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This paper is about a letter written by a girl named Virginia Reed who survived extraordinary circumstance with her family and a group of pioneers known today as the Donner party. This paper will discuss five things. The organization (or lack) of the journey, the importance of family, the cooperation of others outside of the party, the worst horror in Virginia Reed’s mind and a statement that concludes her letter.

This letter was written to her cousin after reaching California in May of 1847.  Some of the quotes may be difficult to understand because of the syntax of the nineteenth century.

According to her letter, Virginia spent five months on a pass on the Nevada side of the Sierra Nevada’s from November until March. (Out of Many documents set, fourth edition, Faragher 179) During which many of the party died and those that survived had to do so by eating those who did not. (Out of Many documents set, Faragher, 179) However, Virginia claims that her family were the only ones that did not eat human flesh they did have to eat there dog “little cash” (Out of many documents set, fourth edition, Faragher 179).

Virginia states that a “yoak” (yoke) oxen died along the way and at least one more after they sold some provisions (Out of Many documents set fourth edition, Faragher, 178). The party sells some of their provisions at Brigers Fort in order to get another “yoak”(yoke) of oxen and cattle. They are persuaded to take a “cutof”(short cut) from there to California by taking “Hastings cutof” over the salt plain (Out of many documents set, fourth edition, Faragher 178). “Hastings said it was 40 miles but i think it was 80 miles.” Wrote Virginia (Out of Many documents set, fourth edition, Faragher 178). All of the above showed a obvious lack of organization on the part of the Donner party. Still today in the year two thousand four it would be ludicrous to pack everything one had with little more than a direction and place and travel over two thousand miles (Out of Many text, Faragher 257) without a map. The information in this letter says nothing of a map. According to another source (OPB, Another time-The Donner Party) Hastings had never traveled the “Hastings cutof” himself. To take a route they were unsure of and had no sound information shows a lack in the Donner Party’s organization indeed.

One important factors of the Donner Party and in particular the Reeds was the closeness of the family unit. Virginia speaks of her father in a respectful loving manner. Though, he has to go ahead of the rest of the family for provisions and they do not see him for months“O Mary, you do not nou how glad we was to see him: we had not seen him for months.” (Out of Many documents set, fourth edition, Faragher 180). A child of thirteen in this day and age may have described abandonment by there family members rather than a joyful return to there kin. Another example of the strong bond in the family and in the Donner party itself was illustrated when Martha and Thomas (Virginia’s sister and brother) could not continue. Martha says to her mother “well ma if you never see me again do the best you can.” (Out of Many documents set, fourth, Faragher edition180) Virginia describes all of the men as crying at that moment. (Out of Many documents set, fourth edition, Faragher 180) The family unit thus particularly emphasized. In fact, the primary source is a letter written to Virginia’s cousin. All of those above examples illustrate closeness between the family unit.

That leads the next Question of this paper, what did Virginia Reed consider to be the worst part of the ordeal?  well she speaks very calmly about the snow. “the snow then was about 8 feet deep.” (Out of many documents set, fourth edition, Faragher 179) Even in the modern world with all the technology, that much snow could distress a girl of just thirteen. She does not seem too upset even about having to eat the dog “littel cash” “they had meat all the time & we had to kill littel cash the dog & eat him. We ate his head and feet & evry thing about him.” (Out of many documents set, fourth edition, Faragher 179).  Even the cannibalism did not seem phase her, “…--- thare was 15 started & thare was 7 got throw. 5 weman & 2 men. It come a storme and thay lost the road & got out of provisions & the ones that got throwe had to eat them that died” (Out of many documents set, fourth edition, Faragher 179). Those were all very tremendous troubles but being without the entire family unit that was the worst part of the ordeal. It is not shown by the great emotion of fear in the letter of other horrible things. She writes of those things with a certain calmness that many who survive tragedy may write of but by the emotions of love shown in the reuniting of Virginia with her father. Virginia writes of the snow and cannibalism only two to three times for each. That is not often considering that she spent four months trapped in the snow with nothing to eat. She writes of her family at least seven times on one page of this document alone. (Out of Many documents set, fourth edition, Faragher 179) Just examine to whom this letter is to. It is to her cousin and, she is encouraging her to get out to the place she is and fast, “We got through but don’t let this letter dishaten anybody and never take no cutofs and hury along as fast as you can.” (Out of Many documents set, fourth edition, Faragher 180) all of the above clearly states her biggest fear being without her entire family.

There is evidence of other people helping the Donner party. Towards the end of the journey, Virginia writes of finding her father with thirteen men that were coming to find the rest of her family and the party. (Out of Many documents set, fourth edition, Faragher 180) Nothing in the given evidence states that these men were traveling companies but they were there to help and cooperate with the Donner party.

The last portion of this paper will examine the Quote in the last portion of Virginia’s letter “Dont let this letter dishaten you”. This young pioneer and, her family endured many hardships and she remained optimistic because of two main reasons. The first and foremost Virginia and her family reached California their final destination. Surely, anyone can appreciate the feeling of accomplishment they must have had after such a long and harrowing journey. The second important reason(s) would be that she and her whole family made it alive and, without eating a single piece of human flesh. (Out of Many documents set, fourth edition, Faragher 180) Those would be two reasons to be very optimistic even after the traumatic experience that Virginia endured.

The five things discussed in this paper were the organization (lack of) the journey, the importance of the family unit, the worst disaster of Virginia’s experience, the help/cooperation of others and, the reason for her continued optimism after such tragic events.  

