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There Are No Shortcuts Leading to Anywhere Worth Going  To   For the pioneers who chose to journey out west in search of a better life  and new riches, the path would prove to be a long treacherous adventure encountered with the most  extreme of conditions in the harshest of environments.  For many men, women and children this  journey would prove to be their last as death was not an uncommon theme among the travelers. Yet  for those of whom who beat the odds and found peace with the untamed pleasures of the west  there is much to be said about their will to keep going and there faith in one another. Through  hardships and new discoveries it was these pioneers who built the foundation of the west. 


If only today we had the technology to go back in time and walk side by  side with the early pioneers we would no exactly how those men and women organized their  trips, what the food tasted like, what they wore and how they defended themselves. But for  now we will just have to rely on other methods, one in particular, primary resources. In “Out  of Many a History of the American People” the fourth edition written by John Mack Faragher of Yale  University (as well as several other field specialists) there is one document specifically that  talks about the hardships of the voyage out west. Titled “A Young Pioneer Writes of Her Journey to California  in 1846 with the Donner Party” this letter was written by Virginia Reed who was only thirteen  at the time and was intended for her cousin back east. 


Viginia and her family set out west accompanied by several other parties.  The organization was set up in a manner where multiple parties would travel  together creating a more secure and safer environment. Virginia mentions several different parties  such as “the Reeds, the Donners, the Graves, and the Breens” (Farragher, 179)  not to mention the  two Native Americans who served as guides and a few followers. The bandwagon would stop at forts  along the way making trades or purchases. Examples include purchasing additional  nourishment, trading valuables for an ox or acquiring a guide. Virgina accounts her stop at Brigers Fort, “  We came to Brigers Fort and we lost another ox. We sold some of our provisions and bought a yauk of  cows and oxen…” (Farragher, 178) The organization of this trip was mapped out along all the  forts and trading stops to once again ensure a safe voyage. This would prove to be a wise decision  as new acquisitions were strongly needed as the duration of the trip took its toll on everyone,  and all the supplies. 


The importance of the family unit to the enterprise was very large. The  odds of even completing such a journey were very slim so everyone had to work together in  order for success. What is most interesting about the overwhelming family cooperation is that  even the dogs cooperated. “We spread one shawl down, we laid down on it spred another over  us and then put the dogs on top…… If it haden been for the dogs we would have frozen”.  (Faragher, 179) This is saying that for extra warmth when trying to sleep the dogs would act as an  extra blanket cutting down wind and snow.


Each party did what it could to provide. The bandwagon took on a mentality  as one large traveling family instead of several individual families. Often times  the women were put through the daunting task of carrying the young children when would snow would get  to thick for the children to walk in.  The cooperation among the different parties was a  necessity for the survival of each individual. Each party took on a separate task as Virginia writes “Mr.  Breen would cook his meat and we would take the bones to boil” (Faragher, 179) From this letter Virginia explains many of her hardships along the way  however there is one in particular that seemed to be clearly what she considered to be the worst of  them all. In order to keep her family from starving to death they had to kill one of their own  dogs, Cash. “ ..We had to kill little cash the dog and eat him. We ate his head and feet and hide and  everything about him O my dear cousin you don’t know what trouble is”. (Faragher, 179) This was not  an uncommon thing. Oxens and Cows were often sacrificed or used as a source of food after  death. There were many days where one small meal was considered a luxury. Virginia’s last line in her letter says “ Don’t let me dishaten anybody” Her  continuing optimism at the end of her harrowing journey is described only by the reality that she had  just finished the most grueling year of her life. She had been through a lot and was not going to  take the west coast for granted. The journey remember was not just to make it out to California. It  was in search of a better life out west. Now a second leg of the journey begins and the fortune  must now be created. Just as once before she didn’t know where her next meal would come  from, now she must be optimistic about what is to come of the Wild West. It is in the letters such as Virginias that give us the images of the past  to recreate in our own minds. It may never be know just truly how difficult such a journey could be, but I  will always be able to imagine it.   

