less than 

two weeks, possibly three.”   31 
 

The contingent continued on its way west, still on the 

Cherokee Trail, and arrived at the junction they had been 

looking forward to --- the main Oregon Trail. They soon 

came to another crossing that was swift and deep, the 

Green River.  However, it turned out to be easy because of a 

ferry operated by a white man.   32   
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Now the train was truly on the Oregon Trail.  Of this D B 

Ward wrote, “We now found ourselves on a broad highway 

from twenty feet to five hundred feet in width.   On the 
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route we had been traveling, we had, with one or two ex-

ceptions, the best of feed in the greatest abundance, while 

after striking this great highway, feed was scarce every-

where.    

  

Neither had we been seriously bothered by the dust or trou-

bled by the alkali; but from this point on, the dust was al-

most intolerable and the alkali in many places very trou-

blesome. Before this, game was quite plentiful at many 

points along the way, while after reaching the main thor-

oughfare, we saw absolutely no game.  When reaching this 

point, our stock having had plenty of feed, were in fine 

condition. But we were not slow to note the different ap-

pearance of the stock of those who had travelled on the  

        main line.   32, 34      

 
 

           Ward, Brewer and   

           company had travelled  

           weeks and weeks at a  

           time without seeing    

           anyone other than their 

           own party.  On the main 

           road, though, they were  

           never out of sight of   

           other emigrants until  

     NationaI Park Service      reaching the point   

           where  the Oregon Road 

     Fork in the Road                              branched off from the   

               road leading to  

           California   33 

 

The Oregon Trail continued and near Fort Hall, in what is 

now Idaho, struck the Snake River.   A few more days and 
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the travelers came to a fork in the road.  D. B. Ward de-

scribed it:   “---   soon  after passing (some) springs we 

came to the ‘parting of the ways’, that is, (after the Raft 

River Crossing) where the road to California left the Ore-

gon Trail.  33   see Oregon or Bust Map 

 

Here some of the party, including the Brewers, left the Ward 

Train, and turned off onto the road to California.  “Our 

company”, D. B. Ward said, “now consisted of my father’s 

family, four wagons, and my step-mothers’ brother Hillary 

Cason, with his family and two wagons.  A part of our com-

pany, as before stated, had taken the California road, a 

part had kept to the south side of the Snake River, and 

some of the others we had left behind --- out travelled.” *  35    

 

Our family, the Brewers, waved goodbye to Ward and com-

pany, turned left from the Oregon Trail and headed in the 

direction of California.  They left Arkansas for California 

but some were now thinking of Oregon.  This was the last 

moment for decision.  Facts are a little sparse here, but it 

seems that Patrick Laird [28 yrs] had already gone to Cal-

ifornia.  John D. Bacon [35 yrs] and his wife, Sarah Ann 

(Sally), age 28, possibly mesmerized by the siren call of 

gold, branched off to California.  Lucinda Laird [23] , was 

anxious to join Patrick in California so she decided to ac-

company Sally and John D.    John Manning (Jack) [26], 

brother of the two young ladies went along as well.  The 

Bacon children; John Henry, age 7;  Richard  Pratt, 4 

years; Mary Emily; age 19 months and also the Laird kids, 

 

 The covered wagons of D. B. Ward’s family, without the Brewers, traveled down the  north side of the Snake River, past 
Bear River, past the Blue Mountains and Grand Ronde Valley.  From there they travelled to the Columbia River and then on 
to the Dalles from where  wagons, women and children were shipped by barge in the tow of a steamer to the  portage at the 
Cascades, then by steamer again down the Columbia.  They arrived at the mouth of the Sandy River on 20 Sep 1853 and fi-
nally arrived at their destination in the Willamette Valley on  Oct 1, 1853. 
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Samuel T, age 3, and John W, 1 year, would, of course, be 

included.  While the details are not clear, none of these 

people are on the Elliott Cut-Off  or the Umatilla Agency 

Rosters, but all ten of them did end up in California.  17, 45, 

46, 47   

  

The remaining Brewer travelers, having decided to go on 

to Oregon, turned their wagons toward the northwest and 

headed up along the south bank of the Snake River. 35   

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    

                                                                                 

                                                                    Photo by Terry Mattison 

 

 
 

Wagon Wheel Ruts of the Oregon Trail on Keeney Pass just East of Vale, OR 
 

There would have been probably three or four wagons in 

this group.  Elvira, Reece and Elvira Caroline with one 

wagon, Oliver P and Margaret Stevens in a 2
nd

 wagon, and 
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William and Margaret Isabelle with their seven kids; Mar-

tha Ann, 10 yrs; John Fletcher, 9 yrs; Sarah Elvira, 7 yrs; 

Mary Lucinda, 6 yrs; Amanda Caroline, 4 yrs;  James Hen-

ry, 3 yrs; George Warren, 16 mos old.  

 

There would have been some hugging, waving and good-

byeing and maybe a few tears as the oxen of the California 

bunch plodded their way out of sight.  The remaining Ore-

gon bound party headed on up the trail to the Northwest.  

.A couple hundred  miles further up the trail, they would be 

going over Keeney Pass and, more than 100 years later, 

one of their descendants, Terry Mattison, would take a pic-

ture of their tracks. 

 

Another day of travel would bring them to the Malheur 

River and Hot Springs.  They steered their oxen off to the 

left of the Oregon Road and drove 14 miles from the Snake 

River to the Malheur, across what one emigrant described 

as “the most dusty and dry and hot barren desert that any 

person ever travers’d”, Sarah Sutton. 1854.  The Malheur 

and Hot Springs was a place where the Brewers could camp, 

water and rest the livestock, wash clothing.  --- and for the 

first time in a long time they could take advantage of the 

nearby hot springs to bathe in warm  water.  104 

 

The campground was abuzz with discussion.  As the women 

went about their tasks of washing and baking, the men 

were greasing axles and repairing their wagons or adjust-

ing equipment, and they were also talking about the new 

route to the Willamette.   37 
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Malheur Hot Springs 
                        Courtesy of the Vale, Oregon OTCC Interpretive Kiosk    

 

Some ---“ immigrants travelled from the Malheur River 

north and northwest across the Blue Mountains to the Co-

lumbia, and then drove along that river to The Dalles, 

where the road ended just 14 miles below a spectacular 

stretch of rapids [Celilo Falls].  At the Dalles, wagons and 

families were placed on rafts or Hudson’s Bay bateaux to 

move downstream to the portage around the rapids at the 

Cascades.  Then they took to the river again, as far as the 

mouth of the Sandy.  Met there by their stock which had 

been driven over the old Hudson’s Bay Company trail (on 

the south side of the Columbia), the immigrants reassem-

bled and reloaded their wagons and (floated down 

stream) to the Willamette, and followed up that stream 

looking for vacant land”.  38, 41a   The raft trip down the Co-

lumbia was very dangerous and often time-consuming 

with wagons waiting in line for days or weeks before rafts 

or steamers became available. 

 



44 
 

“Between 1847 and 1852 several unsuccessful attempts were 

made to locate new passes; shortcuts to the Willamette Val-

ley.  Then in 1852 upper Willamette Valley settlers began to 

plan toward a united effort to open a cutoff.  Soon this was 

being called the Free Emigrant Road to the upper 

Willamette Valley.”   It may have been “the only immigrant 

road in the history of western travel which developed from 

community action of those already settled in the West.  The 

Free Emigrant Road was planned for, surveyed, and a 

right-of-way cleared ---after a fashion--- during 1852 and 

1853, all (because of) the united efforts of a group of set-

tlers in Lane, Linn and Benton counties.  With publicly-

contributed funds managed by three road commissioners 

chosen at a public meeting, the settlers opened a road over 

which they hoped to channel immigrants more directly in-

to the upper Valley.”  39, 41a 

 

In late summer of 1853 a representative of the sponsors of 

the Free Emigrant Road was at the Hot Springs on the Mal-

heur to encourage Oregon Trail travelers to consider tak-

ing the new route which went more directly west, followed 

the Middle Fork of the Willamette River down into the 

Willamette Valley and which would cut off a couple hun-

dred miles and save the emigrants time in getting to their 

destination.  40   

 

Margaret, Oliver’s wife, in her affidavit of April 27, 1915, 

said ---“she and others started (from Arkansas) for the 

State of California for the gold fields, and somewhere east 

of the Cascade Mountains, while on their way to Califor-

nia, they were persuaded to turn westward and cross the 

Cascade Mountains and follow down the Willamette River 

into the Willamette Valley, which was pictured as one of the 
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fairest valleys in all the land, where they could procure 

farms and erect homes.”   41  

 

William and Oliver, Reece too, must have talked this over.  

William decided to stay on the Oregon Trail rather than 

take the risk of an untried route.  Oliver probably would 

have too.  It is thought, though, that Oliver had taken sick 

and had delayed.  A passing train which was taking the 

new cutoff boasted a doctor as a member. This must have 

swayed Oliver and wife, Margaret, to take the new route 

and be assured of medical assistance.   45 

 

Once again there was a parting of the ways with a lot of 

hugging, waving and good-bying, as William and his re-

maining entourage, Margaret Isabelle and family; Reece, 

Elvira and Elvira Caroline, again pointed their oxen to-

ward the northwest.  They would have been shouting back 

to Oliver and Margaret, something like   “—see you next 

month in the Willamette. ”    

 

The oxen patiently plodded along toward the Blue Moun-

tains, still 100 miles away .     

 

When they first got on the Oregon Trail, after leaving the 

Cherokee Trail, back near Ft Hall, they began noticing 

something that was chilling to see: the trail-side graves of 

those who had perished and whose dreams had suddenly 

come to an end along the way.  It was especially sadden-

ing when it was the grave of a child.  Up to this point the 

Brewer Family had been lucky and had not lost a single 

person to Indians, disease, accident or any other of nu-

merous threats. 
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By the end of August, the Brewer party had reached the 

Blue Mountains, which were named by David Thompson in 

1811 because of their azure hue.  They were more difficult 

to handle , than the  later more scenic Cascades,  ---- “be-

cause of the continous series of ridges with deep draws and 

few good passes between”    101 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
 
 
 

 
 

                                                                                 William Henry Jackson 

 

                                                                         The Blue Mountains      

                     Denver  Public Library, Western History Collection, WHJ 10639 

 

One September day they were rumbling along through 

those mountains when the wagon train came to a stop.  

There was a flurry of activity around one wagon where 

Margaret Isabelle had given birth to a baby boy, William 

Thomas Brewer.   

 

It was Sept 1, 1853.  The women and others had gathered 

around to give assistance and comfort to Margaret and 

congratulations to William.  “…she and the child were 
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placed on a feather bed in the bottom of the wagon and 

the caravan proceeded on its way”:  Ellen Harmon.   
41a

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

      

  William Henry Jackson 

 

Blue Mtns to the Columbia River Valley 
National Park Service 

 

Now the caravan followed down the south side of the Co-

lumbia.  They had to ford the John Day River and then the 

Deschutes but fording streams was now “óld hat”.  

 

Fourteen miles before reaching The Dalles, the caravan 

passed by Celilo Falls.  Indians had fished here for thou-

sands of years.  Standing on the banks of the river or on 

platforms, they speared the salmon as the fish leaped their 

way upstream. *    
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All were anxious to get to Fort Dalles, where the trail ruts 

stopped and where some considered the end of the trail 

had been reached.  

  

 
 

Celilo Falls 

 

Below The Dalles the Columbia had, through the centuries, 

cut a gorge through the Cascade Mountains and left high 

cliffs on both sides of the river which blocked the passage of 

wagons. 

 

When travelers made their weary way into The Dalles, and 

were blocked from going any farther, they waited for small 

boats or Hudson’s Bay bateaux, to take them down river. 

 

Some, instead of waiting, cut down trees and made rafts 

using the abundant timber that was close by.  Some of the 

rafts were big enough to hold up to six wagons.  Women,  

*Celilo Falls was submerged when The Dalles Dam was completed in 1957.  
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children, wagons and all possessions were loaded on the 

rafts and floated down the river.  This was a very danger-

ous part of the trip. The wind ripping through the Gorge, 

energized by the narrowness of the canyon reached forces 

that tipped over wagons and rafts.  Or, some of the rafting 

emigrants got caught in one of the sudden, swirling whirl 

pools that occurred on the river. 

 

 
 

“One of our boats containing six persons, was caught in one of those terrible 
whirlpools and upset.  My son, ten-years old, my brother Jesse’s son, Edward, 
same age were lost.  It was a painful scene beyond description.  We dared not go 
to their assistance without exposing the occupants of the other boat to certain de-
struction.  The bodies of the drowned were never recovered”: Emigrant, Lindsey 
Applegate.  43 
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The rafts were put in the river just below The Dalles and 

floated down past Hood River and as far as the Cascade 

Falls where everything had to be unloaded, portaged past 

the falls and reloaded for the balance of the trip down 

stream to the mouth of the Sandy River or the Willamette.  

Some were brave enough to run their rafts through the rap-

ids.  By the 1850’s steamboats were on the river. Rafts and 

barges could be towed by steamers on the upper river.  Then 

after portaging around the Cascade Falls, wagons, women, 

children and possessions were reloaded on a lower river 

raft and a steamboat would continue the tow down the Co-

lumbia to the mouth of the Sandy. In the meantime, some 

of the men and boys would have driven the stock down the 

south  bank of the river and over Lolo Pass on the north 

side of Mt Hood.  That, though, was a trail too rugged for 

wagons.  The drovers, with their herd, would reunite with 

their families at the Sandy.  Going by steamboat was pre-

ferred but many of the travelers could not afford the  

 

 

Barlow Road Map 
Courtesy of Tom Laidlow 
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steamer trip as it was quite expensive.  

 

Five or six years before the Brewer wagons pulled up in The 

Dalles, an alternative to the Columbia River route had 

been developed. 

 

The Barlow Trail had been hacked out of the forest. It went 

south from The Dalles around the east and south side of Mt 

Hood and ended at Oregon City.  This was the true End of 

the Trail according to Oregon City.  While the Columbia 

River was dangerous and for some, the  trip ended before 

the End of the Trail, the Barlow   

Road had its drawbacks too.  

Many thought it was the most             

harrowing 100 miles of the               

2,000 mile trip.  The road was            

rough and rocky and            

presented anxious moments                    

when emigrants struggled              

down slick muddy slopes,                  

with the wagon hitched to     Public Domain                

a block and tackle, or   

attached to a rope wrapped around a stout tree.  When the 

rope wasn’t strong enough or the locked wagon wheels 

didn’t provide enough traction there was a tragic crash at 

the bottom of the hill.  

 

“A small party, including the Brewer family, came down 

along the east side of Mt Hood, through central Oregon.  

Part of the time Grandmother (Margaret Isabelle) drove a 

span of mules to a light wagon. They had heard that the 

Indians would not take mules but would do anything to 

get good horses. Their party consisted of only seven or eight 

wagons.  Just after getting down one of the steep and 
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crooked passes, they saw Indians in the distance.  Quickly 

they formed the customary circle with their wagons as a 

barricade against the enemy.  For three days and nights 

the men lay on the ground and periodically the Indians 

rode around at a distance and shot at the camp.  On the 

third morning the men decided to make an attempt to 

move on.  Putting their wives and children in the wagons, 

they told them, should the Indians break through the bar-

ricade, to whip the teams and go as fast as they could 

down the valley.  Fortunately, some men living down below 

had heard that a small party was in danger and came on 

good horses and with good guns.  As they came near, the 

Indians vanished.”   108   

 

Generally the  trip was very difficult because they had to 

drive the wagons over extreme mountainous terrain, over 

huge boulders, and narrow pathways through dense forest. 

There were places where road maintenance work had to be 

done by themselves as they went along.  

 

The notorious difficulty on the Barlow Road was the 

dreaded Laurel Hill.  The slope inclined at near 60^ and 

seemed to be impassable.  Those who made it down, cursed 

Samuel K. Barlow for building such a road and for charg-

ing the high price, in those days, of !0 cents a head for live-

stock and $5 per wagon.   107, 108  
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                 Photo by Peggy Price 

 
The Barlow Road Tollgate 

    Courtesy of Mountain Press Publishing Co 
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     Photo by Bill & Jan  Moeller 

 
 
 

Barlow Road below Laurel Hill 
Courtesy Mountain Press Publishing Co 
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This late in the year, Sept, and at this altitude, 4155 feet at 

the summit of Barlow Pass, they were lucky if they didn’t 

run into icy cold fog and snowy weather.  It was about 80 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                       

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                       Photo by  Bill & Jan Moeller 

     
 

Mt Hood:  An Old Obstacle; Now a Beautiful Scene    
Courtesy of Mountain Press Publishing  

 

miles from Laurel Hill to Oregon City and while generally 

it was down hill, it was still rough and difficult but occa-

sionally a  good camp with wood, water and grass was 
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found.  The Brewer Family must have had the happy feeling 

that the end was in sight.  Maybe they could look at Mt  

Hood and see the beauty of it rather than seeing it as an 

obstacle. 

 

When the family finally wearied their way into Oregon City 

they might have, as many others did,  “ -----  camped on 

the broad creekside meadow near the Willamette River.  

This spot, Oregon City’s Abernethy Green, marked the tradi-

tional End of the Oregon Trail.”  44 
 

The Brewer’s ---“first view of Oregon City would have con-

trasted sharply with the wild and deserted country they 

were leaving behind on the Trail.  Homes, churches, and 

small businesses made a community several blocks in size 

while beyond, on the Willamette, barges, ships and canoes 

headed toward the Columbia River.  A portage road led 

around the Falls and into the City.  Workers ported crops 

from the upriver Champoeg and Tualatin Plains farms into 

town for sale or reshipment on downriver boats.  The Falls 

themselves supplied power to mill lumber and were a prime 

location to fish for salmon and sturgeon.  There were 

nearby flour mills, dairy farms, boatyards, orchards, and 

businesses“.  --- and people.  After the solitude of the plains, 

deserts and forests, it must have been pleasing to be in a 

community of people.   44 
 

Brothers, William and Reece, like most new arrivals, were 

probably anxious to look around and find suitable land to 

make their claim.  The last and final leg of the journey was  

 

Arrival Dates    According to Lea Collins Menefee in Immigration Rosters of the Elliot Cut-Off: 1853 & 1854 and Immigration Registration at 
Umatilla Agency, 1853, pp 363-364,  “Arrival dates were given by immigrants on their Donation Land Claim Applications. However, this has 
been used cautiously since the applications sometimes listed several different dates of arrival in  Oregon.   What the immigrants individually 
considered to be “Oregon” is still in question.” 
In 1853 the Oregon Territory included the whole state of what is now Idaho and even parts of Utah. 
If the immigrant considered the day he first entered the Oregon Territory as the Arrival Date, it could make a difference of over a month com-
pared to the date of arrival in Oregon City or the Willamette valley.  For the above reasons, where the Arrival Dates have been used here, it is 
with ‘tongue in cheek’. 
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from Oregon City, south to Eugene, about 100 miles. Elvira 

arrived in Oregon on Oct 1, 1853 and William and family 

arrived on Oct 23, 1853.  These were the dates they put on 

their Donation Land Claims.  Reece, at 17, was not old 

enough, at the time, to be eligible to submit a claim.   

 

The part of the family that had arrived in the Willamette 

Valley consisted of William and Margaret Isabelle and 

their now eight children (Martha Anne, John Fletcher, 

Sara Elvira, Mary Lucinda, Amanda Carolina, James Hen-

ry, George  Warren  and the new baby, William Thomas), 

Williams’ mother, Elvira, and Williams’ siblings, (Reece  

and Elvira Caroline). 

 
         The whole family  

         was probably on  

         the lookout for  

         Oliver and   

         Margaret. It will  

         be remembered  

         that Oliver and  

         Margaret, back at  

         the Hot Springs on 

         the Malheur River,

               decided to follow a 

         doctor who   

         was in a wagon  

    Construction Crew on the Free Emigrant Road   train that was   

  Courtesy of Tom Laidlow    taking the new 

         Free Emigrant 

Road into the Willamette Valley.  This new road was sup-

posed to be several hundred miles shorter than the Old Or-

egon Trail. It would seem like Oliver and Margaret would 
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have arrived in the Willamette ahead of William and fam-

ily.  Never the less, Oliver and Margaret could not be found 

and as mentioned  previously, the established settlers in 

the Willamette Valley had appointed a commission to su-

pervise the building of a road that would connect with the 

old Oregon Trail near the Malheur River crossing and go 

directly west to the Willamette instead of the round-about 

way of going north to the Columbia and then traveling 

south again for another 100 miles up the Willamette River. 

  

 

Oliver P and wife, Margaret Stevens Brewer had stopped at 

the Hot Springs on the Malheur River.  They had decided 

to take the Free Emigrant Road and watched as the 

remainder of the family, Elvira, age 54, and children, 

Reece , age 17, and Elvira Caroline, 13 ; William A. and 

Margaret Isabelle and their seven kids, departed for the 

northwest.  The family as of now, was split up and going in 

three different directions.  

 

This must have been about the last week in August and the 

last week for the road construction crew to hack a path 

through the forest of the Cascade Mountains.     

 

In a week or so, William A.’s northwest bound train would 

have rattled, jerked and bounced the hundred miles or so 

to the Blue mountains and Oliver P and Margaret S. would 

be on their way over the Free Emigrant Road or, as others 

called it, the Elliott Cutoff. 

 

Oliver P, and  Margaret S. didn’t keep a diary of first hand  

personal  events of their trip.  We have to rely on the de-

scriptions of others to get an idea of what it was like on the 
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Elliott Cutoff (or Free Emigrant Road).  “Oregon bound 

over the plains, and deserts, rough rocky lava, high moun-

tains-West.  Through unmarked wilderness and down pre-

cipitous slopes into the bed of this strange river (the 

Willamette)  --–after long weeks of great hardship, they fi-

nally reached the valley in late October.  The Elliott Cut-

off, 1853”   

 

The above is the beginning paragraph carved  on a wood-

en marker situated in Greenwaters Park at Oakridge, Ore-

gon.   

 

The marker was dedicated in 1950, and it describes and 

commemorates some of the events that took place on the El-

liott Cutoff in 1853. 

 

“After a hard trip across the Oregon desert, they camped 

near (what is now the city of Bend) along the Deschutes 

River, and sent their scouts ahead.  Fresh blazes were hap-

pily reported near what is now Lapine.  The wagon train 

turned up the eastern slope of the Cascades toward their 

sought-after landmark, snow-capped Diamond Peak.  Ear-

ly October storms had already started. Though traveling 

through snow was a great dread, they forged desperately 

ahead toward their destination, the Willamette Valley.   

 

“The trail weary men and women endured extreme diffi-

culties as they forced their way south of Diamond Peak, 

through the forest and rugged bluffs of the high Cascades.  

Heavy timber and downed trees added up to near impass-

ability.”  The road building crew had cut down huge trees 

and they didn’t have the means of moving this heavy tim-

ber out of the way so the fix was to build bridges over the 
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huge logs.  

 

“With hand axes, the men (emigrants) chopped deep 

notches in the huge downed trees while women and chil-

dren helped by carrying limbs, rocks and dirt to bridge up 

to the cut and over the obstacle. It was back-breaking 

work.  Some days not even one mile rolled under the wagon 

wheels. Wagons with broken wheels continued with a skid 

jerry-rigged under one axle of their wagon. Many other 

wagons wrecked and were broken down, unable to proceed. 

Teams of horses and oxen died from lack of forage and 

cruel over work.  It was getting late in the season and set-

tlers in the valley were wondering why the anticipated 

wagons hadn’t arrived over the new road.  The mystery 

came to be called The Lost Wagon Train of 1853.   
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49 
 

Metro News, Eugene, Oregon, Sunday, January 8, 1984 

 

“Hunger was their constant companion after meager pro-

visions ran out.  Starvation was not a stranger.  Colonel 
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Cline, a member of the train, had retained a few head of 

cattle that he hoped to build into a herd in Oregon.   

 

“One by one, the beef had been butchered.  Each beef killed 

was tough and stringy and cooking kettles had more 

bones than meat.  One of the hungry men remembered, 

‘meat was so tough I couldn’t stick a fork in the gravy’. 
 

“Their situation became increasingly hopeless. A young 

school teacher, Martin Blanding, set off ahead to search 

for help. He followed the cut of the Free Emigrant Road 

Builders down to the valley. He straggled as far as the riv-

er and some valley settlers spotted his campfire. Word of 

the wagon train's desperate plight quickly spread through 

the valley. Emergency provisions were volunteered by the 

settlers, loaded on packhorses and hurried back upriver to 

the starving emigrants. 

 

“With emergency food to tide them over, they regrouped, 

leaving a trail of broken wagons and discarded house-

hold items. Even their precious and indispensable dutch 

ovens were sacrificed because of weight. Their hardships 

were far from over.    

 

“Rescuers from the valley hurried the newcomers down 

from the mountains, and helped them set up winter camp 

in abandoned cabins as the late fall storms began in ear-

nest.  Many families of this grimly determined group es-

tablished their hard-earned homes and became promi-

nent in the affairs of the new land that they won by so 

much heartbreaking effort.  48 
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While Oliver and Margaret didn’t keep a diary of their El-

liott Cutoff adventure, Margaret did provide some infor-

mation in her affidavit of April 1915: “In April of 1853, she 

and others started for the State of California for the gold 

fields, and somewhere east of the Cascade Mountains, 

while on their way to California, they were persuaded to 

turn westward and cross the Cascade Mountains and fol-

low down the Willamette River into the Willamette Valley.  

 

“The Willamette Valley was pictured as one of the fairest 

valleys in all the land, where they could procure farms and 

erect homes.  Being so convinced, the wagon train turned 

off the main trail going to California. The train had been 

on the road six months from the time it started until it 

made this western turn over the Cascades.  The train wan-

dered in the mountains lost for a further period of three 

months *  and finally came down the mountain side strik-

ing the head waters of the Willamette River and followed it 

for many miles where the ox-teams and wagons were kept 

in the creek bed for a road and progressed in that way un-

til the water got so deep that the cattle could not keep their 

footing.  Then they had to go on the bank and a road had 

to be built.  Finally, the train was met by a pack train of 

miners and prospectors who relieved the destitute and 

hungry by furnishing them flour and food, many of the 

train being destitute and in a starving condition; the cat-

tle having died and wagons having been left in the timber 

or on the road. 

 

“That upon arriving in the Willamette Valley my husband, 

Oliver P Brewer, filed on what is known as Fern Ridge.” 41  

*Actually, they started their trip on Mar 16
th
 and arrived in the Willamette on Oct 20

th
; 7 months & 4 days total travel. 
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  Oliver and Margaret arrived in Lane County on 20 Oct 

1853. 

 

These dates are hard to understand what with  Oliver ar-

riving on Oct 20, Wm arriving on Oct 23 and Elvira arriv-

ing on Oct 1.    These dates are the ones the emigrants put 

on their Donation Land Claim applications.  * 

 

After their long journey, when Elvira, William and family, 

and Oliver/Margaret S. finally got together in Eugene, 

they searched around and applied for land in the Fern 

Ridge area about seven miles northwest of Eugene.   

 

Meanwhile nothing had been heard from the California 

bunch for some time.  After all, the Pony Express hadn’t 

been invented yet and mail was still traveling at the speed  

of oxen unless it was sent by ship.  Even then it was not too 

dependable.  In December of 1854, John Manning (Jack) 

Brewer found himself on board ship having just left San 

Francisco and heading for the Columbia River and Port-

land. 59 

 

Back in August, the California group had left the Oregon 

Trail at the Raft River crossing and were headed southwest 

through Nevada to the gold fields in California.  They ap-

parently withstood the rigors of the trail and arrived safe-

ly.   
 

 John D. Bacon became busy prospecting for gold and lat-

er, also farmed.  In April of 1855, still in California, John 

 

 Re Arrival Dates in Oregon.  The arrival dates given by immigrants on their Donation Land Claim applications has been used cautiously 
because some applications listed several different dates of arrival in Oregon or they may not have remembered the exact date. Also, at 
that time Oregon Territory included all of present day Idaho and part of Utah.  If they used this part of the territory as their arrival in 
Oregon, it could make a difference of a month or even more.   102 
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D and Sally had their 4
th

 child, William J. Bacon.  While  

they were still in California they had two more boys: Jesse 

James Bacon, b. 1858 and Frank Bacon, b. 1864.  Their 

daughter, Mary Emily Bacon passed away in 1868.  51, 52  

 

By 1870, John and Sally and their five boys were living in 

Battlecreek Twnp, Tehama County, CA.  51, 52 

 

Their next move was to Tuscarora, Elko County, Nevada.  

By 1880, two of the boys had left home and Frank, William 

and Jesse remained.  52 

 

John  D. died  on the 15 Jan 1905 in Fresno County, CA  53 

 

In the meantime, back in 1854, Jack Brewer apparently 

did not see any opportunities either in gold mining or 

farming in California and decided to go on to Oregon 

where he could still apply for a Land Claim.  54 

 

Early in December of 1854, Lucinda and Patrick Laird, 

along with Jack Brewer packed up and got ready to take 

an ocean trip up the Pacific Coast to the Columbia River 

and on to Portland.  The dangers of sailing this route, es-

pecially in the wintertime, were well known.  In fact, there 

were so many shipwrecks along this stretch of coast, that in 

later years it became known as the “Pacific Graveyard”.  

Those who were shipwrecked and made landfall, still had 

to face the dangers of starvation or of capture and/or 

death at the hands of the Indians .  55, 56 
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San Francisco Harbor, 1850’s 

 

However, going by ship was still the best way.  There were 

settlements all along the coast at almost every inlet and 

bay that could shelter a ship from storm.  But there were 

very few roads connecting these communities and the 

spaces in between were still wilderness.  Travel by horse or 

wagon would have been extremely difficult and with snow 

on the ground, probably impossible.  

 

At any rate, Jack  (Lucinda’s brother) met the Lairds  on 

the dock in San Francisco on the morning of Dec 20, 1854: 

Patrick, Lucinda and their two kids, Samuel T. (3 yrs) and 

John W. Laird (1 yr), and all headed for Oregon.  59 

 

The ship, the SS Southerner, was a two masted side-wheel  

passenger steamer of  338 tons.   The ship was powered by 

wind and the steam engine could be brought into service 
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during periods when the wind was slack or when the power 

of both steam and sail was needed.   57 

 

The Southerner left the dock at 10-1/2 o’clock that  59  

Wednesday morning .  She traveled north making sched-

uled stops at Eureka and Crescent City, delivering freight 

and picking up and unloading passengers and mail.  59   

As they traveled from one stop to the next, the passengers 

had been enjoying the view.  It was beginning to get chop-

py, though, and the sun had gone away.  59  

 

The food in the galley was good but some of the passengers 

were beginning to get sea sick as the wind was picking up 

and the sea was running rough.  56  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sketch of the SS Southerner from a description: a Two Masted Side  

Wheel Steamer 

The weather was turning thick and foggy and they weren’t  

able to make a stop at Umpqua or at other scheduled stops. 

Finally, five days after leaving San Francisco, they arrived 

at Tillamook Head.  56, 59 
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         Photo by Lyn Topinka 

                         

             

 

Tillamook Head just South of the Columbia River  

 

Here swells were coming in from the west and now squalls  

with heavy rain were frequent.  As they came abreast of the 

Columbia River, crossing the bar did not look promising.  

The captain was fully aware that in ---“1849 alone there 

were four major wrecks: the Aurora, the Morning Star, the 

Sylvia de Grasse and the Josephine.  In 1852, five ships were 

destroyed on the bar .”  So Christmas day was spent   60 
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making offshore.  This was difficult to do as it was now 

blowing a gale from the south west.  The engine was labor- 

ing and would not go over center without the help of the 

sails.  The ship had sprung a leak and water had been ris-

ing in the engine room.  Only the steam pumps kept the 

water from getting up to the level of the boilers.  59,  

 

The weather was not clearing up and the captains’ options 

were dwindling.  He decided to go north along the coast 

and seek shelter in the Strait of Juan de Fuca.  59 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                  

  

 

                                    Photo by John Vass 

 

“A small island was seen through the fog” 
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If Patrick, Jack and Lucinda didn’t know they were in se-

rious danger, they became suddenly aware when the cap-

tain ordered the passengers to form a bucket brigade to 

bail out the rising water in the hold.  59 

 

With the bailing gang organized, the captain then or-

dered the crew to lighten the ship by throwing some of the 

cargo overboard.  Lucinda must have been horrified at 

this news and then anxious in her effort to convince the 

two children they were safe.  Lucinda could find some 

comfort with fellow passenger, Mrs J. H. Chapman and her 

three children.  They were all on the same boat.  58 
 

During the night of the 25
th

 and the day of the 26
th

, all 

hands were desperately bailing water. They continued for 

18 exhausting hours and still the water was rising. 61, 65  

 

Now the engine was working slowly and the gale was in-

creasing in intensity. Sometime during the night the en-

gine stopped completely.  It was clear they would not make 

Cape Flattery and The Strait.  59, 61   

  

A small island was seen through the fog.  Their only  

chance seemed to be to anchor in its lee and wait out the 

storm.  There was hardly time for passengers and crew to 

breathe a sigh of relief for within a half hour the ship 

started dragging anchor.  Capt Sampson immediately 

gave the order to slip the chain and let her drift.  Now, ac-

cording to James Gibbs  in his book, “Shipwrecks off Juan 

de Fuca”, Capt Sampson  ordered  his crew into action,     

“--- chopping down the masts, dismantling the stack, and 

throwing overboard  heavy pieces of cargo and gear--- 58 

permitted the craft to gain some stability”.  Then the fury 

of the storm was manifested in a monstrous wave that hit 

the floundering ship broadside and crashed her onto the 
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beach.  “She was lightened enough for the breakers to push 

her higher on the sandy beach, and by morning she rested 

up among the driftwood, the tide having ebbed away from 

her battered timbers.”  62 
 

Mornings’ light, on Dec 27
th

, allowed Jack and the Lairds 

and their bewildered children to escape to solid ground   

and to their surprise, find themselves still alive.  With  

almost disbelief they looked around to find that everyone  

on board had survived.  The relief was so great that it 

hardly seemed to matter that while they were on firm 

ground, they were also in the wilderness in the middle of a  

furious storm of rain and wind with no idea of how they 

could get food and little idea of which direction to go.  

They could only hope they wouldn’t meet hostile Indians. 

 

After three days of  “---Trudging over rocks and fallen 

trees and through ravines, they came at last to the Indian 

settlement at Neah Bay where they found refuge ---.”     

--- and fortunately these Indians were friendly.  62 

 

News of the shipwreck was slow in getting back to civiliza-

tion due to continuing stormy weather.  Jack and the 

Lairds must have been ecstatic on the morning of  

January 13, 1855,  when the steamer ‘Major Tompkins’  ar-

rived at Neah  Bay and received all survivors.  58 

 

Jack , Linda and Patrick and the other survivors were all 

welcomed onboard the Major Tompkins.  The officers and 

crew treated the survivors royally, even giving up their 

own quarters for the comfort of the rescued. ---and after  58 

nearly starving, Jack and the Lairds must have really sa-

vored the ships’ mess.   
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From Neah Bay, the ship headed for Olympia and arriived 

there on Friday, January 19
th

.  The newspapers  displayed 

a passenger list as well as numerous accounts by various 

survivors and observers and included the wonder and 

thankfulness of all.   58 

 

From  Olympia, Jack and the Lairds made their way to 

Portland and then south to Eugene where they reunited 

with  the rest of the clan.  They must have entertained the 

family with tales of their trip for a long time afterwards. 

 

In the absence of Jack and Patrick, the boys, Wm and Oli-

ver had made claims on acreages about 7 miles north west 

of Eugene, OR.  Patrick Laird later acquired 124 acres 

through the Homestead act of May 20, 1862, at a location 

about  14 or 15 miles due east of Eugene .   68, 69, 70 
 

Patrick and Lucinda Laird settled on their 124 acres, 

farmed and raised a family of eight children; six boys and 

two girls.  Patrick died on 30 Aug 1876 at age 51, and was 

buried at Pleasant Hill Cemetery, Lane County, OR.  68, 72  
 

Lucinda remained on the farm with her kids.  She died on 

2 Dec 1908, at age 78.  She is also buried at Pleasant Hill 

Cemetery in Lane County. 73 

 

Elvira Caroline, Williams’ youngest sister, had met a 

young man on the trip from Arkansas, Joseph B. Riley.  

They had married in Eugene on the 20
th

 of  Oct 1854 and 

together they claimed 320 acres .    67 
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John Manning (Jack) Brewer’s claim showed an arri-

val date in Oregon of 15 Feb 1855.  He settled on 160 acres 

of Donation Land Claim #2099 on 2 Mar 1855.   71 

 

Except for the Lairds, all these parcels of land were adja-

cent to each other in the area called Fern Ridge.  Years 

Later, in 1941, Fern Ridge Dam was built and much of the 

land formerly owned by the Brewers was submerged under 

Fern Ridge Reservoir.   

 

In the autumn of 1855, Indian trouble had become so se-

rious that on the 15
th

 of October, 1855, the Oregon Territo-

rial Governor proclaimed the need for two battalions of 

volunteers for service in the Rogue River country.  Each 

volunteer was to furnish his own horse,  

arms and equipment.  74 

 

On the 23
rd

 of October, Jack was  

mustered into Company “A”,  

2
nd

 Regiment of the Oregon Mounted  

Volunteers, commanded by  

R. L. Williams.  He served in the  

Rogue River Campaign and after 

reaching the rate of Sergeant Major 

was honorably discharged on   

Feb 6, 1856.  *   75        

 

In 1860, Jack, along with the rest  

of the family, moved to Grand  

Mound, Thurston County, W.T. 

         John Manning Brewer 

                     1827-1906 
*Rustin Canada Brewer served in the Rogue River Indian campaign in the  2

nd
 Regiment of Oregon Mounted Volunteers and was 

also under the  command of  Robert .L. Williams, but in Company “E”. 
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When Jack’s sister, Elvira Caroline, died on 27 Dec 1861, 

her three boys were taken in by the rest of the family.  76  

After Jack married Louisa Jane Johnson on 22 Oct 1863, 

they took in and raised two of Elvira Caroline’s boys; John 

W. Riley and Henry C. Riley.  Her baby, Benjamin, was 

raised by his aunt, Margaret I. (Grandma Sparks).  77 

 

Jacks’ wife, Louisa, died on 18 Jan 1874, six weeks after the 

birth of her 5
th

 child, Lewis Allen Brewer. Sarah Ann (Sal-

ly) Bacon, Jacks’ sister, left Tahoma County, CA and  

her five boys, and travelled to Rochester to stay and help 

take care of the children still at home there ; Emma Rose 

(9) , Ellen Jane (6), John W. Riley (16) and Henry C. Ri-

ley(13).   77, 77c  
 

Sally & John had moved to Tuscacara, Elko County, Neva-

da by 1880.  Frank , Wm & Jesse were still at home.   77c, 78 

 

In 1900 Sally and John D Bacon were living in Fresno, CA 

with one son remaining at home: William J.  78 

 

 John D passed away on the 15
th

 of Jan, 1905.  Shortly af-

terward Sally left Fresno, California, to visit Jack at his 

place in Rochester,Thurston County, Washington State.  

She was accompanied by her son William J. Bacon. 53  

 

John Manning (Jack) Brewer died on 17 Mar 1906.  Sarah 

stayed on to help as did William.  In 1910, Ellen Jane 

(Jennie), Emma Rosa, Sally and William were still on 

Jacks’ old  homestead in Rochester.  However, Emma Rosa 

died on 8 Dec 1911.  Within two months, Ellen Jane passed 

away on 6 Feb 1912.  Three months later, Sarah Ann 

(Sally) Brewer Bacon  died on 20 May 1912 at age 87, 
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at Jacks’ old place.  Sally was survived by four of her sons: 

John, Richard, William and Frank.  79, 80   

 

Meanwhile, back at Fern Ridge in 1858, the Brewers’ had 

settled on their Donation Land Claims and after many 

hardships, four years, and the required improvements, 

they came into ownership of their land.  *  

 

In 1858, William and Oliver negotiated with Thomas and 

Malissa Markham for the purchase of 320 acres of land in 

Douglas County near Roseburg.  The transaction was com-

pleted on 8 Jan 1859.  81 
 

On 20 Jan 1859, Wm and  Margaret sold their Fern Ridge 

DLC land to Thomas Markham for $1000.  103 

 

Tragically, William died just one  week later on 28 Jan  

1859.  ** 66 

 

He was “buried in the Fern Ridge Cemetery, a tract of land 

donated by his brother, Jack Brewer.  Many years later the 

caskets were removed to Pleasant Hill.”  *    82 
 

William was born in 1818 and spent his boyhood with his 

brothers, Oliver, Jack, and Reece, and his sisters, Sarah, 

Lucinda and Elvira Caroline, on their fathers’ (Johns’) 

Arkansas self-sustaining farm where he learned the many 

skills needed for success in the hard work, hand-made, 

and home-grown life-style of the Frontier.  82 
 
 

 Reece Brewer told the story that: “---there was so little to eat in Eugene City that first winter that many ducks were con-
sumed.  These were fish eating ducks, not grain fed.  He swore never to eat duck again”.   

 
**  Wilbert Brewer told Aileen there was a rumor That Wm A. Brewer had taken his own life..  He felt responsible for all the 
families and it overwhelmed him. 
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William Alexander Brewer married Margaret Isabelle 

Scott.   She was born Oct 29, 1820, in the Abbeyville Dis-

trict, of South Carolina.  At the age of 5, with her father, 

James Scott, and stepmother, two brothers and two  

sisters, she moved, in 1825, to Georgia where she attended 

a girls seminary. Her family moved to Arkansas in 1837.  83  

Four years later, on Feb 25, 1841, William and Margaret 

were married.  

 

  
   

 
         

 
 

   
 

       

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

        
     

            A page from Wm A ‘s Ledger Book 
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In early life, William clerked in a store and later taught 

school.  It was said that he developed a strong mechanical 

ability and given a model he could duplicate almost any-

thing.   84 

 

A chest of drawers, built by William, was handed down 

from Mary Lucinda Brewer Roundtree Harris, to  Margaret 

Scott Roundtree then to Bessie Smith Sellich then to  her 

sister, Dora Ellen Smith Lee.  Dora’s husband, Merle Lee, 

inscribed the information on the drawer.  The chest is now 

in the possession of Margaret Ellen Lee Liebert, gg grand-

daughter of William and Margaret.  Margaret Liebert and 

her husband reside at 4411 NE Alameda, Portland. OR 

97213. 

 

A search was made for a diary that someone was supposed 

to have written.  A ledger book did show up which was kept 

by William.  The first part of it was apparently a record of 

cash payments and receipts to friends and family with 

dates ranging between 1846 and 1852.  The latter part of 

it was a hand written Guide to Oregon starting near Fort 

Hall and ending in Oregon City and Salem.  Unfortunate-

ly it was not a diary. 

 

William was a very enthusiastic worker in the Methodist 

church, acting as minister for several years to a 

congregation in Fern Ridge”.    84   

 

After William’s death, their seemed to be a lot of confusion 

about the Douglass and Lane County properties. 
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John Brewer died and was buried in Arkansas.  Elvira died in 
1857 and was buried at Fern Ridge Cemetery (a plot from 

Jack Brewer’s DLC , designated as a cemetery).  William died 
in 1859 and was also buried at Fern Ridge Cemetery.  Years 

later, the graves of Elvira and William were removed to 
Pleasant Hill Cemetery in Lane County, OR.  This memorial stone 

was photographed by Rustin Porter Brewer. 
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Jack Brewer sold his Donation Land Claim in Lane County 

in July 1859.  Oliver and Margaret S. sold their 320 acres 

in Feb of 1860.  A month later, March of 1860, Oliver and 

Margaret S. sold their 160 acres in Douglass County for 

$350; and Margaret Isabelle sold  her half (160 acres) for 

$900.  The purchase and resale of the Douglass County 

property resulted in a net loss.  81 

 

Later, Margaret Isabelle , as recounted by Jennette Brewer 

Spoor, “sold and moved to Grand Mound, Washington  

Territory.  Here in this wonderful country, she and her 

large family endured many hardships, often hungry and 

 

 
 

Grand  Mound-Rochester-Elma-Olympia Area Map 
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ill clothed, many times the little girls had but one dress 

apiece.  At night, after they were in bed,, she would wash 

and iron their dresses, so they would be neat and clean for 

school the next day.  Kind neighbors divided their sub-

stance with them even to the last side of bacon.  82  
 

“While living here she married Henry Palmiter, and in 

1861 they moved to Boistfort, WT.  Sorrow and suffering 

stalked their pathway.  An epidemic of scarlet fever and 

diphtheria swept the country, taking its toll of little chil-

dren.  On May 29, 1864, little William died.  The following 

day, May 30, 1864, Orlando passed on.  Both were buried 

in the same grave. 82 

      “George was working away   

      from home, The 12 year old  

      boy, hearing that his little   

      brothers were dead, hastened 

      home.  He too  contracted the  

      disease and in just two weeks  

      he was gone.   82 

 

      “The husband, Mr. Palmiter,  

      (Henry) was absent from home, 

      in Oregon, working in a mine. 

      He had a strong  

      premonition that all was not  

      well (and that Margaret   

      needed him).  He came home to  

       Margaret Isabelle Scott find the boys had been dead  

        Brewer Palmiter Sparks        several weeks.”   82 

             1820-1913  

   



87 
 

“Three years later he too was taken, and again she had to 

face hardships alone.  She decided to make another 

change in residence.  This time to Elma, WT.”     82  

 

John Fletcher Brewer, Margaret’s oldest son was born in 

Arkansas on 2 May 1844.   He had made the Arkansas to 

Oregon trip in 1853 at the age of nine.  By the time John F. 

was 19 he was independently supporting  himself.   95 

 

     In 1865, he took a land claim of  

     162.27 acres in Thurston County,  

     under the 1862 Homestead Act.  96 

  

     John had met and admired Elvira 

     Ann  Axtel and on 26 Apr 1865 they  

            were married. The details of their  

     marriage are unclear.  However, 

      Jennette Brewer Spoor said that, 

     “this was a runaway marriage”.  97    

     In spite of that, they had 10 

     children.  They moved to Milton,  

       John Fletcher and              OR, sometime after 1881.  Their 10
th

  

     Elvira Ann Axtel Brewer child, Milton, was born there 

     on 19 Nov 1883 but they were with 

      heavy heart when he died the same  

     day.   97 

 

The family moved from Milton and --- “took up residence 

on a farm near Lexington, remaining there until pur-

chasing a farm three miles east of Goshen”.    John F. was 

very successful with his various farms where he grew trees 

(on a timber claim) and fruit, vegetables and livestock.    

            95,  97    
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In the spring of 1902, John set out on a tour of the North 

west with the intent of visiting relatives. 

 

    

               Cover and a Page from John Fletchers’ Rememberence Book 

  

 

He purchased a booklet of blank pages.  As he travelled 

around from place to place, probably by horse & buggy 

and partly by train or street car, he invited his aunts, un-

cles , nephews, cousins and nieces that he visited to sign 

their name and leave their comments .  The fifty pages 

were filled with pictures, childrens’ drawings, news items , 

happy thoughts and 125 names.  98 
 

John Fletcher died 20 Dec 1931.  99      John’s wife. Elvira Ann  

Axtel Brewer died on 12 Jan 1939.   100 

 
 

 



89 
 

Back when Henry Palmiter died, Margaret’s 2
nd

 son, 

James Henry Brewer, who had been only three years old 

at the time of the trip to Oregon, and who was now --- “a 

youth of 16, managed the farm and worked to support the 

family until his mother married J. G. Sparks of Olympia..    

At age 18, ‘JH’ started out in life for himself.  First, he 

cleared a piece of land and received a horse for his pay.  

He then borrowed money and bought 40 acres near the 

present site of Satsop.  As soon as he was 21 years old, he 

homesteaded an adjoining 80 acre tract and engaged in 

farming on a more extensive scale”.   

 

"On December 20, 1871 he married Emma Smith, a 

Chehalis County resident.  She was born  April 30, 1854 in 

Watertown, Dodge County, Wisconsin.  *  

 

“After his marriage Mr. Brewer (J.H.)   

farmed for a year and then received a          

government position of Head Farmer and                 

Teamster on the Quinalt (Indian) 

Reservation.  He worked there for five   

years, returning to his homestead in April  

1876.  He again farmed until 1880 when  

he accepted a position of manager of the  

creamery and general store near the   

Quinalt (Indian) Reservation for a year  

before once more returning to his farm.           Emma (Smith)  

He engaged in the dairy business and          James Henry Brewer  

carried on a large business in raising  

grains and livestock.”   85 

 

Emma & James Henry were both active in the Elma M. E. 

church. J.H. was Superintendant of the Sunday School for 
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many years.  Emma hosted many church dinners, meet-

ings, and church social events:   93  

 

"With George C. and E. G. Morgan, James Henry was 

instrumental in organizing and incorporating the Satsop 

Mercantile Creamery Company with a capital of fifteen 

thousand dollars.  This proved to be a profitable venture 

and was considered one of the most important 

establishments of the county.   

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The 5 Sons of James Henry & Emma Brewer.  The 3 on the Left are Clarence, Bernard and 
James Rufus but in Unknown Order.  The 4th is Alonzo Orlando.  On the Right is Edgar Leon 
Brewer.  Ca 1927 
 
* Albert Moore Brewer ( who is also a g grandson  of James Henry Brewer-)  told me the story of James Henry when he was building a  cabin 
near Satsop and at the same time was working at the Quinalt Indian Reservation  some 40 miles away by horseback.  He asked Emma Smith to 
marry him and Emma’s  father said “No, come back when the cabin is finished.”.  James Henry did finish the cabin and it worked out well for all 
of us (descendants), otherwise we wouldn’t even be here.  JHB 
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Mr. Brewer (James Henry) served as Commissioner of 

Chehalis County for four years and was considered one of 

the most efficient members who had ever been on the 

board. 

 

He belonged to the I.O.O.F. Lodge No. 133 of Satsop.”  85   

 --- and was a member of the state legislature in Olympia 

in 1909    86 

 

Emma died in Tacoma on 12 May 1928.  129     James Henry 

Brewer died on 6 Apr 1939 in Seattle, WA.  101 

 

Champion Bramwell (CB) Mann  married Evange-

line St Clair (Eva) Brewer, youngest daughter of Mar-

garet and William, on 16 Dec 1873 in Olympia, Thurston 

County, Washington Territory.   131, 89 

 

CB Mann came to Washington in 1864.  He was born 2 Nov 

1842 in Summerhill Township, Crawford County PA.  He left 

Pennsylvania on 20 Apr 1864 and travelled by train to 

New York.  Then went, via the Isthmus, to San Francisco by 

steamer and arrived 28 May 1864  He continued on a 3 

day steamer trip to Portland, OR.  Then 2 days to his aunt, 

Mrs Carr, and then by wagon to Aunt Mrs. West Jefferson, 

then another day wagon trip to Brownsville and aunt, Mrs 

Colbert.  131 

 

CB moved to Olympia in 1870 where he taught school for 

several terms.  Shortly before marrying Evangeline Brewer, 

he bought in with Dr Willard in a drugstore in Olympia.  

He remained in this business for the next 38 years   131 
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Eva and CB had their first child, Avis, on 21 Jul 1875.  By 

1891 they had five more children:  Helen Whipple, Ida 

Scott, Claude, Anna Viola and Gladys Margaret.   131 

The 1900 Census shows:   Thurston County, Washington  Census, 4 Jun 1900, p. 203a, 
Sheet 3, 1st Ward,    502 Franklin St, House 64.     
 Champion B Mann Head            55 yrs Druggist     PA             
 Evangeline              Wife  44           OR                                                 

 Ida Scott Mann  Dau 20 Nurse Apprentice WT   
 Claude Brewer Mann Son 18 At School  WT 
 Anna Viola Mann Dau            10 At School  WA 
 Gladys M  Dau             8 At School  WA 

 Elizabeth Mann     Mother-in-law 78         b. Massachusetts 

 

Avis had married Charles Sparks sometime before 1900. 

 

      CB left the drug store business  

      in 1911 and switched to the  

      seed and paint business, still in 

      Olympia.  In  1915 he was   

      elected Thurston County   

      Commissioner.   131 

      CB was interviewed for the 

       Thurston County Pioneers and  

      it came to light that during 

      his time in Olympia he held 

   Champion Bramwell Mann  Public Office :  eight years as 

    1844-1929    County Treasurer, three years 

      City Treasurer, two years as 

Mayor, as well as his job as County Commissioner. 
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It was in Elma that Margaret met 

John G. Sparks, who resided in  

Olympia.  He was a widower with  

two small daughters, Millie and  

Sarah Sparks.  87 
 

John and Margaret Isabelle (Scott)  

Brewer Palmiter were married in  

1868.  Margaret brought her 13  

year old daughter, Evangeline   

St Clair Brewer, and her 7 year   

old nephew, Benjamin Franklin  

Riley, to the new household.  John  

had three children by his first wife.         

Five year old, Millie Ann and three  

year old Sarah S. remained with  

him in their Olympia home.           Judge John G. Sparks 

John’s son, one-year-old                           1811-1891 

Francis M, was living with someone else.        

Francis is mentioned in John’s 1889 will . 

 

John G Sparks was of Scotch descent, and was born in 1811 

near New Albany, Indiana.  He went to Illinois in 1832 

and was married there.  He studied law under Judges Al-

len and Underwood, and was admitted to the bar in 1844, 

when he went to Columbia, California, where he set up an 

office and practiced law until 1858.  He was located in The 

Dalles, Oregon, for two years, from there he went to Walla 

Walla, W.T. 

 

“While in that city he was appointed Internal Revenue   

Assessor by President Lincoln, which he filled until after  
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Lincoln’s death in 1865.  He came to this city in 1862, and 

is today one of Olympia’s most respected citizens. He has 

served one term as Territorial Auditor and four terms as 

Justice of the Peace.  He has gained for himself an envia-

ble reputation here, and has a large circle of friends.”   88 

 

John Sparks moved to Olympia, W.T. from Walla Walla in 

1862.   He held a number of positions in Olympia:  Justice 

of the Peace, Territorial Auditor, Attorney at Law, Hotel  

Proprietor, Financier and Real Estate owner.   88 

 

The Puget Sound Directory and Guide to Washington Ter-

ritory, 1872, listed city officers: Magistrate. J. G. Sparks. 

 

--- and Stearns Directory, Portland,  1876-1877 listed 

John G. Sparks, Attorney at Law, as a “Leading Business 

Man”.  

 

John and Margaret Sparks were at home in Olympia in the 

summer of 1880 along with John’s two teen age girls.  Ben-

jamin Riley, now 19, had gone out on his own.  Millie Ann 

Sparks eventually married Charles Petterson and Sarah S. 

Sparks married James S. Brewer (son of Reece and Eliza 

Brewer).  88 
 

John was recognized as a most respected citizen by the 

Olympia Tribune in its 1891 Souvenir Edition. 

 

John  G. Sparks died in 1891 on the 14
th

 of November.  Fu-

neral services were held in Olympia at the Methodist 

church of which he had been a faithful member for more 

than a score of years.  He was a man of high character 

and honorable life.  In politics he was a stalwart Republi-

can.   111  
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The Elma Chronicle, Nov 10, 1900, printed an item from 

the Olympia Standard: “Mrs. J. G. Sparks was 80 years old 

on Monday and the occasion was celebrated by a family 

gathering of her daughters, consisting of Mrs. (Martha 

Ann) Crow of Walla Walla, (James) Henry Brewer and wife 

(Emma Smith) and Mrs.(Amanda Caroline) Sherwood of 

Satsop, Mrs (Mary Lucinda) Harris of  Boistfort, and Mrs. 

(Eva ) Mann of this city.  The old lady is in excellent 

health, and will probably live to count many more returns 

of her natal day.”   110 

 

Margaret Isabelle did live to count a few more natal days.  

She could reflect on the remarkable events of her life.  She 

brought eight children safely across the plains, one of 

them even arriving along the way.  They made it to the 

Willamette Valley in spite of Indians, accidents, disease, 

hunger and other depredations and hazards. Williams’ 

brothers; Oliver, Jack and Reece too, had all established 

homes, farms and families in the Thurston County area.  

 

Oliver P. Brewer married Margaret Cunningham Ste-

phens in 1853.  It was just a few weeks before 16 Mar 1853, 

when the Brewer Family Wagon Train left Murfreesboro for 

California / Oregon.  Oliver and Margaret could have 

called this trip their honeymoon. 128, 15 
 

Five or six months later, Oliver and Margaret (sometimes 

called Margretta) left the group and turned off The Ore-

gon Trail having been persuaded to take the Free Emmi-

grant Road to Oregon.   41 

 

They arrived in Oregon on Oct 20, 1853 and secured 

Claim DLC #2042, Nov 23, 1854:   

  NE NE qtr,   Sec 9,  Twsp 17-S, R5W,         Lane County, OR 40  
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 NE                 Sec 10 Twsp 17-S, R5W,                160 
 N-1/2  NW,  Sec 10 Twsp 17-S, R5W,                  80 
 SE  NW         Sec 10 Twsp 17-S, R5W,            40        70 
 
 

Two months after arriving in Oregon, Oliver and Marga-

ret had their first child, Sarah Elvira Brewer, born 

 26 Dec 1853.   128 

 

More children arrived in the succeeding years: Charity, 

Milton W, Martin Luther, Theodore, Alonzo, and Loren 

Hines.  128 

 

Oliver and his brother, Wm Alexander, on 8 Jan 1859, 

bought 320 acres in Douglas County.  81   William died on 

29 Jan 1859 at Fern Ridge, Lane County, Oregon. This 

happened just 20 days after the purchase of the Douglas 

County property.  66  

 

The Fern Ridge area was said to be poor farm land; too 

dry in the summer and very wet the rest of the year.  Some-

how the attempt to purchase better farm land in Douglas 

County went awry ---and then the death of William made 

the situation more difficult. The three brothers must have 

heard of good land up in Washington and decided to 

move the clan to Grand Mound, Thurston County, WT. 

 

Oliver and family settled in Rochester and were there at 

the time of the dreadful Scarlet Fever scare in 1864.  Un-

happily they lost their daughter, Sara Elvira, 29 May 1864, 

and son, Martin Luther, on 14 Jun 1864.   128 
 

Oliver made a number of moves during his career..  From 

Rochester they moved near Oakville, Grays Harbor County 

in 1866; Shelton, Mason County, WT in 1868; and they were 
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in Mapton, Yakima County, WT, by 1905.  Oliver farmed 

but he was also a minister of the Methodist Episcopal 

Church.  In the archives of Washington State University at 

Pullman, there is a large file of information on Oliver and 

his connection with the church during his lifetime.  128 
 

Oliver died on 6 Jun 1905 at Mabton, Yakima County, WA. 

He was buried at Grand Mound Cemetery, Thurston Coun-

ty, WA State.   128 
 

Margaret Cunningham Stephens Brewer was also buried in 

the Grand Mound Cemetery.  She died 1 Feb 1916.   128 

 

John Manning (Jack) Brewer established his home-

stead in Rochester.  See p. 78 for more detail. 

 

Reece  A. Brewer grew up on his dad’s, self sustaining, 

frontier farm a few miles west of Murfreesboro, Arkansas.  

He was 17years-of-age in 1853, when he and his three 

brothers (Wm , Oliver, and John [Jack], got together and 

decided to go to California or Oregon)..  120 
 

In Oregon, he was too young to qualify for a Donation 

Land Claim, but there was plenty of work for him to do on 

his brother’s or his mother’s place. 

 

When Reece was 23 in 1858 he married Eliza Ann Johnson, 

a girl from Fern Ridge, on the 20
th

 of May; witnessed by his 

brother, Oliver, and George W. Miller and officiated by J. 

M. Lakin.  120 
 

“Reece, with his wife (Eliza Ann) and baby, James; his sis-

ter-in law (Margaret Isabelle) and her unmarried chil-

dren; Oliver and his wife and children; and Jack, all  
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    moved to the Grand Mound (Thurs  

    ton  County) Washington Terr. in the  

    fall of 1860.”  122 

          

    In the next 10 years, Reese and Eliza  

    Ann had four more children all born in  

    Rochester: John S, Martha J, Ella M,  

    and Emma.         

             

     The  condition of the family turned to 

Reece A Brewer   sadness when Eliza Ann passed away in                                                 

    1835-1909    January of 1870. 

    

In September of 1870, Reece purchased the 160 acres of Elv-

ira’s old DLC land at Fern Ridge.  When Elvira died, own-

er-ship had gone to Oliver and Margaret and to John M. 

and Louisa Brewer. They sold it to Reece for $20.  123-124 

 
 

 
 
 

          
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Reece Brewer Home.  Built in the 1860’s by Reece Brewer with his friend, 
George Miller, who was also a JP.  On Scatter Creek near Rochester, Thurston 
County, WA.  Now a State Bird Sanctuary and lived in by a State Park Ranger, 

when photo was taken in 1980’s. 
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Reece owned several small acreages around Ground 

Mound and in April of 1873 he made a large purchase of  

467 acres on Scatter Creek near Grand Mound, known as 

the Donation Land Claim of David F. Biles, for $2100.  124 

 

Five years after the death of his first wife, Reece married 

Flora E. French in Rochester, Thurston County, Washington 

Terr. on the 31
st

 of January, 1875.   120 

 

Flora and Reece had three children:  Effie  F, Margaret E, 

Fred Reece.  Three years after this marriage, Flora died in 

Rochester on 3 Dec 1878.  126 

 

By 1890 all of Reece’s children had reached adulthood.  

About that time Reece married again and to 58-year-old 

Eliza (Lizzie) James.  They lived together for six years and 

once again Reece lost his wife when Lizzie died on 5 Nov 

1906.  She was buried at Grand Mound Cemetery.   127 
 

Reece died 27 Dec 1909 at Rochester, Thurston County, 

Washington State.  120 
 

Elvira Caroline Brewer, William’s youngest sister and 

Margaret Isabelle’s sister-in-law, a young lady with curly 

red hair, had married Joseph B. Riley in 1854.  Elvira Car-

oline passed away at age 22 in 1861.  She left three boys: 

besides Benjamin, her baby, there was John W, and Henry 

C. Riley. 90 
 

John W. & Henry C. were taken care of by Oliver and Mar-

garet S. for a time after Elvira Carolines’ death.   90 

 

The two boys later moved into the household of Elvira  

Carolines’ brother, John Manning (Jack) Brewer in Roch-

ester, W.T.  90 
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After Elvira Caroline ‘s death, Joseph B. Riley’s  2
nd

 mar-

riage was to Emma F. Olney.  91    For some reason, Joseph B. 

left the care of his children to Margaret I. and Jack Brew-

er. Since Joseph’s marriage to Emma Olney in Aug of 1863, 

no record has been found for either except for an appear-

ance of Joseph living in the household of Michael Boty, 

Minister of Gospel, in Walla Walla Precinct, Umatilla 

County, Oregon, in 1870.  The mystery remains of what 

happened to Emily F. Olney and what prevented Joseph 

from taking care of his own kids?    
 

Margaret Isabelle, “Grandma Sparks” as she was lovingly 

called, enjoyed her 23 years of life with John Sparks, and 

an active social life in Olympia and freedom from many of 

the hard times, heartaches and disappointments of her 

earlier life .   

 

In speaking of ancestors, Margaret (Grandma Sparks) 

said  that,  “--- the Scott family claimed that they could 

trace their lineage back to Mary Queen of Scotland“.  It 

was said by Jeanette Brewer Spoor, “--- I do not know, but I 

do know that our beautiful, gentle grandmother was a 

queen among women, worthy of emulation”.  87 
 

Martha A (Brewer) Crowe recorded, “She died at the resi-

dence of her daughter, Mary Lucinda, and son-in-law, 

Edward Harris, at Boistfort, WA, and was buried in Olym-

pia in the Masonic Cemetery by the side of her late hus-

band,. J. G. Sparks.  She died in the triumph of a loving 

faith and I, as her oldest daughter, offer this tribute to her 

memory.  She was always a good mother and may we all 

meet her in a better land.  May we remember her loving 

counsel and her loving voice.  Blessed are the dead who 

die in the Lord.” 92 
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‘Grandma Sparks’, Margaret Isabelle Scott Brewer Palmiter 

Sparks died on the 14
th

 of March, 1913. 

 

------------------- 
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Oregon or Bust ---  1853       
Sources 
1-  The Brewer Family.  Oliver Brewer (Sr)-  Pike County, Arkansas, printed in Pike County by Alex-

anderPrinting, Delight. Arkansas. 
 
2-  POCAHS Focus on the Family.- Oliver Brewer SR.  Compiled by David Kelly.  Also: Gems of Pike Coun-

ty Arkansas, Volume IV, Number 4, Original marriage bond, Knox County, TN.  [Mary “Polly” 
Henderson] 

 
3-  Frontier Living by Edwin Tunis, Thomas Y Crowell Co, NY. pp 17-18   
 
4-  The Heirs of Oliver Brewer, Certificate 4300, Washington Arkansas Land Office. 
 
5-  Oliver Brewer and Mary Henderson, Pike County Archives and Historical Society  FGR0005. 
 
6- John Finley Crowe Manuscript, Pike County Archives and Historical Society  FGR0004 
 
7- Millard Fillmore by Robert J. Rayback, [p. 291]    American Political Biography Press,  Newton, CT. 
 
8-  Hand written manuscript by Clara Crowe Gose, copied in 1969 by Geneva Zoe Bass Dimmick   
 
9- Google: Exclusion Laws Oregon, Oregon State Bar bulletin Jan 2004 
 
10  Women and Men on the Overland Trail by John Mack Faragher, Yale University Press, pp 44-45 
 
11  Washington Press, 1887, Samuel H Williams, Memorabilia, No. L, excerpt, Sam Williams: Printers 

Devil, edited by Mary Medearis, 1979.   P. 290, 
 
12  The Forty-Niners by William Weber Johnson,   p.  7  
 
13  .Women and Men on the Overland Trail by John Mack Faragher, Yale University Press, p 44 
 
14   Faragher   p 14-22 
 
15  Rachel Brewer Spoor , email from DeAnna Bass McGill, re John & Elvira Brewer, 18 Aug 2005,  p 1   
 
16  Cherokee Diaries III,by Pat & JACK Fletcher, Caxton Printers, Caldwell, Idaho  p 40 
 
17  Brewer Immigration from AR to OR in 1853- Margaret Isabelle 
 
18  D B Ward p 13  Bob Smith 
 
19  Illinois  Periodicals, http://www.lib.niu.edu/2002/ihy020452.html [trail of tears] Google:  Illinois His-

tory/April 2002  53 
 
20  DB Ward  p 14  [Cherokees were owners of good farms] 
 



105 
 

21  DB Ward  p 22     [Ash Creek] 
 
22   DB Ward  p. 23 -24 [storm]  
 
22b  Google: The Life and Adventures of Buffalo Bill, Chapter X 

www.pbs.org/weta/thewest/resources/archives/.../w67bb0.htm - 
 
23  DB Ward p. 18  buffalo 
 
24  DB Ward  pp 19-21  miss Brewer 
 
15  Rachel Brewer Spoor, DeAnna Bass McGill email dtd 18 Aug 2005. p 1 
 
25  DB Ward pp 32-33 buffalo calf 
 
25b  DB Ward pp 24-25  Bent’s Fort, Old Pueblo 
 
26  Hardscrabble-Greenhorn- Pueblo-by Janet Le Compte, University of Oklahoma Press, p. 8  
 
27   DB Ward p. 26 Boiling Creek 
 
28  Cherokee Trail Diaries Vol III,  p 50 
 
29  D B Ward,  pp. 17-18  Cache la Poudre 
 
30  D.B. Ward  pp 36-37 
 
31  D B Ward  pp 28-29 4th of July   
 
32  D B Ward p. 38  Green River 
 
33  D B Ward pp 42-43 parting of the ways 
 
34  DB Ward .p, 39   Oregon  Trail -crowded 
 
35  DB Ward  p. 46  Some went down the south side of the Snake. 
 
36  Email from Aileen McCrimmon Brewer to Ronda Howard, Mar 2004. Red hair. 
 
37  Cutoff Fever III, Oregon Historical Quarterly,  Jun 1977 p. 139  
 
38  Cutoff Fever I, Oregon Historical Quarterly, Dec 1976 p. 315 
 
39  Cutoff Fever I, Oregon Historical Quarterly, Dec 1976,  p. 318 
 
40  Cutoff Fever II, Oregon Historical Quarterly, March 1977, p. 70 
 
41  1915 Affidavit of Margaret Stephens Brewer 
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41a  Genealogy of Ellen Roundtree Harmon, p. 3. 
 
42  The Life and Adventures of Buffalo Bill   Google: Archives of the West/Resources 1877-1887/ Wm F. 

Cody, Life & Adventure. 
 
43  Google: Oregon Trail, the Dalles  whirl pool danger 
 
44  Google: An Introduction to Clackamas History  (At the End of the Trail)  p. 2 
 
45  email from Aileen McCrimmon Brewer, 10 Jun 2005  Oliver ill near Ft Hall 
 
46  Aileen McCrimmon Brewer notes  re John Bacon & Sally branched off to CA. 
 
47 Aileen McCrimmon Brewer notes  on Ronda Howard’s Descendant  list from Oliver SR  
  -re John Manning , single, went to CA  
 
48  Google: Oakridge- the lost wagon train- The Elliott  Expedition Cutoff 
 
49  Metro News, Jan 8,1984, The Lost Wagon Train. Oregon’s high central desert p. 30 
 
50  Treasures in the Trunk by Mary Bywater Cross,  p. xvi , Rutledge Hill Press, Nashville, Tenn 
 
51 John Brewer (b.1793) Family Group Sheet provided by Aileen McCrimmon Brewer..  Re John D. Bacon 
 
52 John Brewer (b.1793) Family Group Sheet provided by Aileen McCrimmon Brewer. and 1870, 1880 

Census.  Re John D. Bacon 
 
53-John D Bacon died 15 Jan 1905. John Brewer C and  per Fresno County Recorder, PO Box 766, Fresno, 

CA 93712,  ph 559 488-3476. 
 
54- Homestead act of May 20, 1862 re Patrick Laird  
 
55- Pacific Graveyard from book cover of “Pacific Graveyard” by James Gibbs.  
 
56- Shipwrecks off Juan de Fuca by Jim Gibbs, p. 25     well known danger ---  seasick  Tillamook 
 
57- Shipwrecks off Juan de Fuca by Jim Gibbs, p. 231  ships specs 
 
58-Pioneer and Democrat    News of the shipwreck of the SS Southerner.  List of passengers. 
 
59  Pioneer and Democrat, Sat Jan 20,1855    engine failing, course for Puget Sound, Bucket brigade 
 
60- Pacific Graveyard by Jim Gibbs, p.28  4 wrecks on the Columbia bar in 1849 
 
61- Pioneer and Democrat, Sat, Jan 20, 1855  Col  4. bailing for 18 hrs, small island in the fog 
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62- Shipwrecks off Juan de Fuca, p. 27   Quick thinking of the captain.  “Trudging over rocks ---swept 
broadside onto the beach 

63- 
 
64- Don’t use! 
 
65- Shipwrecks off Juan de Fuca, p. 26  Pumps can’t keep ahead of the inflow.   headed for Strait of Juan 

de Fuca. 
 
66- Pioneer & Democrat, Sat. Jan 20, 1855, p.3, Column 3.   
 
67-  Pioneer & Democrat, Sat. Jan 20, 1855, p.3, Column 4.   
 
68- BLM Land Patent Details, Patrick Laird, Doc. # 353. 
 
69- BLM Land Patent Details, Wm & Margaret Brewer, Doc. # 1236. 
 
70- BLM Land Patent Details, Oliver/ Margaret C Brewer, Doc. # 2042 
 
71- BLM Land Patent Details, John Manning Brewer, Doc. # 2099.   
  and Joseph B Riley & Elvira Carolyn Doc. # 2044. 
 
72- Patrick Laird Obituary.  Eugene City Guard Sept 2, 1873  p.3    
 
73- Lucinda  dod   Family Group Sheet –(John Brewer 1793)   
 
74- Pacific Northwest Indian Wars, Ray H. Glassley, p.59,p. 66,p.76, pp. 78-79 
  Early Indian of the Rogue River, Mrs. Victor (original) pp.74-75, pp. 70-71,  p.171  
 
75- John Manning  Explainations re Brewer/Alexander Family Genealogy, p. 7.  Honorable discharge. 
 
76- Elvira Caroline-   John Brewer (1793) Fam Grp Sheet    dod  27 Dec 1861 
 
77a- Louisa Jane Johnson  --   John Brewer (1793) Fam Grp Sheet  m. 22 Oct 1863 
 
77b- John D   Census 1850, 1870, 1880 
 
77c- Sally Bacon  Notes from Aileen McC Brewer 
 
78-  John D Bacon 1900 Census  
 
79- John Manning Brewer –Fam Grp Sheet (John Brewer 1793) Aileen Mc Brewer 
 
80- Sarah Ann Brewer Bacon- obit- Centralia Weekly Chronicle.  Obit- Olympia Daily Recorder. 
 
81-  Douglas County  Douglas County Clerk , Book 1 and 2. 
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82-  Wm A. Brewer  -Genealogy of the Brewer-Scott family by Rachel Jennette Brewer Spoor, p.3  
  Pleasant Hill 
 
83- Wm A.  -   -Genealogy of the Brewer-Scott family by Rachel Jennette Brewer Spoor, p.2  born 1818 
 
84- Wm A.-     Genealogy of the Brewer-Scott family by Rachel Jenette Brewer Spoor, p. 5  mechanical 

ability 
 
85- James Henry Brewer-  A History  of  Elma by Elizabeth Brown for Friends of the Elma  Library (1988) 

p. 43 
 
86-  James Henry Brewer- .  1909 Elma Chronicle, Jan 30,1909 
 
87- Margaret I. & JG. Sparks- Genealogy of the Brewer-Scott family by Rachel Jennette Brewer Spoor, p. 

4.    (Superior Court of the State of Washington for Thurston County, In the matter of John G 
Sparks, deceased.  Order Appointing Administrator dated 15 May 1902)   . DOD of John G 
Sparks 

 
88- John G. Sparks-  The Souvenir Edition of The Olympia Tribune, May, 1891Olympia, WA. 
 
89- Champion Bramwell Mann - Washington State Library- Historical  Department, History of 

Thurston County Pioneers before 1870  #96   Name of Pioneer: Mann, Champion Bramwell.  
 
90- Census: John M Brewer 1870,  Joseph Riley 1860, Pearl Brewer ltr re Oliver/Margaret S. took care of 

John Wesley & Henry Clay for a while after  Elvira Caroline died.  
 
91- Emily F. Olney  Marriage book A, #14, Thurston County, WT.  Recorded 22  Oct 1863. 
 
92- Margaret Isabelle- From a typewritten manuscript signed by Martha A. Brewer Crowe and tran-

scribed by Geneva Zoe Bass Dimmick   Always a good mother  -p. 2   heroic spirit p. 3  buried in 
Olympia p.2  

 
93- Emma & James Henry- 1903.  Elma Chronicle, Jan 17, 1903, M. E. Church Item:  The Sunday school at 

Satsop was reorganized and the following officers and teachers were elected:  Superinten-
dent, J. H. Brewer.  Asst superintendent, Jas. Foxwell.  Secretary, Rufus Brewer.  Primary de-
partment, Mrs. Emma Brewer. 

 
93a  1910 Elma Chronicle, Mar 26, 1910.       The Ennis Department Store placed an advertisement in the 

local paper for a special sale called METHODIST DAYS.  For the two days of the event, ladies 
from the Methodist church would be sales clerks.  The sales ladies mentioned were: Mrs. 
Tompkins, Mrs. Byles, Mrs. Blair and Mrs. J. H. Brewer.   Ten percent of sales for the two days 
was donated to the church.   (Other churches at later times received similar offers.) 

 
94- John Fletcher Brewer-   Wm A Brewer Family Grp Sheet by Aileen McCrimmon Brewer 
 
95-  John Fletcher Brewer-   “Portrait and Biographical Record of the Willamette Valley,  Oregon”  A 

compilation by a number of writers  p. 1426.  Chapman Publishing Co, 1903.  Independent at 
19. 



109 
 

 
96-John Fletcher Brewer- Bureau of Land Management- Land Patent Details, John F. Brewer, Thurston 

land. 
 
97-  John /Elvira Ann Axtel- Genealogy Brewer-Scott Families by Rachel Jenette Brewer Spoor, p. 7 m.  
  26 Apr 1865  Runaway  marriage 
 
98- John Fletcher Brewer  Rememberance CD from Ronda Howard,  email us5@comcast.net 
 
99- John F. Brewer-  Descendants of Oliver Brewer Sr. from Ronda Howard Ahnentafel  P.7  
  and Genealogy of Ellen Roundtree Harmon,  p.13.  
 
100- John F. Brewer-  Descendants of Oliver Brewer Sr. from Ronda Howard Ahnentafel.  P.6  
  Married Elvira Axtel 
 
101- Margaret Isabelle- Aileen McCrimmon Brewer Family Group Sheet for Wm Alexander. 
  dod  for Margaret Isabelle. 
 
102- Immigrations Rosters 1853-1854 and Immigration Registration at Umatilla Agency 1853 
  Compiled by Leah Collins Menafee, 1978.  P. 363, Arrival dates 
 
103- Wm & Margaret -Book “C”, Page 217, Lane County, Clerk and Recorder.  Sale of Fern Ridge proper-

ty 
 
104- Sarah Sutton – “most dusty, dry, hot, barren,---“  14 miles from Snake River to Malheur Hot 

Springs. 
 
105- John G Sparks- dod Nov 1891 Ellen Roundtree Harmon Genealogy, p. 6 
 
106- Joseph B. Riley -  1870 Census, Walla Walla Precinct, Umatilla County, OR, 20 Jul 1870 
 
107- Henry Palmiter-  Dorothy Brewer Sechler Mintz ltr to Bev -embarrassing moment 
 
108- Indian attack- circled wagons for three days  (this story is told and retold but with different  loca-

tions:  
 Genealogy of the Brewer-Scott families by Rachel Jennette Brewer Spoor.  pp.2-3  
   Implies Barlow Trail. 
- Genealogy of Ellen Roundtree Harmon, pp 3-4   attacked on Barlow Trail. 
- Clara Crowe Gose  (email from DeAnn Bass McGill 18 Aug 2005, p.1 and p. 5)  This version places 

the attack in Southeastern Oregon as they travelled through the Rogue River Indian Country 
and then north through Grants Pass  

- Dorothy Brewer Sechler Mintz letter to Bev Brewer, Feb 1956.  Attacked on Barlow Trail 
 
109  Arkansas State, Little Rock Friday March 18, 1853.  (March 16, 1853 was on Wednesday). 
 
110   From notes of Dorothy Brewer Sechler Mintz 
 
111  John G. Sparks , Obituaries, Morning Olympian, Saturday, November 15, and Monday 

mailto:us5@comcast.net
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112  Margaret I. Sparks, Obituary, Chehalis Bee-Nugget, Friday, Mar 14, 1913  
 
113  Margaret Isabel marries John G Sparks--- Genealogy of Ellen Roundtree Harmon. P. 6 
 
114  Evangeline St Clair m. Champion B Mann --Fam. Grp Sheet, Aileen McM Brewer 
 
115  CB Mann   Washington State Library – Historical Dept. Library of Thurston County 
  Pioneers before 1870   #96 
 
116  CB Mann   1900 Census, 1910 Census 
 
117  Eva’s dob and children   CB Mann Fam. Grp Sheet Aileen McM Brewer 
 
118  Champion Bramwell Mann , yr of marriage, dob WA State Library   Thurston County Historical As-

soc. & Historic Commission. 
 
119  Henry Palmiter   Genelogy of Scott-Brewer Families(Rachel Brewer Spoor)  Brewer families –

Caraboo mines 
 
120  Reece A Brewer  DOB -23 Dec 1835, DOD 27 Dec 1909,m. Eliza Ann  Johnson m . 20 May 1858, 2nd  

Flora French m. 31 Jan 1875, 3rd Eliza (Lizzie) James  
 
121  Reece and Eliza Ann Johnson    -Aileen McM Brewer, Some Explanations of the Brewer/Alexander 

Family 
 
122  Move to Grand Mound- 1860  Some Explanations of the Brewer/Alexander Family Genealogy Data, 

Aileen McC Brewer. 
 
123  Purchase Agreement.  Reece bought Elvira’s old DLC land at Fern Ridge. P.157-158 Vol. 10, 

Thurston County, Washington Terr. 
 
124  Reece A Brewer purchased 467 acres of land near Grand Mound. P. 586-587, Vol. 10, Thurston 

County, Washington Terr. 
 
125  Reece Fam Grp Sheet, per Aileen McC Brewer,  Flora French and children 
 
126  Flora E Brewer  Joseph B. Riley Bible Record 
 
127  Eliza (Lizzie) James  Ground Mound Cem Tombstone Read compiled in May 1955.  DOB, DOD 
 
128  Oliver P. Fam Grp Sheet. Per Aileen McC Brewer.   
 
129  Emma Smith Brewer  Brewer Family Grp Sheet per Beverly Brewer 
 
130  Wm A Brewer Family Grp Sheet-- Aileen McC Brewer  --Eva St Clair dob  16 Jun 1855.Washington 

State Library- Historical Department 
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The Estate of Oliver Brewer, jr 
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The Estate of William Alexander Brewer 
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 is in a mity ster and a going at rapid rate and if nothing take place Vary 
 faste and thir has bin a grate discovery of gold up on the arkansas river and 
 on  the witch xxxxxxx  about three hunder x miles from hir and the  peo-
ple strange thir will be by xxxxxxx thir will be fifty thousand men in the  mines 
by that time with out a doubt thir is large companies going xxxx day  and xxxxxx 
thir has never bin richer prospects ever found in the island of  America. 
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Tho the gold  stimatates the people in ginerle  but I a sure you the sines of the 
times grately compels us all to think about how ouer subsustance com  and wher 
from der children ceep your mind  and harts desire to  that grate been who has 
power cute over bread and water  from us all in a vary short space let us never 
forg gete him for all the grate prospects of gold or Rubis for I tell you now the gra-
tis hapinnxx man and woman can have in this life is to have good water and land 
and make a plenty to live on and do so and this you ar a saping the swete juis of 
the earth in a bundle and so full your cours through this unfriendly world now my 
children you hav note had but one letter from me since you left  I surley have 
have note four before this and xxxx xxx rote tim  but  T. R. and Jaka and the gurls 
was a writing of tim  I think we have gote 8 from you and from T D I think a bute 
18 or so I a sure you both the reson of my note riting oftener- it was note for hard 
feeling serting a gaint either sertin as I told you in my hous I xxxx xxx bin glad you 
cold ave found a country that you all cold ave bin satisfied closer I a sure you I 
wold ave bin thir long before this time surtin do you say to me you ar both satis-
fied so I say to you that satifise me much beter that to now you was her a suffer-
ing in this country I a sure you ther is one fourth family in this country has gote 
one pound of coffey or salt in ther hous it arnte the pore alone  nor Rich  It is all   
nor gallon of molass meat and bread and milk and buter   yes Margrett I like to for 
gote to lete you both now that the governor of georgia had to coll the country to-
gether for the purpose to gete grain for the people bread tha  cold note gete it at 
all til he took up the     you grandmother and uncle galla and the children was well 
this  I tell you now I hope that kind providence that watchrd over miandozing in 
this life will still continue with us through all this unfriendly world and finely stand 
by us all in the critiff hour of deth and finely receive us all to him 

 self when grief and sorrow will banish away forever so that will be a nuf for us 
and tell that little darling of a pup that she has gote a grand and he wold like to be 
her sertain and grandmother and uncle and aunt and I reckon if she was her a lit-
tle while she wold note think us frends bute we wold like to se the site so I donte 
now what more to say  I fer you will never gete it bute I will start another 

Swan    David Bruer & John Bruer is a riting and surely you will her from us  So we 
all send houdy to you both from the senter of ouer hartes cary one of us so we 
remain your Father & Mother brothers & sisters all through life. 
 
       John A. Stevens & 
       Sarah Stevens to 

       Oliver Bruer &  Margrett Bruer 
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      Old Time Tools  
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The Darning Needle 
 
The women who trekked across the plains on the Oregon Trail often kept their precious seeds for starting 
a new garden and a couple darning needles in their apron pocket just for safe keeping. The Darning Nee-
dle Story has been told so many times that it is now considered Oregon Folklore and is retold here as 
written in the book, “Treasures of the Trunk”. 

 
Grandmother Drain had a darning needle, and it was the only darning needle among the set-
tlers in Pass Creek Canyon, Willamette Valley.  
 

The folks that lived in Pass Creek Canyon had come across the plains by wagon train.  By the 
time they got to the top of the Cascades, they were so eager to end their journey they settled 
at the first likely spots as they went down the west slopes.   Every natural clearing close to wa-
ter was the site of a land claim.   Pass Creek Canyon was quite thickly settled, at least there 
were ten or fifteen families living within a few miles of each other, and they neighbored back 
and forth, sharing what they had.   In those days families had to get along with each other.  No 
one knew when he might need help.  
 
Grandmother Drain’s darning needle was one of the most cared-for possessions in the commu-
nity, because it was the only one, and clothes had to be patched and mended until new ones 
could be secured, and who knew when that would be?  The women learned to make pins out of 
slivers of dogwood, but for mending nothing was so handy to use as the darning needle. 
 

Women in the lower canyon shared the needle for a day or two, then women up farther would 
take turns catching up on the family mending,. 
 
All went well until the day Mrs. Chitwood sent the needle back to Grandmother Drain’s by Jim-
my.   
 
Jimmy was eight years old, and he was a responsible boy---boys had to be responsible and do 
their share of the work. 
 
Mrs. Chitwood put a long red raveling through the eye of the needle and knotted it, then she 
put the needle into a potato so that Jimmy could carry it safely to the Drain cabin. 
 
Jimmy walked through the canyon trail in the spring morning sunshine which filtered through 
the tall firs.  He paid no attention to rabbits and squirrels that crossed the path in front of him.  
He scarcely looked up when bluejays scolded.  He  stopped for moment when a doe raced a few 
yards down the trail as though being chased, but he did not leave the trail.  He was on an er-
rand with the only darning needle in Pass Creek Canyon. 
 
But when a mother bear with two cubs came into sight, he jumped from the trail and hid be-
hind a serviceberry bush to watch them.  He was not afraid, he said to himself, because bears 
didn’t harm, but of course a mother bear was different when she had cubs.  No, he was not 
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afraid, but it was best to hide just the same.  He stood behind the bush, then stooped down.  It 
would be nice, he thought, if Father were here to see the bears, too.  He was not afraid, but he 
wished the  bears would hurry along on their way.  And after a bit they did.   
 
Jimmy stood up again and went back onto the trail.  He walked a little, thinking of the bears and 
wishing that sometime he might have a cub all his own, without a mother bear. 
 
Then he remembered the darning needle!  He looked down at his hand.  The potato and the 
needle were gone! 
 
Oh,  I lost it in the bushes, he thought.  I’ll have to go find it.  He went back as fast as he could, 
but he could not find the serviceberry bush.  Here are those bracken, and here was where I 
came out to the trail again, but where is the bush?  What shall I do? 
 
He ran down the trail as fast as he could and told his mother.  Mrs. Chitwood was alarmed. 
 
“Oh Jimmy!”she exclaimed.  “To think it had to be lost when we had it.  Well, we’ll just have to 
find it.  Go tell your father.”  
 
Jimmy ran to the edge of the clearing where his father and some other men were trimming 
logs.  When Jimmy told what he had done, the men stuck their axes into the logs and went with 
Jimmy.  “We’ll have to help too,” they said. 
 
The men and Jimmy went to the cabin.  Mrs. Chitwood had sent word to the other neighbors, 
and they all went up onto the trail where Jimmy thought he had seen the bears. 
 
They looked for bear tracks and found one or two, but the earth was dry.  They all looked for 
the serviceberry bush Jimmy had hidden under, but there were many serviceberry bushes, and 
where was that one?  
 
Eveyone was worried, but no one scolded Jimmy except his sister.   She was ten, and she said, 
“You won’t be a good woodsman if you can’t remember landmarks.  Don’t you know you 
should always have landmarks?” 
 
Jimmy was white and tearful, but he tried to show his mother exactly where he had been.  After 
a while,  he said “I know there was a stump under the bush.  A funny stump.”   
 
All the men and women, and children, too, began looking for a red raveling near a stump under 
a serviceberry bush.  
 
Suddenly Jimmy  left the others.  He said nothing but walked through a bramble of bracken.   
When he came out, he went straight to his mother and handed her the potato with the red rav-
eling hanging from it. 
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“It was by the stump,” he said. 
 
Why Jimmy,” replied his mother ,”you are a woodsman, and a reliable boy, to find what you 
lost.  Give it to Grandmother Drain.  Quick!  Before you lose it again.”  
 
Everyone, and that was about twenty-five people, came together to share the joy of finding the 
needle.  Then the men went back to traimming logs, the women went home to get their sup-
pers, and the children went back to their play. 
 
The darning needle was found, and it was kept all that summer and into the fall, but one day 
when Grandmother Drain was sewing, the head of the needle broke off, and all the women had 
to make neat piles of clothing to be mended, hoping that before long, someone would come 
from Fort Vancouver or the East with a needle.  Each time women were together they talked of 
their sewing and hoped that another needle would soon be provided. 
 
One day, about Thanksgiving time, a peddler with a mule came over the pass and down through 
the canyon.  The children playing school on some logs saw him and ran to tell their mothers a 
visitor was coming.   
 
The mothers, one by one, hurried to see the goods the peddler had brought and to hear news 
of people to the east.  Several hurried to buy combs.  One bought a china doll’s head.   Two 
women enthusiastically bought dress goods before they thought of needles and thread to sew 
it with. 
 
Then one of the mothers said, “Oh, do you have any needles?  We’ll have to have a needle.” 
 
“Oh,” said Mrs. Chitwood, “how could we forget when it is the one thing we need most---a 
good needle with a large eye!   We need one at least, now that Grandmother Drain’s needle is 
broken.”  Mrs. Chitwood told the story of the lost darning needle, glancing occasionally at Jim-
my who was stroking the mule’s neck and pretending not to notice. 
 
Those standing around talked, too, and the peddler listened.  Then  he reached into his inside 
pocket. 
 
“My people do not celebrate Christmas, “he said, “but I suppose you good people will soon be 
having a holiday with presents.  Are you going to give any presents, sonny?’ asked the peddler. 
 
Jimmy looked up quickly, “Oh, yes sir, that is, I guess I will.” 
 
“Well”, said the kind faced man, “suppose you and I give the ladies of Pass Creek Canyon each a 
Christmas present right now, shall we?” 
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Jimmy looked puzzled.  The peddler opened the thin package he had taken from his pocket.  
“Here are some darning needles, all I have, but I believe there will be enough for every family in 
the canyon to have one.” 
 
No one said anything for a moment, then there was a gasp of astonishment.  The women 
smiled to each other, “He’s a good man.” 
 
The peddler and Jimmy passed out the needles to those gathered around, and the next day 
Jimmy delivered the rest of the needles up and down the canyon.  The peddler left and not one 
saw him again for many months, but that was just the first of many kindnesses shown the 
women in Pass Creek Canyon by Aaron Meier who founded the store of Meier and Frank in 
Portland.” 
 

“The peddler Aaron Meier, born in Germany in 1831, came 

to America at age twenty-four to work in the store belong-

ing to his two older brothers in the California gold fields.  

Part of his job was to make the long trips peddling their 

wares through the Oregon Territory as far north as the Co-

lumbia River.  He carried his pack on his back as he 

walked the difficult terrain of the Cascade Mountains. 

 

“After two years of this exhausting work, he decided to 

open his own store in Portland in 1857.  Over the years, 

working with his wife, Jeannette Hirsch, and his son-in-

law, Sigmund Frank, he developed Meier and Frank Com-

pany into one of America’s great family-owned depart-

ment stores. 

 

Meier and Frank used the darning needle story in a full-

page ad in The Oregonian, the state’s main newspaper, on 

January 1, 1967.  The headline read, “Have you ever 

heard the story of “The Potato and the Darning Needle’?’  

At the end of the story was an invitation for all to come in-

to Meier and Frank’s Fabric Center to receive a compli-

mentary needle.”  Treasures in the Trunk, Mary Bywater 

Cross, pp 157-160.  
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