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Camp 34-W. On the northwest bank of Walker River, near the northern end of Mason Valley. “Continue up
valley of Walker’s River, as far as the North Bend, and, at 8 A.M., encamp in tolerable grass.”

June 9, 1859
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river has risen high enough to cover the entire 
area between the ranch buildings and Parker 
Butte, which is almost half a mile to the south. 
This is probably the way Simpson saw it in 1859. 
He had previously mentioned that the Walker 
River was running high, and the following day he 
reported that the Carson River was also running 
much higher than normal. Since the headwaters 
of both rivers are within a few miles of each other 
in the Sierra Nevada, it is probably safe to assume 
that the Walker River was over its banks in the 
area near Camp 34-W. This would have forced 
the expedition to choose a campsite that was up 
on the bench, rather than down in the grassy 
area next to the normal channel of the river.

June 9, 1859

June 9, Camp 34, North Bend of Walker’s 
River.—Our course lies northwestwardly to 
Carson River.… Six miles from camp we pass 
some hot and cold springs to left of road in valley. 
Leaving the valley of Walker’s River and striking 
for Carson River, we cross the point of a low moun-
tain—ascent and descent good—and in three and 
one-half miles more get into an old wagon-road 
which we follow.27 

When the expedition left camp, they struck 
off in a westerly direction across the north-
ern end of Mason Valley, passing just north of 
today’s small community of Wabuska. When I 
fi rst attempted to plot the route through this 
area, I was still thinking that Camp 34-W was 
about two miles farther east than it actually was, 
which caused me to believe that the expedition 
turned north at Wabuska to follow today’s US 
Highway 95 A to the Carson River. Relying on 
this mistaken assumption, I made several failed 
attempts to fi nd the features that Simpson 
noted during this day’s journey. After I fi nally 
determined the correct location for Camp 
34-W, it became apparent that the expedition 
had crossed US 95A and had continued to the 
west for a couple of miles more before making 
the turn to the north. This would have taken 
them into the southern end of Adrian Valley, 
which they could then follow to the Carson 
River. Once I started looking at this possibility, 

it did not take long to locate a couple of the fea-
tures that Simpson had noted in his report.

The fi rst of these were the “hot and cold 
springs” that Simpson said they passed at six 
miles from camp. I had earlier assumed that these 
were today’s Wabuska Springs, but it now became 
apparent that they were somewhere west of the 
highway. After a little exploring, I found a clus-
ter of springs at almost exactly six miles from the 
campsite. The next feature that Simpson men-
tioned was the point of a low mountain that he 
listed in the table as the “Divide between Carson 
River and Walker River,” and indicated the dis-
tance as being 6.7 miles from the camp. I found 
that at this distance from the Stanley Ranch, the 
dirt road that leads from Wabuska to Adrian 
Valley goes over the southern tip of the western-
most ridge of the Desert Mountains.

An even more signifi cant landmark was a 
spring that Simpson said they passed at fourteen 
miles from camp, describing it quite colorfully 
as being “embowered among wild roses and wil-
lows.” I had been unable to fi nd even the slight-
est indication of a spring anywhere along US 
95A between Wabuska and the Carson River, but 
when I studied the Adrian Valley route on a USGS 
7.5-minute map, it did not take long to fi nd a 
spring that is located at almost exactly fourteen 
miles from the Stanley Ranch. This spring is iden-
tifi ed on the map as Churchill Station Spring. 
Then there was a ridge that Simpson called the 
“Ugly Hill.” The expedition fi rst crossed this 
ridge during the westbound trip. During the 
return trip, they came back across it, and within a 
short distance crossed over a second ridge, which 
Simpson referred to as “another spur.”28 Before 
fi nding the Adrian Valley route, I had been look-
ing for the ugly hill just to the west of US 95A. At 
one point, I felt that I had identifi ed it, and had 
gone so far as to spend a couple of hours hik-
ing over it. But I always realized that there was a 
problem with this location, because there was no 
other spur to the east of this hill. Upon shifting 
the expedition’s trail to Adrian Valley, it became 
evident that Simpson’s ugly hill was a part of the 
ridge on the west side of this narrow valley, and 
the second spur was the ridge on the east side. 
The hill that I had climbed earlier is a part of the 
second ridge, but is about a mile south of where 
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the expedition crossed this ridge during their 
eastbound journey.

September 2004
A couple of months after I had fi gured out 

that the expedition had traveled through Adrian 
Valley, Nancy and I made a trip to the area. 
Although the road is not paved, it is fairly well 
traveled, and the only diffi culty that we ran into 
was one deep mud hole alongside the railroad 
tracks, about three miles west of Wabuska. We 
got through that by shifting into four-low and giv-
ing it the gas.

Although made almost in passing, Simpson’s 
mention of the “old wagon road” is intrigu-
ing. One has to wonder where it went and who 
used it. I have been unable to fi nd anything that 
would even hint at the answers to these ques-
tions. Nevertheless, this point on the route is 
signifi cant because it marks the spot where the 
expedition was no longer breaking a new trail. 
As previously mentioned, they had fi rst begun 
breaking new trail when they left the southern 

end of the Ruby Mountains, some 270 miles 
back. They now found themselves on an estab-
lished wagon road once again, and they would 
continue to travel on established roads for the 
remainder of the westward journey. Simpson’s 
map shows a short section of this road coming to 
his route from the southwest. When Nancy and I 
were in Adrian Valley, we spent some time look-
ing for this road, but failed to fi nd it. However, 
since making this trip, additional study of maps 
and aerial photographs leads me to believe that 
in this area, the expedition’s trail was proba-
bly closer to the railroad than it was to today’s 
dirt road. If this conclusion is correct, it would 
mean that we were never in the right place to 
see the old wagon road. Aerial photos of the area 
show an old road that comes to the tracks from 
the southwest at about the correct spot, and it is 
marked as a trail on the USGS 7.5-minute map 
of the area. After leaving the railroad, this road 
goes through some bends and ends up reaching 
US 95A near Wabuska.

Churchill Station Spring, at the northern end of Adrian Valley. “In this cañon, on left 
side, fourteen miles from last camp, embowered among wild roses and willows, is a small spring 

of good, cool water, about which there is a little grass.”
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Looking west toward the ridge that Simpson called the ugly hill. “Pass over the steepest and 
roughest hill, or spur, we have seen.”

One mile more brings us to a cañon which we 
thread, and in which we fi nd a considerable patch 
of grass and rushes. In this cañon, on left side, 
fourteen miles from last camp, embowered among 
wild roses and willows, is a small spring of good, 
cool water, about which there is a little grass; a 
plenty of the latter one half-mile south.29

During our trip through Adrian Valley, Nancy 
and I stopped for a while at Churchill Station 
Spring. It is still a good source of water, and is 
surrounded on all sides by a lush growth of wil-
lows. Much to Nancy’s disappointment, we were 
unable to fi nd any wild roses.

Two miles farther, pass over the steepest and rough-
est hill, or spur, we have seen. We would like to 
continue down the valley until we strike Carson 
River, and then turn up its valley to the left, and 
thus avoid this spur, but the height of the water 

prevents. At this hill we were detained two and one-
half hours. All the teams had to double to get up, 
except Payte’s, which seems thus far to carry off the 
meed of power and good management. Three miles 
more along and up Carson River upon its bank 
brought us to a good spot on the river, where we 
encamp in good grass.… Journey, 19 miles.30

At about a mile and a half north of Churchill 
Station Spring, the expedition left the road and 
turned to the west. They were still about a mile 
and a half from the northern end of the western 
ridge and the Carson River’s normal channel, but 
the scouts had discovered that the river was run-
ning so high that it had covered the road at the 
point where it turned to the west to go around 
the northern tip of the ridge. Determining that 
it would have been impossible to get the wag-
ons between the rushing water and the northern 
point of the ridge, Simpson decided to climb over 
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the ridge before they got to the river. Turning to 
their left near what is now the Churchill railroad 
crossing, the expedition made its way over what 
Simpson would later call the “ugly hill.” The dis-
tance involved was only about a mile, but Simpson 
reported that it took them two and a half hours. 
In order to get over the steepest part, they had 
to double the teams on all the wagons, with the 
exception of one that was being driven by a team-
ster named Payte. After crossing the summit of 
the ridge, they dropped down its western slope 
and rejoined the wagon road in an area where 
it was traveling west along the south bank of the 
Carson River.

September 2001
During our fi rst trip to this area, Nancy and 

I reached the Churchill railroad crossing by fol-
lowing a dirt road that leaves US 95A about two 
and a half miles south of the Carson River. We 
crossed the railroad tracks and got onto a nar-
row two-track that headed north, back toward 
the river. When we reached the end of the ridge, 
we turned west and followed the south bank of 
the river for about two and a quarter miles and 
came to a securely locked gate that prevented any 
further travel to the west. At that time I was still 
unaware of the actual location of the ugly hill, 
and we drove by both its east and west sides twice 
without realizing it.

September 2005
Four years after our fi rst visit, Nancy and I 

returned to this area again. Now aware of the ugly 
hill’s actual location, I parked near the railroad 
crossing and headed west on foot to hike over the 
ridge. For the fi rst four-tenths of a mile, the route 
is a fairly gentle slope. The next tenth gets quite 
steep, and the last tenth is one of the steepest sec-
tions to be found on Simpson’s entire route. After 
crossing the ridge, I dropped down the western 
slope and got back to the road near the river. From 
there I turned to the west, and followed the road 
for another two and a quarter miles to the site of 
Camp 35-W, climbing over the locked gate along 
the way. From the campsite I turned back to the 
east, following the road around the northern tip 
of the ridge, instead of retracing my steps across 
the ugly hill. By making this hike, I had managed 

to travel on nearly half of the expedition’s trail 
along the south bank of the Carson River. I now 
had to fi gure out a way to get to the other half.

After returning home from this trip, I spent 
some more time studying the maps and aerial 
photos of the area to the south of the river. I even-
tually found what appeared to be a narrow road 
that reached this area from the southeast, and 
worked its way to the river at a spot that looked 
like it could be beyond the fenced-in area. In late 
August of 2007, I decided to make one more try.

August 2007
Nancy and I drove south from Fallon on US 

Highway 95 until we reached Wabuska, where we 
left the paved road and turned to the west, follow-
ing the expedition’s trail to the southern end of 
Adrian Valley. We had been on this section of the 
route before, but on this day we left it when it turned 
north through Adrian Valley. The road we wanted 
turned northwest, and entered the northeastern 
foothills of the Pine Nut Mountains. The road was 
narrow and rough, and soon turned really ugly. As 
it climbed into the hills, it became nothing more 
than a barely visible track across a ten-mile boul-
der fi eld. For the rest of the distance to the river, 
we found it impossible to go any faster than three 
to fi ve miles an hour. We eventually made it over 
a high ridge and down the northern slope to the 
river at a point that, as I had hoped, was just west 
of the fenced-in area. And sure enough, there was 
another locked gate that prevented us from going 
east into the private property. So we headed west, 
which is what we really wanted to do. The road 
we were now on was a good two-track, and we 
soon found ourselves across the river from the 
site of Camp 36-W. I had previously hiked to this 
spot from the west, and I knew that the road was 
blocked by another locked gate about a quarter 
of a mile away, so we turned around and headed 
back along the route we had already traveled.

Simpson’s map does not show it, and his 
report fails to mention it, but there was another 
wagon road just across the river. This road, along 
the north bank of the Carson River, was fi rst trav-
eled in 1848 by a small group of former Mormon 
Battalion members who were traveling from 
California to Salt Lake City. Leaving from the 
Placerville area, this group headed eastward into 
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the Sierras, and opened up a new wagon road 
through Carson Pass. After descending the east-
ern slope of the Sierras, they followed the Carson 
River past the future sites of Genoa, Carson City, 
and Dayton. Just east of the Carson Plains, the 
river makes a major bend to the east. From this 
point, the Battalion members continued to fol-
low the river, rather than taking the branch of the 
California Trail that follows today’s US Highway 
50.31 During the years between 1848 and 1859, 
there had been some emigrant traffi c along the 
north bank of the Carson River, and it may have 
been a better road than the one on the south 
bank. Regardless of whether it was, or was not, a 
better road, it was out of the expedition’s reach, 
because they had no way of crossing the swollen 
river until they reached Pleasant Grove, which 
was still about eleven miles upstream.

A few months after the expedition traveled 
through this area, Samuel Bucklands established 
a ranch and built a bridge at a spot about three 
miles downstream from where the expedition 
fi rst reached the river.32 About a year later, the 
US Army established a military post on the riv-
er’s northern bank. It would appear that with 
the construction of Buckland’s toll bridge, and 
the establishment of Fort Churchill, most, if not 
all, of the wagon traffi c would have shifted to the 
road on the northern side of the river. It seems 
highly unlikely that any other wagons ever fol-
lowed the expedition’s route across the ugly hill.

June 10, 1859

June 10, Camp No. 35, Carson River.—
Moved at quarter of 5. Continue westward along 
south side of Carson River as far as opposite 
Pleasant Grove, where at 8 o’clock A.M. we arrive. 
Find the raft ready, made of cottonwood-trees of an 
old log-house belonging to Mr. Miller, the agent 
of the California Mail Company at this station, 
and which he has pulled down for the purpose. 
This point a good one for ferry or ford; banks on 
either side low and fi rm. By 5½ P.M. the wagons 
and property were rafted across safely, except one 
wagon, which unfortunately capsized, causing the 
loss of some $31 belonging to the driver, Payte, (as 
he said,) and some clothing, also three sets of har-
ness.… Journey to-day, 9 miles.… We have now at 

Pleasant Grove, for the fi rst time, got into the old 
Humboldt River and Carson Valley emigrant-road. 
The California Mail Company have a station 
here, under the charge of Mr. Miller, who occupies 
quite a good, weather-boarded house. The grove of 
cotton-woods near it give the place its name.33

William Lee described the crossing of the 
river in some detail:

It took us all day to get the wagons over. They were 
taken over on a raft, and unfortunately our wagon 
was tipped over in crossing, and we came near to 
losing it. All my bedding and all my clothes in my 
carpet bag were wet through, taking some time to 
dry them. The body of the wagon separated from 
the wheels, which sank to the bottom. But after 
some trouble they were hauled out. We all had to 
swim across, sending the animals before us.34

Simpson mentioned that at Pleasant Grove they got 
onto “the old Humboldt River and Carson Valley 
emigrant-road.” Here he was talking about what 
has become known as the Carson Route, which 
is a branch of the California Trail. Having split 
away from the Truckee Route about sixty miles to 
the northeast, near the Humboldt Sink, this emi-
grant road struck the Carson River near Ragtown, 
then headed west. Leaving the river where it 
made a bend to the south, the Carson Route went 
through the small communities of Silver Springs 
and Stagecoach, and then come back to the river 
at Pleasant Grove. This was probably the most 
used variant of the Carson Route, but as men-
tioned previously, some emigrants remained near 
the river all the way to today’s Dayton, passing the 
site of Fort Churchill along the way.

Pleasant Grove was located on the north bank 
of the Carson River, at the point where the river 
makes a bend to the east. Chorpenning had 
probably been using it as a mail station even 
before he shifted his route in late 1858. John 
Townley indicates that a trading post was estab-
lished here in either 1849 or 1850.35 During the 
time that it was being operated by Chorpenning, 
and then by Russell, Majors, and Waddell, the 
station was known as Miller’s Station, presum-
ably after the Mr. Miller who was in charge when 
Simpson’s expedition camped here. According 



Camp 35-W. On the south bank of the Carson River, about fi ve miles west of US Highway 95 A. The river is in 
the cottonwood trees. “Three miles more along and up Carson River upon its bank brought us to a good

spot on the river, where we encamp in good grass.”

June 10, 1859
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to Joe Nardone, it was later called Reed’s, and 
sometimes Ten Mile, but the offi cial name was 
changed to Clugagis Station sometime after June 
1861. Richard Burton mentioned that he spent a 
few hours here on October 19, 1860: “At Miller’s 
Station.… Whilst the rain was heavy we sat round 
the hot stove, eating bread and cheese, sausages 
and anchovies.”36

While Simpson’s party was in the process 
of rafting across the river, Mr. Von Beck, the 
expedition’s artist, stood on the south bank 
and made a sketch. Later, John Young used 
this sketch to make a watercolor painting. In 
this watercolor, the river is in the foreground, 
Miller’s house can be seen in the center, and a 
small but distinctive peak shows up in the back-
ground. During one of my visits to the Pleasant 
Grove site, I brought along a copy of the paint-
ing. Wading across the river, which was about a 
foot deep that day, I stood on the south bank, 
looked to the north, and compared the view 
with the picture. The curve of the riverbank 
seems to be similar, and a little peak can be seen 
at exactly the right place. Very little imagina-
tion is needed to fi gure out the place where Mr. 
Miller’s little house once stood in the fi eld on 
the north side of the river.

June 11, 1859

June 11, Camp No. 36, Pleasant Grove.—
Moved at quarter to 7. Immediately follow up the 
valley of Carson River, on its north side, the old 
emigrant-road, which is as well beaten as any in 
the States; our course, west of south.37 

Simpson’s map seems to show that after leav-
ing Pleasant Grove, the emigrant road remained 
fairly close to the river until it reached China 
Town, which was located somewhere near the 
central part of what is now the town of Dayton. 
The trail probably merged with today’s US 50 at 
about a mile and a half northwest of the town.

After proceeding 7.4 miles from camp, come to 
China Town [Dayton], on Carson River. This is a 
mining town of twelve houses, and contains about 
fi fty Chinese.… At China Town we bear off some-
what from Carson River, one mile bringing us to 

forks of road; right leads to Johnstown, 1.5 miles 
off in Gold Cañon.38

Upon leaving China Town, the expedition 
turned to the west, following the emigrant road 
past the town’s cemetery. Just west of the cem-
etery, the trail climbed up a short but fairly steep 
hill. Near the top of this hill can be found a T-rail 
post that notes the location of the emigrant road. 
The inscription on the plaque reads as follows:

CARSON TRAIL—ROCKY ASCENT
We ascend a high hill and had a very rocky road 
most of the way. Some places nothing but sharp 
angular rock. The road is not hilly. Though some 
hollows or ravines in two or three places.

Byron N. McKinstry Sept. 6 1850

From this marker, the route continues past a 
large mine dump, and after another mile and a 
half, crosses Nevada State Route 341 a little less 
than a half mile north of US 50.

Four miles from China Town, cedars 15 to 20 feet 
high appear on either side of the road on the moun-
tains and in the valley—the fi rst we have seen since 
leaving the Se-day-e Mountains. Seven and one-
half miles farther brings us to Carson City, in Eagle 
Valley, where, at 5 P.M., we encamp.… Journey, 19 
miles.39

The old wagon road probably crossed US 50 
near the crest of the hill near Mound House. 
Remaining fairly close to US 50 for another 
mile, it curved to the west and skirted the north 
bank of the Carson River near what used to 
be the town of Empire. From the bend in the 
river, the expedition traveled southwest, prob-
ably crossing diagonally through the Terrace 
Park subdivision and the residential areas east 
of Stewart Street and south of US 50, which 
becomes Williams Street in Carson City. When 
they reached the area of what is now the inter-
section of Stewart Street and Carson Street, 
they camped for the night. A small park with a 
stream fl owing through it can be found at this 
location today. If there was water in this stream-
bed in 1859, it would have been an excellent 
spot for a campsite.



Camp 36-W. Carson River, where the expedition made use of a raft to get the wagons across. The expedition’s 
artist made a sketch of this scene (see facing page) which helped the author determine the location. “This 

point is a good one for ferry or ford; banks on either side low and fi rm.” 

June 11, 1859
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June 12, 1859

June 12, Camp No. 37, Carson City, Eagle 
Valley.—Leave Carson City, at quarter past 5. 
Course southwardly, continuing on the old emi-
grant-road between the base of the Sierra Nevada, 
and Carson River. In 3¼ miles cross Clear Creek, a 
beautiful stream running from the Sierra Nevada 
into Carson River. Near Clear Creek approach 
again Carson River, and continue along it about 
10 miles to Genoa.40

When they left the Carson City campsite, 
the expedition traveled in a slightly east-of-south 
direction, crossing Clear Creek just north of the 
intersection of Bigelow Drive and Race Track 
Road. After crossing the stream, the wagon road 
turned to the southwest, passing the south end 
of Schultz Drive. Continuing to the southwest, 
the trail went through some open fi elds and 
then began to cross the fairways of the Sunridge 
Golf Course.

August 2003
There are no roads going through these 

fi elds today so they had to be crossed on foot. 
Parking at the end of Schultz Drive, I walked 
across an area that appeared as if it would be 
very boggy during years that are fairly wet. After 
walking for about a half mile, I came to the 
northern edge of the golf course. Returning to 
my SUV, I drove to US 395, and headed south 
until I reached the entrance to the golf course. 
Now heading back toward the Clear Creek cross-
ing, I found myself on a road that probably fol-
lows the emigrant trail. By following this road, 
I was able to get back the place where I had 
turned around during my earlier hike through 
the open fi elds.

The old emigrant road and Simpson’s route 
crossed US Highway 395 near the entrance to the 
golf course. From there it skirted the southeast 
corner of the Jack’s Valley Wildlife Management 
Area, then turned a little more toward the south-
west, entering what is now the Sierra-Nevada Golf 
Ranch, where it disappears.

Crossing the Carson River at Pleasant Grove. This Von Beckh/Young illustration 
includes a view Miller’s mail station. 

Used by permission, Utah State Historical Society; all rights reserved.



Camps 37-W and 2-E. The site of these two camps is now a park on the east side of Carson Street (US 395) in 
Carson City. “At the east foot of the Sierra Nevada we encamp. This camp-ground beautiful; the prospect the

most pleasing of any I have seen.”

June 12 and 24, 1859
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June 2002
Nancy and I were able to get into this area by 

turning west from US 395 on Hobo Hot Springs 
Road. After about a mile and a half, we came to a 
gate with a No Trespassing sign. Stopping at the 
gate, I noticed a rancher unloading some hay at 
a feedlot a short distance away. After a brief con-
versation, he said that it would be okay to drive 
past the gate. About a quarter of a mile west 
of the gate is where the emigrant road turned 
toward the southwest, and this is where it enters 
the property of the Sierra-Nevada Golf Ranch. A 
fence now cuts off the emigrant road, so I parked 
and started walking. I soon found myself cross-
ing the golf course, and the route I was following 
took me to the clubhouse where, in the parking 
lot, I struck up a conversation with a real estate 
agent whose offi ce was in a small building next 
to the clubhouse. This gentleman knew about 
the emigrant road, and informed me that it had 
gone right through the parking lot, not far from 
where we were standing. He had never heard of 
James Simpson.

Reached Genoa at half past 9 A.M. Journey, 12.9 
miles.… Encamped among some giant pines at the 
foot of the Sierra Nevada, just upon the southern 

edge of the town, and on a gushing stream of pure 
water which courses down from the mountain. Our 
position is so high on the base of the mountain that 
we can overlook a large portion of the valley; and 
a beautiful one it is, fenced off, as it appears, into 
inclosures, and dotted with cattle. The sheen of the 
river (Carson), in its present high stage, discovers 
its course along the valley.41

After reaching the settlement of Genoa, the 
expedition continued through the town and set 
up camp at a spot that is now a residential neigh-
borhood. The “gushing stream” is now a con-
crete-lined channel.

The expedition’s arrival at Genoa did not go 
unnoticed. This was where John Reese lived, and 
it is quite likely that he had gotten there ahead 
of the main party. The citizens of the town were 
waiting, and as the expedition approached, they 
fi red off a thirteen-gun salute and raised the US 
fl ag. Shortly after his arrival in Genoa, Simpson 
was visited by Major Frederick Dodge, the Indian 
agent for the region. Soon after that, Simpson 
received a telegram from Colonel Frederick Bee, 
the president of the Placerville and Saint Joseph 
Telegraph Company, asking if the new route 
could be used for a telegraph line.

The Simpson Expedition’s arrival at Genoa. A John Young watercolor from a 
sketch by H. V. A. Von Beckh.

Used by permission, Utah State Historical Society; all rights reserved.
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While the other members of his command 
remained in camp at Genoa, Simpson made a 
hurried trip to San Francisco. He was accom-
panied by Major Dodge, and they left Genoa 
mounted on mules. After crossing the summit 
of the Sierra Nevada, they dropped down the 
western slope to Lake Valley, where they stopped 
for lunch at Chorpenning’s mail station. Here 
Simpson became acquainted with one of the 
most colorful characters of the region.

At the mail-station met Mr. T. A. Thompson, 
the celebrated Norwegian, who carried the mail 
across the Sierra Nevada, on snow-shoes, from 
about the middle of last April to fore part of May. 
He represents the snow to have been, in places 
where he had to go, 10 feet deep.… Mr. Thompson 
showed me how he walked on his snow-shoes last 
winter.42

Although Simpson used the initials T. A. 
rather than J. A., there is little doubt that he 
was talking about the legendary “Snowshoe” 
Thompson. John Thompson had become a local 
hero when he began using skis, then known as 
snowshoes, to carry the mail across the Sierras 
during the winter months. Thompson must 
have begun to travel with Simpson and Dodge, 
because Simpson mentioned that after leaving 
Lake Valley, Thompson had pointed out several 
interesting sights, including Lake Bigler, which is 
now known as Lake Tahoe.

The party spent the night at a place Simpson 
called Barry’s, indicating that it was on the South 
Fork of the American River. The next day they went 
through Placerville, where Simpson purchased 
some supplies for the expedition and arranged 
for them to be hauled over the mountains to 
Genoa. Leaving the mules in Placerville, Simpson 
and Dodge traveled by stagecoach to Folsom, 

The author’s wife Nancy, at Mormon Station State Park in Genoa. The expedition was met at about this 
point by a crowd of local residents. “Just as we entered town, were saluted by the citizens with 

thirteen guns and the running up of the national fl ag.”
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where they boarded a railroad car for the remain-
der of the trip to Sacramento. From there, they 
found passage on the Eclipse, a river steamer that 
Simpson compared favorably to “our Mississippi 
boats.” Reaching San Francisco on the evening of 
June 17, Simpson checked into the International 
Hotel. He spent the next day visiting a large open 
market and calling on a number of friends, most 
of whom were Army offi cers.

Before leaving for San Francisco, Simpson 
had given instructions to Lieutenants Smith and 
Putnam to continue making astronomical obser-
vations, and for Putnam to take a look at a cou-
ple of roads that went into the Sierra Nevada. 
Other than this, Simpson did not say anything 
about what the members of the expedition did 
while he was on this trip. William Lee wrote 
in his journal that on June 18, he and Charles 
McCarthy took at trip to “Lake Biljer” (Bigler). 
They traveled, as usual, on mule back, and fol-
lowed “Daggett’s Trail,” which was one of the 
roads that Simpson had instructed Lieutenant 
Putnam to explore.43

On June 19, Simpson and Dodge left San 
Francisco, and began their trip back to Genoa. 
During this journey, they rode from Placerville 
to Lake Valley in an ambulance that belonged to 

Dodge, and the driver was Snowshoe Thompson. 
The ambulance was scheduled to stop overnight 
in Lake Valley, but Simpson was getting anxious 
to get back to Genoa, so he found a ride in a 
mail stage that left at 3:00 a.m. The driver of this 
stage, who Simpson identifi ed only as “a famous 
whip,” was still very much under the infl uence 
of a night of carousing, and this ride proved 
to be the most dangerous event of the entire 
expedition. Just before reaching the summit of 
Luther Pass, the inebriated driver lost control 
of the stage and it tipped over. Fortunately for 
the passengers, just minutes before the accident 
occurred, Simpson had suggested that it might 
be helpful if they all got out of the coach and 
walked across the steepest part of the pass. They 
were walking when the coach went off the road 
and rolled. The bad news was that the tongue 
of the wagon was broken, and it would not be 
going anywhere until it had been repaired. 
After about an hour, the reliable Major Dodge 
showed up in his ambulance and transported 
the stranded passengers to Genoa.44

Simpson arrived back at Genoa sometime 
during the day on June 23. The following morn-
ing the expedition began its journey back to 
Camp Floyd.
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Seven

Genoa to Smith Creek Valley

Camps 38-W and 1-E. Near the mouth of Genoa Canyon, the campsite was probably in the grove of trees near 
the center of the photo. “Encamped among some giant pines at the foot of the Sierra Nevada, just upon the southern edge 
of the town, and on a gushing stream of pure water.” This area is still on the southern edge of the town but the giant 

trees are gone and the streambed is lined with concrete.
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June 24, Genoa, Camp No. 1.—At 7 A.M. 
we took up our march on our return to Camp 
Floyd.… Mr. Reese, though a citizen of Genoa, 
returns with us as guide, and I have sent him, 
Ute Pete, and two other persons in advance, to pro-
vide for improvement of route, by taking a short 
cut from bend of Carson to south side of Carson 
Lake.… Train reached Carson City early in the 
afternoon, and party encamped. We reached it 
about dark. Journey, 13.8 miles. Route the same 
as traveled on outward journey.1 

S impson indicated that they returned to 
Carson City by following their earlier route, 

but does not specifi cally state whether or not they 
returned to the exact spot that they had used for 
a campsite two weeks earlier. However, since the 
distance was the same for both trips, it can prob-
ably be assumed that they did camp at the same 
place, which would mean that Camps 37-W and 
2-E were both near the little park at the intersec-
tion of Carson and Stewart streets.

When the expedition left Genoa, it was accom-
panied by an additional passenger. While in San 
Francisco, Simpson had been approached by two 
newspaper reporters, who told him about the 
plight of one Walter Lowery, a fellow newspaper 
correspondent who was suffering from some seri-
ous health problems and wanted to return to the 
States. They wondered if Simpson would allow 
Lowery to join the expedition during its east-
bound trip. Simpson was reluctant at fi rst, but 
fi nally agreed. Lowery was suffering from what 
was probably tuberculosis, as Simpson described 
it as being “of a pulmonary character.” Lowery 
seems to have been convinced that a “trip across 
the plains” would be good for him. During the 
return journey, Simpson must have become quite 
sympathetic to Lowery and his problems, because 
when he began his trip from Camp Floyd back to 
Fort Leavenworth, Lowery was traveling with him 
again. Unfortunately, when they reached Fort 
Laramie in eastern Wyoming, Lowery had to be 
hospitalized, and died a few days later.2

June 25, 1859

June 25, Camp No. 2, Carson City.—Moved 
at 5 A.M. In 11.7 miles reach Chinatown, about 

9.30 A.M. Here leave our old road, and immedi-
ately cross Carson River by ford, and take route 
along river on south side.… Five miles from ford, 
after crossing some bad sloughs, which may be 
avoided by taking higher ground, reach camping 
place for the night. Journey, 17.2 miles.3

From Carson City to Dayton, the expedition 
backtracked along its earlier route, but when 
they reached Dayton, Simpson decided to try a 
shortcut. Crossing the river just east of the cen-
ter of town, they traveled in a northeasterly direc-
tion through an area called Carson Plains. There 
must have been something about this section of 
the route that Simpson did not care for, because 
the next day he commented that they should have 
remained on the other side of the river until they 
reached Pleasant Grove. The campsite was in the 
eastern portion of the Carson Plains, about two 
miles upstream from Pleasant Grove.

September 2004
Nancy and I turned off US 50 near the cen-

ter of Dayton, and headed east toward the area 
known as the Carson Plains. Parking at the north-
ern end of Comstock Road, I hiked a quarter of a 
mile to the site of Camp 3-E, then headed north-
east along the south bank of the river for another 
two miles, until I was across the river from the 
site of Pleasant Grove and Miller’s Station.

June 26, 1859

June 26, Camp No. 3, Carson Valley.—
Moved at 5 A.M. Continued along an old road 
on south side of Carson River for 2 miles, where 
we join, opposite Pleasant Grove, our old out-
ward track, and continued on same 12.6 miles to 
east foot of ugly hill referred to June 9, which we 
found we could not, as we hoped, evade by passing 
between it and the river. Going east however, the 
hill is not bad. The diffi culty, as before stated, is in 
the ascent from the east side.4

In his description of the previous day’s jour-
ney, Simpson failed to mention that they had 
been traveling on a road after crossing the river. 
On this day, however, he indicated that when they 
left camp, they “Continued along an old road on 



Camp 2-e. Looking to the north from where the expedition camped on the night of June 24. This is the same 
place where they probably spent the night of June 11 during the outbound journey. The large structure is part 

of a shopping mall on the far side of Stewart Street.

June 25, 1859



Camp 3-E. On the south bank of the Carson River, near the northern edge of the Carson Plains. The cotton-
wood trees mark the course of the river.

June 26, 1859


