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A Route for the Overland Stage



Colonel James H. Simpson shown during his Civil War service as an offi cer of the
Fourth New Jersey infantry. 
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At the end of the Utah War in June 1858, 
General Albert S. Johnston selected Cedar 

Valley to establish a military post for some twenty-
four hundred offi cers and men of the US Army’s 
Utah Expedition. The location west of Utah 
Lake at present Fairfi eld, Utah, met the imme-
diate needs of his command for grass for its ani-
mals and remoteness from population centers to 
avoid clashes between his soldiers and settlers of 
the territory ruled by Brigham Young.

At the same time, Johnston knew that the loca-
tion for his new post, named Camp Floyd, was less 
than ideal when it came to its mission to support 
enforcement of federal law in the defi ant terri-
tory. For one thing, it was some forty miles from 
the capital at Salt Lake City. For another, the 
same geographical formations that had allowed 
the territorial militia to block his advance the 
year before and force him to spend the winter of 
1857–58 at Fort Bridger made his force vulnera-
ble in the event of renewed hostilities. The wind-
ing Echo Canyon corridor through the Wasatch 
Mountains ruled his line of communications 
on the east. And the way to northern California 
from Camp Floyd led through Salt Lake Valley 
and around the north end of Great Salt Lake, 
two hundred miles out of the way.

To make his army effective in relation to its 
duties, Johnston had to open a supply line on the 
east that bypassed the Mormon Trail from Fort 
Bridger and the easily fortifi ed Echo Canyon 
portal to Salt Lake Valley. In addition, he needed 
to make a wagon road to northern California 
that eliminated the northern loop around the 
Great Salt Lake. Instead, it should run due west 
from Camp Floyd on the south side of that briny 
body to meet the California Trail near Genoa in 
today’s western Nevada.

Johnston had the right man to fi ll these requisites 
in Captain James H. Simpson of the US Army’s elite
Corps of Topographical Engineers, who arrived 

at Camp Floyd in July 1858. The forty-fi ve-year-
old engineer fi rst surveyed a new line of supply to 
the east that ran up Provo Canyon to Parleys Park 
and down the Weber River to present Coalville. 
From there, it continued up Chalk Creek to 
bypass Echo Canyon on the south. During the 
1857 confl ict, Utah Militia General Hiram B. 
Clawson had inspected this avenue to fi nd out 
if it offered a way for the US Army to fl ank Echo 
Canyon defenses. He reported that it did not, 
without extensive roadwork.

Also that fall, a preliminary reconnaissance 
of the proposed route west motivated the ener-
getic engineer to expand the wagon road sur-
vey to Genoa. With the approval of Secretary of 
War John B. Floyd and Johnston, Simpson set his 
sights on a vast area of the American West from 
which no water fl ows to any ocean. He planned 
to conduct the fi rst recorded exploration directly 
across the heart of the Great Basin, a region large 
enough to encompass New England, New York, 
Pennsylvania, and Ohio.

In width, the area of high-altitude desert and 
north-south running mountain ranges extends 
from central Utah’s Wasatch Range to the crest 
of the Sierra Nevada. From north to south, it 
stretches more than eight hundred miles from 
Oregon to the Baja Peninsula in Mexico. In 
between, its triangular-shaped rim encloses most 
of Nevada and parts of Utah, California, Idaho, 
and Oregon. As a region of interior drainage, its 
waters fl ow into briny bodies, such as the Great 
Salt Lake and Pyramid Lake, and desert fl ats, 
never into the sea. Its longest perennial rivers are 
the Bear, which fl ows into Great Salt Lake, and 
the Humboldt, followed by the California Trail 
and today’s Interstate 80.

On May 2, 1859, the topographical engineer 
headed into this virtually unknown region “to 
explore the country between [Camp Floyd] and 
Carson River, at the east foot of the Sierra Nevada, 

Foreword by David L. Bigler
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for a new and direct route to California.” The 
sixty-four members of his expedition included 
an artist, geologist, wheelwright, blacksmith, 
teamsters, twenty soldiers, twelve six-mule wag-
ons, scientifi c apparatus, and one of Nevada’s 
fi rst citizens. In 1851, John Reese had purchased 
Genoa, the state’s earliest settlement, when it 
was still a trading post named Mormon Station 
on the Carson Trail’s Carson River route. Now 
he served, but not always to the captain’s satisfac-
tion, as Simpson’s guide.

Over the next three months, Simpson traveled 
over eleven hundred miles across part of central 
Utah and virtually all of Nevada. His westbound 
exploration covered 564 miles to Genoa, while 
his more southern return route to Camp Floyd 
added only eight more to this number. Either 
way would shorten travel from Salt Lake City to 
Genoa along the Humboldt River by more than 
two hundred miles. His report also estimated the 
cost to open a wagon road and included the geol-
ogy, plant and animal life, and Native American 
tribes of the Great Basin, among other things.

As Simpson was the right one to complete this 
signifi cant study and report, Jesse G. Petersen of 
Tooele, Utah, has proved the right man to locate 
his trails and evaluate his major contribution to 
western expansion. Since 1999, the retired police 
chief of Tooele, Utah, has traveled some thirty 
thousand miles by SUV and an estimated two 
hundred eighty miles on foot. In his personal-
ized narrative and seventy-two maps he describes 
his search and pinpoints Simpson’s routes and 
campsites to within a few yards.

Petersen brings to his book a lifelong inter-
est in history and overland avenues of travel and 
transportation. A charter member of the Lincoln 
Highway Association’s Utah Chapter, in 1997 he 
produced the fi rst study of the fi rst transcontinen-
tal highway across the state, The Lincoln Highway 
in Utah, now in its fourth edition. In 2003, he 
and Gregory M. Franzwa co-authored Lincoln 
Highway: Utah. When he heard it said that the 
coast-to-coast thoroughfare followed Simpson’s 
path across the Great Basin, he looked into it 
and found there was little information on the 
topographical engineer’s exact routes to back 
up that claim. Typically, Petersen decided to fi nd 
out for himself.

The product of his search manifests his char-
acter and background on every page. The qual-
ity of his scholarship refl ects his degrees from 
Brigham Young University and the University of 
Utah. His experience in law enforcement can 
be seen in his dedication to accuracy and atten-
tion to evidence on the ground. His narrative is 
richly detailed, and incorporates interesting and 
accurate information on the region’s history as it 
goes along. His writing is clear, straightforward, 
and trustworthy. His work makes it possible for a 
novice to go with Simpson across what has been 
called the loneliest region in America without 
losing the trail more than a stone’s throw on 
either side.

In normal times, Simpson’s expedition would 
have won the acclaim Americans normally 
bestowed on western explorers, such as John C. 
Frémont, but as he prepared his detailed report, 
the nation was torn by the Civil War. General 
Johnston, who ordered the exploration, lost his 
life leading a Confederate army in 1862. Not 
until 1876 did the War Department carry out 
his instructions while he was serving as Utah 
Department commander, and order the publica-
tion of Simpson’s report.

Meanwhile, if Washington looked the other 
way for over ten years, Simpson’s exploit won the 
immediate attention of the nation’s emigrants 
and entrepreneurs. Within a year, westering 
American families had worn a new wagon road 
across the central basin. In 1860, trim young 
men aboard fast horses began to carry mail 
between Sacramento and St. Joseph, Missouri, 
on Simpson’s route across the vast expanses of 
the Great Basin. The short-lived Pony Express 
was followed by the Pacifi c telegraph, Overland 
Stage, Lincoln Highway, and US 50, known today 
as “the loneliest highway in America.” All fol-
lowed the corridor Simpson opened in 1859.

As further recognition of James Hervey 
Simpson’s contribution to the history of the 
Great Basin and western exploration, Jesse 
Petersen’s volume makes an excellent compan-
ion to the topographical engineer’s report, which 
was reprinted in 1983 as Report of Explorations 
Across The Great Basin In 1859, with a foreword by 
Steven D. Zink.
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During the summer of 1859, Captain 
James Simpson of the US Army’s Corps of 

Topographical Engineers led an expedition of 
exploration from Camp Floyd to Genoa. Camp 
Floyd was an army post in Cedar Valley, about forty 
miles southwest of Great Salt Lake City. Genoa was 
a small settlement located at the eastern foot of 
the Sierra Nevada mountains. The mission of the 
expedition was to fi nd a practical route for wagons 
through the central part of Utah and Nevada. If 
such a route could be found, it was believed that 
it would shorten the distance between Salt Lake 
City and California by as much as two hundred 
miles. The members of the Simpson expedition 
were not the fi rst to travel through this region of 
the American West. During the preceding three 
decades, a number of fur trappers, explorers, 
and emigrants had made their way across some 
sections of this area. Jedediah Smith, Joseph R. 
Walker, John Charles Frémont and Kit Carson, 
the Bidwell-Bartleson party, Lansford Hastings 
and James Clyman, the Donner-Reed party, Capt.
E. G. Beckwith, O. B. Huntington, George 
Washington Bean, Orrin Porter Rockwell, and 
Howard Egan had all traveled through different 
sections of this territory. These travelers had cut 
across various portions of the region, traveling in 
various directions, but none of them had taken 
the shortest possible route from east-to-west or 
west-to-east, and it appears that Lansford Hastings 
was the only one who had taken any meaningful 
action toward the establishment of a wagon road 
through this central region.

Before the Simpson expedition, most of the 
travelers who intended to make the journey 

from Salt Lake City to California followed a 
route that went around the northern end of the 
Great Salt Lake and joined the California Trail 
near City of Rocks, near the Utah-Idaho border. 
A smaller number of California-bound travelers 
headed south by way of the Mormon Corridor, 
now the route of Interstate 15, and got onto the 
Old Spanish Trail near present-day Cedar City. 
It is true that the relatively few travelers who fol-
lowed the Hastings Road did take a more cen-
tral route, but about a quarter of the way across 
present-day Nevada, near the southern tip of the 
Ruby Mountains, this road turned to the north 
along Huntington Creek and the South Fork of 
the Humboldt River, and joined the California 
Trail not far from the city of Elko. None of these 
wagon routes traveled through the area that the 
Simpson expedition intended to explore.

It had always been apparent that a road 
through this central area could save many miles 
and perhaps a great deal of time, but until this 
time, no one had attempted to take wagons 
across the entire distance. In 1854, Col. Edward 
Steptoe of the US Army had given it some seri-
ous consideration. Steptoe was in the Salt Lake 
City area with a force of about three hundred 
soldiers, and wanted to fi nd the best way to get 
them to California. In an effort to locate a new 
and shorter route, he engaged two different 
groups of men to make scouting trips into the 
desert. Oliver B. Huntington was in charge of the 
fi rst group, which included himself, his nephew, 
an Indian named Natsab, John Reese (whose 
home at the time was in Carson Valley and who 
would later become Simpson’s guide), and two 

One
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of Reese’s friends. Somewhere between Salt Lake 
City and the Great Salt Lake they were joined by 
eleven soldiers who had recently deserted from 
Steptoe’s command. Huntington’s party trav-
eled all the way to Carson Valley, most of the 
time following a trail that had been made ear-
lier that year by Captain E. G. Beckwith of the 
army’s Topographical Corps, who was engaged 
in a railroad survey. When Huntington and 
his nephew returned to Salt Lake City, they 
reported to Steptoe, telling him they had found 
a practical route that would save about two hun-
dred miles, and they would be willing to act as 
guides. However, when the time came to leave 
for California, Huntington became evasive and 
Steptoe decided he was not to be trusted.1 After 
Steptoe became convinced that he could not 
depend on Huntington’s help, he obtained the 
services of a second group, the leader of which 
was Orrin Porter Rockwell. Another member of 
this group was George Washington Bean, who 
later acted as Capt. Simpson’s guide during a 
relatively short trip into Utah’s West Desert in 
late 1858. The Rockwell-Bean group traveled 
about eighty miles into the desert and when they 
returned, they told Steptoe that the country was 
not fi t for wagon travel. At this, Steptoe gave up on 
any further attempts to fi nd a central route and 
marched his troops to California by way of the 
north-of-the-lake and Humboldt River route.2

In 1855, a noted Mormon explorer named 
Howard Egan, and a few companions mounted 
on mules, made a speedy trip across this central 
area. Leaving from Salt Lake City, they made it to 
Sacramento in ten days. But like the Huntington 
party, they followed the Beckwith Trail to the 
Humboldt River near Lassen Meadows, then fol-
lowed the California Trail to Sacramento.3

Captain Simpson fi rst became involved in the 
concept of a central route in the fall of 1858, 
when he received orders from his commanding 
offi cer, Gen. Albert Sidney Johnston, to lead an 
expedition of a few days’ duration into Utah’s 
western desert. As a result of this short trip, 
Simpson became interested in further explora-
tion of this area, and in January 1859, he submit-
ted a proposal to the War Department, request-
ing permission to make a much more extensive 
expedition. Johnston endorsed this proposal and 

forwarded it up the chain of command. In April, 
orders came down from army headquarters, 
assigning Simpson to lead an expedition that 
would travel from Camp Floyd to Genoa. The 
expedition would turn around when it reached 
Genoa, because of the existence of serviceable 
roads between there and San Francisco.

Throughout the expedition that followed, 
Simpson kept a daily journal, and from this he 
compiled an extensive report to Congress. The 
title of this document was Report of Explorations 
across the Great Basin of the Territory of Utah for a 
Direct Wagon Route from Camp Floyd to Genoa, in 
Carson Valley, in 1859. Simpson completed his 
report within a couple of years after the expedi-
tion, but primarily due to the onset of the Civil 
War, it was not published until 1876. The report 
was much more than a simple recitation of the 
events of the expedition. The fi rst major section 
was devoted to a history of previous explorations 
into the region of the Great Basin, including the 
journeys of Fathers Domínguez and Escalante, 
Father Garcés, Jim Bridger, Joseph Walker, John 
Charles Frémont, Capt. Howard Stansbury, and 
Capt. E. G. Beckwith. Taking up thirteen pages 
of the report, this section shows that Simpson 
had done his homework, and had familiarized 
himself with the available information relating 
to previous explorations of the country he was 
about to enter.

The next ninety-two pages of the report con-
sist of Simpson’s account of each day’s jour-
ney, and a description of the country through 
which they traveled. Simpson did not limit him-
self to simply reporting the basic facts about 
where they went and when they got there. He 
described the country in some detail, talking 
about geographical features and the existence, 
or lack of, water and forage. Some of Simpson’s 
entries refl ected his enthusiasm and apparent 
enjoyment of what he was doing. An example of 
this was written on May 26 as the expedition left 
a campsite in Central Nevada’s Monitor Valley.

The crack of the whip, the “gee! Get up!” of the 
teamsters, the merry laugh, the sudden shout from 
the exuberance of spirits, the clinking of armor, the 
long array of civil, military, and economic person-
nel, in due order, moving with hope to our destined 
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end, coupled with the bright, bracing morning, 
and, at times, twittering of birds, make our morn-
ing departure from camp very pleasing.4

Following the description of the journey, the 
report contains 346 pages, which include twenty 
different subsections on such subjects as astro-
nomical observations, tables of distances, geo-
logical information, descriptions and drawings 
of indigenous wildlife, and descriptions of the 
native inhabitants of the area.

My interest in the Simpson expedition was a 
result of my interest in the history of the Lincoln 
Highway. I was attending the Lincoln Highway 
Association’s 1996 conference in Reno, Nevada, 
when one of the presenters mentioned that 
the historic highway had followed much of the 
route that James Simpson had opened through 
Nevada in 1859. I had been vaguely aware of 
the Simpson expedition for some time, but this 
comment stirred my interest. A short time later, 
I obtained a used copy of the Simpson report 
and started studying it. I soon found that a gen-
eral concept of the location of the Simpson 
route could be gathered from the report, but it 
proved to be quite diffi cult to translate the exact 
details of the route onto modern maps. After 
reading the report, I started looking for other 
books that included information about the 
expedition. It did not take long to discover that 
although the general route of Simpson’s expe-
dition seemed to be fairly well known, specifi cs 
were vague. And the more I learned about it, the 
more I wanted to fi gure out exactly where the 
expedition had gone.

My next step was to obtain a number of United 
States Geological Survey (USGS) 30 × 60 min-
ute series maps. Then, working from Simpson’s 
descriptions of his travels, I started drawing lines 
on the map which showed where I thought the 
trail might have been. After doing this for a 
while, I decided that I would have to get into the 
fi eld and travel the route wherever I could. Since 
that time, I have traveled the entire route, driv-
ing wherever possible, and hiking many sections 
that are not accessible by automobile. Eventually 
I came to the decision that I would have to write 
something that would document what I had 
learned about the route.

When I fi rst began writing about the expe-
dition, my inclination was to simply report on 
what I had learned about the location of the 
route. Later on, I began to realize that how I 
reached these conclusions, and what I had done 
in attempting to verify them, were also impor-
tant parts of the story. As a result, this work is 
comprised of two separate but mutually depen-
dent and interrelated components. First is the 
information that relates to the location of the 
route and the campsites. The second compo-
nent is a description of how I came up with this 
information and some of the experiences that 
I had during my travels along the trail. Today, 
much of the route can be easily driven in an 
ordinary family vehicle, and I have said very lit-
tle about my travels along these sections. What I 
have described are my experiences in traveling 
the more diffi cult, off-pavement sections of the 
expedition’s route.

I feel a need to mention to the reader that I 
am not attempting to offer irrefutable proof of 
anything. I am only attempting to share what I 
believe to be reasonable and logical conclusions 
about the most likely route, and the most likely 
locations for the campsites. These conclusions 
have been reached after studying Simpson’s 
description of the terrain, after plotting his mile-
age fi gures onto modern maps, and after making 
many on-site visits to the areas involved.

In developing my conclusions about the route, 
I did not always get it right the fi rst time. In fact, 
in many instances I failed to get it right the sec-
ond and the third times. Tentative locations were 
moved around on the map up to a dozen or 
more times before I was fi nally satisfi ed. On sev-
eral occasions, after studying the maps and mak-
ing my best guess about the location of the route, 
I traveled to the area in question and found that 
the terrain would not have allowed the wagons to 
follow the route that I had projected. When this 
happened, it was back to the maps to look for 
other possibilities.

When I fi rst started on this project, I had a 
presumption that much of the route would travel 
through roadless areas, and I would be seeing 
very little evidence of the trail. It soon became 
clear that the exact opposite is true. I found that a 
high percentage of Simpson’s route soon evolved 
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into well-traveled roads, and many of these are 
still in use today. Some sections of the route have 
been paved and are now a part of major high-
ways, such as US Highway 50 and US 95. Some 
are well-maintained and frequently traveled dirt 
and gravel roads. There are also a number of sec-
tions that are now abandoned, but can still be 
driven in high-clearance vehicles. Other aban-
doned sections are not drivable, but are still rec-
ognizable as traces in the sagebrush. There are 
only a very few sections where no visible evidence 
of a trail can be found today.

The methods that I used in attempting to 
determine the route evolved over time. In the 
beginning, my only tools were the USGS 30 × 
60 minute maps and a pair of dividers. Before 
my research was fi nished, I had learned how to 
use global positioning satellite (GPS) technol-
ogy, and was making use of mapping systems 
and aerial photography programs that are avail-
able on the Internet. Microsoft Terraserver and 
Google Earth are the programs that I have used 
most extensively.

As briefl y mentioned above, my fi rst steps in 
looking for the trail were to open my copy of 
Simpson’s report, spread a map on the table, 
carefully study the description of the route that 
had been traveled during a particular day, and 
attempt to plot that route on the map. I would 
look for features that might correspond with 
Simpson’s descriptions, and would use divid-
ers to measure the distances between tentatively 
identifi ed points. I would repeat this process a 
number of times, all the while looking for alter-
nate possibilities. By using this process, I was able 
to develop a general theory about the approxi-
mate location of the route, but was still a long 
way from determining its exact alignment.

Then I began taking trips to areas that con-
tained sections of what I felt was the most likely 
route. My fi rst long-distance trip was in the sum-
mer of 1999. This journey took me from Camp 
Floyd to Middlegate Station in central Nevada. 
As this was just a familiarization trip, I inten-
tionally bypassed many of the hard-to-get-to 
places, including several mountain passes. I later 
returned to these places and found my way across 
them, either in my four-wheel-drive sports utility 
vehicle (SUV) or on foot. During the following 

years, I made many more trips, most of which 
were for only one or two days, but a few lasted for 
nearly a week.

In 2002 I obtained a GPS receiver and began 
learning how to make use of this technology. 
This greatly improved my ability to get to the 
places that I had located on the maps. I could 
now be certain that I was where I wanted to be 
when I attempted to make on-site visits to certain 
sections of the trail.

A little later, I learned about the Terraserver 
website, and found that I could print copies of 
small sections of USGS 7.5-minute maps. By tap-
ing these sections together and using a set of divid-
ers, I could make measurements that were much 
more accurate than the measurements I could 
get on the 30 × 60 minute maps. I also began 
studying aerial photos that are available on the 
Terraserver website. In 2005, I started using the 
Internet mapping program called Google Earth. 
This program is quite versatile, and when com-
bined with reliable GPS data, makes it possible 
to obtain highly precise measurements between 
identifi ed locations.

Included with Simpson’s report to Congress 
was a map entitled “Map of Wagon Routes in 
Utah Territory Explored & Opened by Capt. J. H. 
Simpson Topl Engrs, U. S. A. Assisted by Lieuts. 
J. L. K. Smith and H. S. Putnam Topl. Engrs. U. 
S. A. and Mr. Henry Engelmann, in 1858–59.” 
From the very beginning of my research, I was 
aware that this map existed, but it took me two 
years to obtain a copy of it, and this copy was 
about a quarter of the original size. It was help-
ful to have this copy, but it was so small that it 
was of limited value. After another two years I was 
fortunate enough to fi nd and purchase a second 
copy of the reprint of the report, which included 
a large copy of the map. The text that appears 
on this map indicates that the actual drawing was 
done by a J. P. Mechlin, probably a draftsman or 
cartographer employed by the Topographical 
Corps, but there is no doubt that the map was 
drawn under Simpson’s direct supervision. The 
original of this map is in the National Archives, in 
the Division of Cartographic Records. Obtaining 
a larger copy of Simpson’s map helped a great 
deal, but I soon discovered that even with the large 
map, the scale limits its usefulness in determining 
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exact details of the route. After all, it covers all of 
the area between the Green River in Wyoming 
and the city of Sacramento. For my purposes, the 
most helpful aspect of the map is that it shows 
the shape and general alignment of the various 
segments of the trail.

For several years, my only direct source of 
information about the Simpson route was his 
offi cial report of the expedition. It was not until 
much later that I learned of the existence of a 
journal that had been written by eighteen-year-
old William Lee, one of the expedition’s civilian 
members. Simpson described Lee as one of his 
assistants, whose duties were that of a “chronom-
eter-keeper” and “meteorological assistant.”5 In 
the orders that Simpson issued to the members 
of the expedition a few days prior to their depar-
ture was the following: “Messrs. Edward Jagiello 
and William Lee will assist the above named offi -
cers [Smith and Putnam] in the required obser-
vations in the mode which may be found most 
expedient.”6 The entries in his journal indicate 

that Lee spent a lot of his time collecting speci-
mens of plants and small animals, and assisting 
with the scientifi c observations. Lee probably 
owed his assignment to the fact that he was from 
a prominent family that had some infl uence 
with either Simpson or some other army offi cer.7 
Lee’s journal begins on April 11, 1858, when he 
left Washington, DC. Two days later, he reported 
to Simpson in Cincinnati, and traveled with him 
to Fort Leavenworth. Lee was with the Army’s 
Fourth Column when it left Fort Leavenworth 
on May 31 to march to Utah. He arrived at Camp 
Floyd on December 19.8

The country between Camp Floyd and 
Genoa is a striking example of what geolo-
gists and geographers call “basin and range.” 
Throughout this extremely arid region, numer-
ous mountain ranges run in a north-south direc-
tion, appearing at almost regularly spaced inter-
vals. Between the mountains are fl at-bottomed 
valleys covered with thick growths of sagebrush 
and greasewood. In many of the valleys, there 

William Lee, an 
eighteen-year-old 
civilian member of the 
Simpson expedition. 
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are expanses of alkali fl ats, which support no 
vegetation whatsoever.

Simpson’s objective was to fi nd the shortest 
route across this country, but during virtually 
every step of the way, the expedition was faced 
with fi nding two things that invariably confl icted 
with traveling a straight line. First, they had to 
fi nd water, and second, they had to fi nd a way 
to get through, or around, the next mountain 
range. With a few notable exceptions, every bend 
in their trail was the result of their search for 
these two things.

Although the general route of Simpson’s west-
ern journey has been fairly well known, infor-
mation about the details of the route and the 
exact locations of the camps has been very lim-
ited. Brief accounts of the expedition have been 
included in a number of books about the explo-
ration of the West, but the few maps that accom-
pany these accounts provide only a general con-
cept of the route. Possibly the most accurate of 
these maps appears in W. Turrentine Jackson’s 
Wagon Roads West: A Study of Federal Road Surveys 
and Construction in the Trans-Mississippi West, 
1846–1869, which was fi rst published in 1952. 
But due to the problems of scale, even Jackson’s 
map would not be of much help to anyone want-
ing to follow the exact route of the expedition.

I believe that my research has uncovered a 
few misconceptions that have developed about 
Simpson’s route. One common idea about the 
route shows up in the reprint of Simpson’s report 
that was published in 1983. In the foreword, 
Steven Zink makes the comment that “present-
day US Highway 50 runs along much of the trail 
Simpson blazed in 1859.”9 The operative word 
here is “much,” and the question is just how 
much is much? The Simpson expedition’s out-
bound trail covered approximately 560 miles as 
it traversed the western part of Utah and most of 
Nevada. I was able to determine that the expedi-
tion traveled either directly on the route of US 
50, or within a couple miles of it, for about 145 
miles. Does this qualify as “much of the trail”?

Another example is found in Traveling 
America’s Loneliest Road, an excellent book about 
the country along the route of US 50 in Nevada 
that was published in 2000. In referring to 
Simpson’s expedition, this book indicates that 

the westbound route fi rst intersected US 50 near 
Lone Mountain in Eureka County, and from 
there the expedition “traveled a route that even-
tually became the present day US 50, west to 
Genoa in Carson Valley.”10 My research indicates 
that this statement is only partially correct. It is 
true that Simpson fi rst struck the route of US 50 
near Lone Mountain, but at this point, the expe-
dition crossed that highway, rather than joining 
it. From here to Genoa, Simpson’s westbound 
route intersected US 50 four more times, but out 
of the approximately 220 miles between Lone 
Mountain and Carson City, Simpson traveled on 
it, or within a couple miles of it, for no more than 
sixty miles.

Referring to Simpson’s return route, the 
above publication says, “on the return trip east, 
the expedition stayed to the south, closely fol-
lowing what is now the US 50 route all the way 
to the present Utah border.” This statement, 
also, is only partially correct. It begins with the 
usual misconception that the return route was 
always to the south of the outbound route. In 
actual fact, out of the approximately 570 miles 
that Simpson traveled during the return journey, 
about 115 of those miles were identical to the 
outbound trail, while about 85 miles of this trail 
were to the north of the outbound route. Which 
means that 200 miles of the trail, or about thirty-
fi ve percent of the return route, was not south of 
the outbound route. And does Simpson’s return 
route actually follow US 50 all that closely? Of 
course, that depends on what you think “closely” 
means, but if we consider “close” to be anywhere 
within fi ve miles of the highway, we fi nd that of 
the 380 miles that US 50 covers between Carson 
City and the Utah border, Simpson was “close” to 
it for about 250 miles.

None of this is meant to suggest that Simpson 
should not be given credit for opening up the US 
50 corridor. He did do that, and in doing so, his 
expedition had a signifi cant impact on the his-
tory of the West.

The Simpson expedition also had a signifi cant 
impact on the place names of the region. Due to 
the limited exploration of the area, many of the 
geographical features they encountered had not 
yet been given non-Indian names. Simpson evi-
dently felt that a part of his responsibility was to 
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make sure that every signifi cant geographical fea-
ture had a name. However, he did not necessarily 
feel that he had to give everything a new name. 
At one point, he stated that his intention was to 
preserve the Indian names whenever it seemed to 
be practical.11 He did give new names to approx-
imately seventy locations and geographical fea-
tures, in most instances using the names of mili-
tary acquaintances and government offi cials. In 
a few instances, he used descriptive terms. Many 
of the names that Simpson bestowed are still in 
use today, some have been replaced with differ-
ent names, and a few have been moved to dif-
ferent places. Although it was not his idea, his 
own name has been used a number of times. 
At least two springs, a creek, a mountain pass, 
and a parklike area bear his name today. In the 
quoted material that appears in this book, when-
ever the modern name differs from the name 
that Simpson used, the modern name is inserted 
within brackets.

Following good military procedure, Simpson 
identifi ed the expedition’s campsites with num-
bers, using numbers 1 through 38 during the west-
bound trip. He then started over, using numbers 
1 through 35 for the eastbound journey. Thus, 
the total of the numbers used comes to seventy-
three. However, there were only seventy different 
campsites. The Genoa campsite was designated 
as both westbound number 38 and eastbound 
number 1. In Carson City, the expedition prob-
ably occupied the same campsite during both the 
westbound and eastbound trips. And the report 
makes it very clear that westbound camp number 
21 and eastbound camp number 14 occupied 
same site. In the material that follows, the letters 
“W” and “E” are included with the camp num-
bers to indicate westbound and eastbound.

During my research and travels along the 
route, I found it possible to drive a vehicle to 
fi fty-two of the campsites. Reaching seventeen 

of the sites requires a high-clearance vehicle of 
some type. Of the campsites that are inaccessi-
ble to vehicles, seven can be reached by walking 
less than a quarter of a mile, four are about a 
half mile from a road, and seven require a hike 
of about a mile.

As I began looking for the campsites, I tried to 
develop an idea of what sort of an area they would 
have tried to fi nd. In the report, Simpson included 
a brief description of one of the campsites.

Our little camp, made up of four wall-tents, three 
Sibleys, and three common tents, with our twelve 
covered wagons and two spring or instrument wag-
ons, with all the appurtenances of living men and 
animals, constitute quite a picturesque scene.12

This all seems to indicate that when it came 
time to choose a site for an overnight camp, they 
would have looked for a fairly level area with 
enough space to erect their tents and park their 
wagons and ambulances. A Sibley tent has a round 
base of about ten to twelve feet in diameter and 
resembles the tipi most commonly used by the 
Native Americans of the central plains. The army 
at that time used various square or rectangular 
wall tents and common tents, and the dimen-
sions of those used by the expedition are uncer-
tain. Simpson also mentioned a barometer tent, 
in which they would set up a tripod and hang the 
barometers from it. One morning a couple of 
the mules got a little feisty and ran into this tent, 
knocking the tripod over. The barometers sus-
tained some damage but, fortunately, they could 
be repaired.13 Although Simpson makes no men-
tion of it, it is probably safe to assume that they 
had some sort of cook tent, or at least a shelter 
under which the cook could do his work. Taking 
all this into consideration, the expedition’s camp-
sites would have required a fairly large, and pref-
erably level, area.
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James Hervey Simpson was a career army 
offi cer, and no novice when it came to travel-

ing into unmapped territory to hunt for places 
where wagon roads could be established. Born 
in New Jersey in 1813, he was admitted to the US 
Military Academy at the age of fi fteen. After grad-
uating from West Point in 1832, his duty stations 
took him to Maine, Virginia, South Carolina, and 
Florida, where he was involved in action during 
the Seminole uprisings.1 When the Army estab-
lished its Corps of Topographical Engineers in 
1838, he was among the fi rst offi cers assigned to 
this new unit. Having been upgraded from the 
Topographical Bureau, the Topographical Corps 
was assigned a multitude of responsibilities, pri-
marily having to do with geodetic mapping, 
improvement in lake and river harbors, construc-
tion of aqueducts, and explorations and surveys 
related to wagon roads.2

During the following decade, Simpson was 
involved in various engineering projects, most 
of which related to wagon roads in a number of 
eastern and southern states. Simpson fi rst trav-
eled to the American West in 1849, when he 
received orders to join an expedition under the 
command of Col. John James Abert. The fi rst part 
of this journey began at Fort Smith, Arkansas, 
and ended at Santa Fe, New Mexico. Lieutenant 
Simpson’s assignment during this expedition was 
to locate a route that could be used by military 
wagons immediately, and could eventually be 
used by a railroad that would cross the southern 
portion of the United States. At the conclusion 
of this journey, Simpson compiled his fi rst report 
to Congress, Report and Map of the Route from Fort 

Smith, Arkansas, to Santa Fe, New Mexico. In this 
report, Simpson predicted that it would be at 
least twenty years before a railroad would be built 
across the western territories.3 Thirty years later, 
when the transcontinental railroad was fi nally 
under construction, Simpson, then a lieutenant 
colonel in the Corps of Engineers, was given the 
responsibility for determining the suitability of 
certain sections of the proposed route, and later 
acted as an inspector to determine the quality of 
the construction on various railroad projects.4

Following the completion of the Fort Smith-
Santa Fe survey, Simpson received orders to con-
duct an exploration of the Old Spanish Trail route 
between Abiqui, New Mexico, and Los Angeles. 
Although this pack trail had been in use for about 
twenty years, not much was known about it by 
anyone other than the relatively small number of 
traders who were using it. According to western 
historian William H. Goetzmann, it was regarded 
as “somewhere between mystery and legend for 
even the most informed geographers” of the time.5 
Simpson was looking forward to this assignment 
with enthusiasm, and there is little doubt that our 
knowledge of this historic trail would have been 
signifi cantly improved if he had been allowed to 
complete it. Unfortunately, this was not to be. 
As he was getting ready to leave Santa Fe, his 
orders were changed, and he was instructed to 
accompany Col. John M. Washington on a puni-
tive raid against a group of recalcitrant Navajos. 
During this mission, Simpson led a detachment 
into Chaco Canyon and discovered a number of 
Anasazi ruins, including Pueblo Pintado, Canyon 
de Chelly, and Canyon Bonito.6

Two

The Journey Begins:
Camp Floyd to Faust Creek
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After the completion of this expedition, 
Simpson submitted another report to Congress. 
This document had the lengthy title of Journal 
of a Military Reconnaissance from Santa Fe, New 
Mexico to the Navajo Country Made with the Troops 
under Command of Brevet Lieutenant Colonel John M. 
Washington, Chief of the Ninth Military Department 
and Governor of New Mexico.7 In 1869, Simpson 
drew on his experiences during this expedition 
when he wrote an article for the Smithsonian 
Institution in which he speculated that 
Coronado’s Seven Cities of Cibola were located 
in the Zuni area.8

After the raids against the Navajos, Simpson 
was expecting to resume his exploration of the 
Old Spanish Trail, but his orders instructed him 
to remain in Santa Fe in the position of Chief 
Topographical Engineer for the Ninth Military 
Department.9

In the spring of 1851, the army transferred 
Simpson to the Territory of Minnesota, where 
he spent the next two years surveying and over-
seeing the improvement of a number of wagon 
roads in that heavily wooded country.10 In early 
1853, he was promoted to the rank of captain,11 
and in May of that year he was transferred to 
Florida again, where he spent about a year and 
a half supervising survey work with the US Coast 
Survey.12 Sometime during the winter of 1857–58, 
he received orders to join the military forces that 

were being assembled to march on the Territory 
of Utah.

In mid-1857, President James Buchanan 
became alarmed about events that were reported 
to be occurring in the Mormon-dominated 
Territory of Utah. Whether or not his concerns 
were valid continues to be a subject for debate. 
Buchanan’s reaction to these reports was to issue 
orders that would send several army regiments 
westward to put down this so-called Mormon 
Rebellion. This action became known as the 
Utah War. Under the command of Brevet Brig. 
Gen. Albert Sidney Johnston, the army reached 
Salt Lake City on June 26, 1858, and found the 
city to be deserted except for newly appointed 
Territorial Governor Alfred Cumming, the gov-
ernor’s staff, and a few of the leaders of the 
Mormon church. After marching through the 
city, Johnston and his troops set up a temporary 
camp on the west bank of the Jordan River.13 
General Johnston then met with Governor 
Cumming, and it was decided that it would be 
best for all concerned if the army would set up 
a more permanent headquarters some distance 
away from the city. Johnston then led his com-
mand to Cedar Valley, which is about forty miles 
southwest of Salt Lake City, where they estab-
lished Camp Floyd. 

For all practical purposes, this was the end of 
the Utah War. However, the army did remain in 

Camp Floyd in 1859, looking to the 
east from the parade ground. This 
photograph was taken by one of the 
two photographers that accompa-
nied the Simpson expedition. 
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Cedar Valley for another four years as a sort of 
occupying force. Although a number of individ-
ual soldiers became involved in some minor scuf-
fl es with some of the territory’s inhabitants, there 
were no offi cially sanctioned hostile encounters 
between the military forces and the civilian pop-
ulation during the time that the army occupied 
Camp Floyd.

When Simpson was attached to the Utah 
Expedition, he was assigned to the position of 
chief engineer and sent to Fort Leavenworth, 
where he began working on the maps that the 
army would need during the upcoming campaign 
in the west. Sometime during the spring of 1858, 
Simpson moved his operations to Fort Kearny in 
Nebraska, in preparation for traveling to Utah.14

On the day that General Johnston and his 
troops marched through Salt Lake City, Simpson 
was still at Fort Kearny and had missed the entire 
Mormon War. However, as soon as Johnston 
had settled in at Camp Floyd, he sent word for 
Simpson to proceed immediately to Utah. There 
was work for him to do. Simpson, and a small 
group of offi cers and civilian assistants that had 
been assigned as his staff, left Fort Kearny on July 
3, 1858. When the group was about halfway to 
Utah, Simpson decided to take two of his offi cers 
and move ahead of the rest of the party, arriving 
at Camp Floyd on August 19. The remainder of 
the group reached the post on September 15.15

Simpson wasted no time in getting started 
on his new duties, and his fi rst assignment was 
to locate, survey, and make improvements to a 
new wagon road between Fort Bridger and Camp 
Floyd. Within two weeks, Simpson had made a 
rudimentary survey for a new wagon road that 
would bypass most of the Mormon Trail between 
Fort Bridger and Salt Lake City. This new route 
descended Chalk Creek Canyon, instead of fol-
lowing the Mormon Trail down Echo Canyon. 
When it reached the Weber River, it turned 
upstream to the area of the Rockport Reservoir, 
turned west to Parley’s Park, then south to the 
Provo River and followed it down Provo Canyon. 
At the mouth of the canyon, the new road turned 
to the west, skirted the northern shore of Utah 
Lake, and turned southwest to Camp Floyd. 
Even before the improvements were completed, 
the army and its contracted freighting company, 

Russell, Majors, and Waddell, began using it to 
get to Camp Floyd.16

As soon as Simpson and General Johnston 
were satisfi ed that the new road had been put 
into usable condition, they turned their attention 
to the country west of Camp Floyd. On October 
19, Simpson set out on a preliminary reconnais-
sance into Utah’s West Desert. This was the fi rst 
step in an ambitious plan to fi nd a central route 
to California. Leading a party that consisted of 
about thirty-fi ve men and six wagons, Simpson 
traveled in a generally southwesterly direction 
for about eighty miles, before the approach of 
winter forced him to return. During this trip he 
traveled almost due west across Rush Valley and 
camped on Meadow Creek, about four miles 
north of today’s Faust railroad station.17 The 
next day he turned to the northwest and traveled 
through Johnsons Pass, which is located between 
the Stansbury and Onaqui mountains.

Upon reaching the western base of the pass, 
the reconnaissance party turned to the southwest 
and traveled another forty or so miles into the des-
ert. Just as they reached the Dugway Mountains, 
a snowstorm began to close in on them, and 
Simpson decided to return to Camp Floyd. During 
the return trip, they found what proved to be a 
much better route, which traversed a pass that lies 
between the Onaqui and Sheeprock mountains. 
Simpson named this pass after General Johnston, 
but today it is known as Lookout Pass. The simi-
larity in the names of Johnsons Pass and General 
Johnston’s Pass can lead to some confusion, but 
they are clearly two different passes, separated by 
about twenty miles.

Simpson was optimistic about what he had 
seen during this reconnaissance, and he promptly 
submitted a formal proposal for a more extensive 
expedition. The War Department accepted the 
proposal, and the following spring, with a larger 
party and provisions for a much longer journey, 
he was ready to go again.

On the morning of the second day of May 
in 1859, the men and wagons of the expedition 
formed up in the post’s assembly area, which was 
probably located just west of Camp Floyd’s head-
quarters buildings. Although Simpson’s report 
does not say anything about it, it seems likely 
that some sort of military ceremony would have 
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taken place before the expedition began its west-
ward journey.

When the expedition left Camp Floyd, it was 
composed of sixty-four persons. The offi cers were 
Captain Simpson; Lt. Alexander Murry, who was 
in command of the military escort; Lt. Haldiman 
S. Putnam, an assistant to Simpson in charge of 
geographical observations; Lt. J. L. Kirby Smith, 
an assistant to Simpson and the Ordinance Offi cer 
for the expedition; and Joseph C. Baily, the 
Medical Offi cer. There were twenty enlisted sol-
diers, ten of which were mounted members of the 
Second Dragoons, and ten soldiers from the Tenth 
Infantry. Although the latter were classifi ed as 
infantryman, they were not expected to walk, and 
they were provided with mules for their mounts.

The civilian contingent consisted of a geolo-
gist, a taxidermist, two meteorologists and chro-
nometer-keepers, a sketch-artist, two photogra-
phers, a wheelwright, a blacksmith, two packers, 
four herders, fourteen teamsters, a chief guide, 
and three assistant guides, two of which were Ute 
Indians. The names of the civilians that are known, 
along with their assignments, are as follows:

Henry Engelmann—geologist, meteorologist, 
botanical specimen collector

Edward Jagiello—meteorological assistant, 
chronometer keeper

Wilson Lambert—exact assignment uncer-
tain, sometimes scout

William Lee—meteorological assistant, chro-
nometer keeper

Charles S. McCarthy—taxidermist, specimen 
collector

C. C. Mills—photographer

Payte, fi rst name unknown—teamster, some-
times scout

John Reese—chief guide

Henry Sailing—wagonmaster

Stevenson, fi rst name unknown—scout and 
guide

Ute Pete—guide, interpreter

H. V. A. Von Beckh—artist

William Lee was under the impression that one 
of the Indian scouts would be acting as a hunter 

for the expedition, while the other was to be 
an interpreter for the Indians they expected to 
encounter.18

John Reese was a resident of the small settle-
ment of Genoa, which was located on the far 
western border of what was the Territory of Utah 
at that time, and which was the goal of the expe-
dition. Reese had a fairly extensive knowledge of 
some, but not all, of the country through which 
they would be traveling. He had traveled with the 
fi rst group that Colonel Steptoe had sent to look 
for a central route in 1854. Simpson’s regard 
for Reese seems to have varied somewhat during 
the expedition. When the expedition was travel-
ing through the valley just to the west of present-
day Austin, Nevada, Simpson was feeling good 
enough about Reese to name the river for him. 
On the other hand, it is quite clear that on sev-
eral occasions Simpson became quite irritated 
with some of the things that Reese did, and failed 
to do. Although Reese’s son is never mentioned 
by name in the report, an article published in 
the Deseret News shortly after the expedition had 
returned to Camp Floyd suggests that he was one 
of the unnamed members of the expedition.19

The party’s wheeled vehicles included 12 six-
mule quartermaster wagons, 1 six-mule spring 
wagon, and 1 four-mule ambulance, which carried 
the expedition’s scientifi c instruments. Simpson 
mentioned that the wagons were of “such superior 
character” that they seldom needed any repair.20 
This probably means that the expedition’s wheel-
wright did not have much to keep him occupied. 
On the other hand, the blacksmith seems to have 
been a very busy man. Simpson mentioned that 
whenever they went into camp, the forge would 
be fi red up and the blacksmith would go to work 
repairing and replacing the shoes on the horses 
and mules.

The expedition’s livestock included horses 
for the offi cers and dragoons, mules to pull the 
wagons and for the infantry soldiers to ride, and 
six “commissary beeves” which would be slaugh-
tered and eaten during the trip.

Throughout the expedition, Simpson kept a 
very detailed record of the distances between the 
campsites and numerous geographical features 
along the route. He was able to make an accurate 
determination of these distances because, among 



A six-mule quartermaster wagon. Nick Eggenhofer’s drawing of a Civil War–era wagon appeared in his book 
Wagons, Mules and Men. Eggenhofer quoted from the army’s contract for the wagons’ construction;

“The body to be straight, 3 feet 6 inches wide, 2 feet deep, 10 feet along the bottom, 10 feet 6 inches
at the top, sloping equally at each end.… The outside of the body and feed trough to have two good

coats of white lead, colored to a blue tint; the inside of them to have two coats of Venetian red
paint; the running gear and wheels to have two good coats of Venetian red, darkened to a

chocolate color; the hub and felloes to be well pitched instead of painted.” 

Used by permission of Evelyn E. Herman.

The Simpson expedition included two ambulance-style wagons to carry the scientifi c instruments. One was 
pulled by six mules, the other by four. This Nick Eggenhofer drawing of a Civil War–era ambulance shows only 
two mules, so it was probably somewhat smaller that the expedition’s ambulances. On July 9, when the expe-
dition was about halfway back to Camp Floyd, a wheel on the smaller ambulance was broken and the whole 

thing was dismantled and packed in one of the regular wagons. From Wagons, Mules and Men. 

Used by permission of Evelyn E. Herman.
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the instruments taken along on the expedition, 
were two odometers. These instruments and the 
procedures for using them were mentioned in the 
written orders that authorized the expedition.

Lieutenant Putman will further keep up an itin-
erary of the route, according to the prescribed form 
with which he will be furnished, the distance to 
be measured by two odometers to provide against 
error.21

Simpson did not give any additional details 
about these odometers, but they may have been 
similar, if not identical, to the instrument that 
had been used by another western expedition 
six years before. Capt. John W. Gunnison of the 
Topographical Engineers was equipped with a 
pendulum-style odometer during his ill-fated 
railroad survey of 1853. Gunnison’s party had 
explored a route across Colorado and the eastern 
part of Utah. Moving ahead of the main group, 
Gunnison and several others set up camp on the 
Sevier River about fi fteen miles southwest of the 
city of Delta. During the early hours of October 
26, they were attacked by a group of Pahvant 
Indians. Gunnison and seven other members of 
the party were killed during the short battle.22 
After the fi ght was over, the Indians seized sev-
eral items of equipment, including the odom-
eter that the survey party had been using, and 
carried them away. Several years later, the odom-
eter was found about seventy-fi ve miles to the 
north in Skull Valley. It is now on display in the 
Museum of Peoples and Cultures at Brigham 
Young University in Provo, Utah.23

These pendulum-style odometers would be 
placed into a leather case and strapped to the 
spokes of a wagon wheel. Each time the wheel 
made a revolution; the pendulum would swing 
and trip a counter. By looking at the counter, the 
operator could see how many times the wheel 
had revolved. The distance traveled could then 
be calculated by multiplying that number by the 
circumference of the wagon wheel.

For almost every day’s journey, Simpson 
recorded the distance traveled in three differ-
ent places. First, in the narrative portion of his 
report he frequently mentioned the incremental 
distances between certain geographical features 

and other arbitrary points, such as the campsites. 
As an example, he reported the very fi rst incre-
ment by saying “Our course lay slightly south of 
west, up a scarcely perceptible ascent, out from 
Cedar Valley to Camp Floyd Pass, 3 miles dis-
tant from Camp Floyd.”24 These incremental dis-
tances can usually be added together to arrive 
at the total distance traveled during a given day. 
Second, somewhere near the end of his descrip-
tion of each day’s journey, Simpson would usu-
ally mention the total number of miles they 
had traveled during that day. Third, the appen-
dix to the report includes a Table of Distances, 
Altitudes, and Grades. This table lists all of the 
campsites, along with a number of geographical 
features, and gives the distances between them. 
Although these numbers should be the same, 
more often than not they are different. The 
differences, however, are usually insignifi cant, 
generally about two- or three-tenths of a mile. 
Occasionally the discrepancy is greater, and most 
of these instances will be mentioned later.

The expedition also carried a number of sci-
entifi c instruments that were to be used to deter-
mine latitude, longitude, and altitude. Some 
of Simpson’s assistants, including Lieutenants 
Smith and Putnam, had started their training 
on the use of these instruments while they were 
still at Fort Leavenworth. During the expedi-
tion, it was the normal practice for these offi -
cers, with help from others, including Simpson, 
to take daily observations. At one point in his 
narrative, Simpson gave a detailed account of a 
part of this process.

This afternoon the astronomical transit was set 
up for observations of the transit of the moon and 
moon-culminating stars.… Also observed as usual 
for time (or longitude) and latitude. Also took four 
sets of lunar observations for longitude with sex-
tants and artifi cial horizons, two sets being on each 
side of the moon. Lieutenant Smith observed for 
double altitudes of the stars; Lieutenant Putnam, 
for double altitude of the moon; and I, for lunar 
distances, Mr. Lee noting audibly the time.… I 
would ask, “Are you all ready?” If so, each would 
reply, “Ready!” I would then say, “Count!” While 
Mr. Lee was counting, Lieutenant Smith would be 
keeping up the superposition of the refl ected and 



The area in the foreground was Camp Floyd’s parade ground and assembly area. The view is to the east, to-
ward Camp Floyd State Park. State Route 73 crosses the photo just this side of the trees.

May 2, 1859
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direct image of the star in the artifi cial horizon; 
Lieutenant Putnam, the tangential contact of the 
refl ected and direct image of the bright limb of the 
moon, also in an artifi cial horizon; and I, the 
tangency of the star and bright limb of the moon 
directly. At the proper instant, I would call out 
the time, and if the other observers would respond, 
“All right!” to my query, the angles of time were 
recorded. We got through at midnight. Also, deter-
mined the magnetic variation at this camp, by 
observations on Polaris.25

The expedition also carried along at least 
one camera, which Simpson referred to as “a 
photographic apparatus.” Two photographers 
accompanied the expedition as a part of the 
topographical party. On one occasion, Simpson 
mentioned that he had “a likeness taken” of 
an Indian woman.26 However, Simpson was not 
convinced that photographs had any real value 
for the expedition. What he wanted was good 
images of geographical features, and when he 
found that the photographs did not provide this, 
he remarked, “the enterprise has been attended 
with failure.… In my judgment, the camera is 
not adapted to explorations in the fi eld.”27 I 
have been unable to determine whether or not 
any photographs were included with Simpson’s 
report to Congress, but there are several photo-
graphs of Camp Floyd in the National Archives 
that were taken by “the photographer of the J. 
H. Simpson Expedition.”28 Simpson did feel that 
it was important to obtain some sort of images 
of the country they were exploring, and for that 
reason, an artist was a member of the expedi-
tion. This was H. V. A. Von Beckh, and he was 
assigned “the duty of sketching the country in a 
manner to illustrate its common as well as pecu-
liar characteristics.”29 Following the completion 
of the expedition, John J. Young of Washington, 
DC made watercolor copies of a number of 
Von Beckh’s sketches. At least some of these 
images accompanied Simpson’s offi cial report 
to Congress. These watercolors are now located 
in the Cartographic Division of the National 
Archives in Washington, DC.

Following whatever ceremony that may have 
been conducted, the men and animals of the 
expedition left the parade ground and headed 

west toward today’s Five Mile Pass, which is 
located at the southern tip of the Oquirrh 
Mountains. Simpson begins his description of 
the journey as follows:

Camp Floyd, May 2, 1859.—The topographical 
party under my command left this post at a quarter of 
8 A.M., to explore the country intervening this local-
ity and Carson River; at the east foot of the Sierra 
Nevada, for a new and direct route to California. 
Our course lay slightly south of west, up a scarcely 
perceptible ascent, out from Cedar Valley to Camp 
Floyd Pass [Five-Mile Pass], 3 miles distant from 
Camp Floyd; through this broad champaign pass 3 
miles, and thence, nearly southwest 12.2 miles, to 
Meadow Creek [Faust Creek], in Rush Valley, where 
we encamped. Journey, 18.2 miles.30

Today’s State Route 73 comes south from the 
town of Cedar Fort and makes a bend to the west 
at the point where it passes through what was 
once the army post of Camp Floyd. An exami-
nation of some early maps of the area seems to 
indicate that the headquarters area was located 
inside the curve of the highway, and just slightly 
south of Big Spring, which was the source of the 
small stream that divided Camp Floyd from the 
community of Fairfi eld. The assembly area was 
probably just west of the headquarters buildings.

A careful examination of Simpson’s map 
shows that for the fi rst three miles the expedi-
tion’s trail was somewhat to the north of today’s 
highway. As the expedition approached the 
southern foothills of the Oquirrh Mountains, the 
wagon train turned a little to the south until it 
merged with the highway and turned to the west, 
heading directly toward Five Mile Pass.

July 2006
Since there is no surviving road or trail along 

the fi rst three-mile section of the expedition’s 
route, it can only be followed on foot. Leaving 
my vehicle in the parking lot at Camp Floyd State 
Park, I began walking westward to the area that was 
the camp’s parade ground and assembly area. 

After taking a few photographs, I continued to 
the west along the expedition’s route. Relying on 
the latitude and longitude coordinates that I had 
previously programmed into my GPS receiver, 
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I followed what I believe to be the expedition’s 
approximate route to the spot where it joins State 
Route 73. Although this undrivable section was 
the very fi rst part of the expedition’s route, I had 
intentionally saved it for one of the last sections to 
cover on foot. Part of the reason for this was the 
fact that until that time I had not been at all cer-
tain about the location of the parade ground. It 
was not until early in 2006 that I obtained a copy 
of a map that shows the locations of the camp’s 
buildings in relation to the alignment of SR 73. 
After crossing the summit of Five Mile Pass, the 
expedition entered Rush Valley and began head-
ing slightly south of west. They were following 
what is now offi cially designated by the counties of 
Tooele and Juab as Pony Express Road. This road 
begins at Five Mile Pass and extends all the way 
across Utah’s West Desert to the Nevada state line. 
Although it does not always follow the exact route 
that was used by the riders of the Pony Express, 
it is never far away. After making its way to the 
west side of Rush Valley, the expedition went into 
camp for the night on the east bank of what was 
then known as Meadow Creek. Henry J. “Doc” 
Faust established a ranch in this area in 1860, and 

the stream subsequently became known as Faust 
Creek. It appears to me that the campsite would 
have been either right on, or possibly just to the 
south, of Pony Express Road.

As he summed up his description of the fi rst 
day’s journey Simpson made some additional com-
ments about the route they had just traveled.

Finding that the California mail party, after 
threading Camp Floyd Pass, had missed my route 
of last fall, and had unnecessarily made too great a 
detour to the northward, I struck directly across to 
Meadow Creek with the wagons, and thus marked 
out a short cut which would shorten the road a mile 
or two.31

This statement requires some further expla-
nation. When he said “my route of last fall,” 
Simpson was talking about the trail that he had 
made during the return portion of the reconnais-
sance trip he made during the previous October. 
While traveling eastward toward Camp Floyd, 
the party camped on Meadow Creek, near what 
would become the Faust Ranch. From there they 
followed a straight line in a slightly north-of-east 

The entrance to Camp Floyd State Park. The structure behind the sign was the army post’s 
commissary and is now the park’s headquarters.
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direction to Five Mile Pass. It was this section of 
the trail that Simpson was talking about when he 
said “my route of last fall.” And it was this section 
of his route that the mail company employees 
had missed when they “had unnecessarily made 
too great a detour to the northward.”

The term “California mail party” refers to 
the company that was owned and operated by 
George W. Chorpenning, who at that time had a 
government contract to carry the mail between 
Salt Lake City and California. This company was 
the immediate predecessor to the shorter-lived, 
but much more famous, Pony Express that was 
operated by the fi rm of Russell, Majors, and 
Waddell. Because Chorpenning’s mail riders 
usually used mules rather than horses, it is some-
times called the Jackass Mail. Prior to October of 
1858, Chorpenning had been using a route that 
left Salt Lake City and went around the north-
ern end of the Great Salt Lake and joined the 
California Trail near City of Rocks. But this was 
a diffi cult and dangerous trail during the winter, 
and Chorpenning was looking for a more south-
erly route.

Shortly after Simpson returned from his recon-
naissance trip, Chorpenning visited Camp Floyd, 
where he talked with General Johnston and pos-
sibly Simpson himself. As a result of this meet-
ing, Chorpenning headed west and took a look 
at the route that Simpson had followed during 
his return to Camp Floyd. He liked what he saw, 
and immediately decided that, at least during the 
winter months, it would be much better than the 
route around the northern end of the Great Salt 
Lake. By the time that Simpson started west again 
in May, Chorpenning’s agents had explored and 
developed a trail that extended well beyond where 
Simpson had turned around the previous fall. 
In that relatively short period of time, they had 
opened up a new trail that went all the way to the 

southern point of the Ruby Mountains, and then 
northwest to the Humboldt River at Gravely Ford. 
At a number of locations, they had begun to build 
some rudimentary structures to be used as mail 
stations.32 Simpson was well aware of this, and had 
mentioned Chorpenning’s activities in his report 
on the reconnaissance trip when he submitted it 
to the Secretary of War in December of 1858.

Immediately on my return, Mr. Chorpening, the 
contractor for carrying the mail on the Humboldt 
route from Utah to California, at the suggestion 
of the general commanding, went, with a small 
party, over my track for the purpose of examining 
it in reference to the transfer of his stock to a more 
southern route, a measure which had been ren-
dered necessary by the obstructions from snow on 
the Goose Creek mountains. This party returned 
some time since, and Mr. Taft, who was one of 
the number, has informed me, after a good deal of 
exploration, they could fi nd no better route to con-
nect with the Humboldt route and avoid the Goose 
Creek mountains than that I went over. Since then 
they have transferred their mail stock to this route, 
and are now making use of it as a winter route 
towards California.33

A footnote to the report stated that “since the 
above was written Mr. Chorpenning has been 
here, and reports that he has got a good hard 
wagon route all the way to the Humboldt.” It is not 
certain just when this footnote was added, but it 
would have been after Simpson had fi nished writ-
ing the report, which was December 28, 1858, 
and before the report was printed, which was 
in March of 1859. As a result of Chorpenning’s 
activities, for the next few weeks the expedition 
would not be breaking a new trail, but would be 
following a route that was already being used by 
the Jackass Mail.
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Camp 1-W. The expedition’s fi rst campsite was at the left, on the east bank of Faust Creek,
which was known as Meadow Creek in 1859.

May 3, 1859
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May 3, Camp No. 1, on Meadow Creek.—
Follow up Meadow Creek a mile, and then cross 
just above old adobe corral.… About half a mile 
above the crossing the mail company has a sta-
tion, at present consisting of a Sibley tent, and a 
cedar picket corral for stock is being made. From 
this station our course lay nearly southwest, seven 
miles to east, foot of General Johnston’s Pass 
[Lookout Pass], which I discovered last fall, and 
which I called after the general commanding the 
Department of Utah.1

Leaving the campsite on Faust Creek, the
  party moved southwest, heading upstream 

along the east bank of the stream. After travel-
ing about a mile, they forded the small stream 
near where it now crosses under Utah State Route 
36. Heading west from the ford, the expedition 
began crossing a fl at, meadowlike area. After 
another half mile, they passed the spot where 

Simpson and his smaller force had camped the 
previous October 27, when they were returning 
from the reconnaissance trip. At this location, the 
Chorpenning employees had established a mail 
station. At the present time, the area to the west 
of the highway is owned by the city of Tooele, and 
is being leased by the operator of a sod farm. Joe 
Nardone, who is regarded by many as the foremost 
authority on the location of the trail and the sta-
tions, has determined that the Faust Pony Express 
station was located at the site now occupied by a 
large equipment shed. The earlier Chorpenning 
station was probably located at this same spot, as it 
seems doubtful that Russell, Majors, and Waddell 
would have moved the station when they took 
over Chorpenning’s operation in 1860.

“Doc” Faust was working for George Chorpen-
ning as the manager of the Pleasant Valley mail 
station when Chorpenning made the switch to 
the central route in late 1858. It was there that 

Looking southwest across the southern end of Rush Valley toward Lookout Pass: “our course lay nearly
southwest, seven miles to east foot of General Johnston’s Pass.”
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Simpson made Faust’s acquaintance when the 
expedition reached Pleasant Valley on May 9. 
About fi ve or six months later, the Chorpenning 
company discontinued the Pleasant Valley section 
of the route and started going through Callao 
and Deep Creek, which is now known as Ibapah. 
When this change took place, Faust and his fam-
ily moved to Deep Creek, where he operated the 
new mail station.2 His time at Deep Creek was 
short; within a few months he had moved to Rush 
Valley, where he was placed in charge of the sta-
tion on Meadow Creek. When the fi rm of Russell, 
Majors, and Waddell initiated the Pony Express 
and took over Chorpenning’s operation, they 
hired Faust, and he continued to manage the 
station. At about this time, Faust homesteaded 
160 acres and began a ranching operation in the 
grassy area surrounding the station. Since that 
time until the present, the area around the sta-
tion has been intensely cultivated, and sometimes 
used as pasture. When the station was in opera-
tion, it was on the creek’s western bank, but some-
time during the intervening years, the channel 
has been changed and it now passes to the north 
and then circles to the west of the station site.

After passing the mail station, the expedition 
continued across the open meadow in a south-
westerly direction for a mile and a half, where 
the route then merged with today’s Pony Express 
Road at a prominent bend in the road.

April 2006
After determining that the expedition’s route 

followed the east bank of Faust Creek between 
Pony Express Road and SR 36, I looked for, but 
failed to fi nd, a road or trail that could be driven 
through this area. Deciding that I would have to 
cover this section of the route on foot, I asked my 
friend Jim Hall to go along. This was one of the 
rare occasions that I had company during one of 
my hikes along the trail. Jim was living in Rush 
Valley at that time, and was researching the early 
history of the area. Starting from the site of the 
expedition’s camp, we headed south along the 
east bank of Faust Creek. Although the stream is 
at ground level in the vicinity of the campsite, we 
found that the channel quickly becomes much 
deeper. In less than a quarter of a mile, the banks 
become as much as eight to ten feet high, and 

this continues until the stream is about a tenth of 
a mile from SR 36. The height of the banks would 
have made it impossible take the wagons across 
the steam at any point before reaching the place 
where they did make the ford. When Jim and I 
reached SR 36, we crossed the stream and the 
highway, and then continued across the meadow 
until we reached the point where the expedition’s 
route comes back to Pony Express Road.

In about a mile more, by a good grade, you reach 
the top of the pass, and thence, in three-quarters of 
a mile, by a steep descent, which, for a portion of 
the way, teams going east would have to double up, 
you attain to a spot where is a patch of grass, and 
where we encamped. There is a small spring near 
us, on the north side of the pass, which, however, 
our animals soon drank dry, and which doubt-
less is dry during the summer. Road today good. 
Journey, 9.9 miles.3

The expedition’s second campsite was located 
in a relatively level area about three-quarters of 
a mile below and to the west of the summit of 
Lookout Pass. On the north side of the road there 
is a large Pony Express monument made from 
native rock. The meager spring that Simpson 
mentioned is in the shallow canyon just to the 
north of the monument.

The California mail-stage passed us on its way 
to Camp Floyd. Cho-kup, chief of the Ruby Valley 
band of Sho-sho-nees, was a passenger, on his way 
to see the Indian agent.4

Although Chorpenning’s mail company had 
previously relied on pack mules to carry the mail, 
Simpson’s comment about the “California Mail-
Stage” points out that by this time the mail com-
pany had improved the road enough so that it 
could be used by a wagon or coach of some type. 
This mail-stage was probably the type of coach 
that was known as a mud wagon.

May 4, 1859

May 4, Camp No. 2, three-quarters of a mile 
below General Johnston’s Pass.—This morn-
ing at daylight we found that a driving snow-



Camp 2-W. Near the Lookout Pony Express station, three-quarters of a mile west of Lookout Pass.
The campsite was probably near the center of the photo.

May 4, 1859
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storm had set in from the west and about six 
inches of snow had fallen. The Sibley tent occupied 
by some of the assistants had become prostrated, 
under the combined effects of the snow and wind, 
and when I saw it its occupants were still under 
it. Lieutenant Murry reports the spring full again 
this morning.5 

William Lee was one of the assistants who were 
sleeping in the tent when it collapsed. His jour-
nal entry for the day reads: “On awakening this 
morning found the tent laying over me, and was 
hemmed in on all sides by canvas.”6

Moved camp at 10 minutes after 7 A.M., our course 
being westwardly down General Johnston’s Pass 
into Skull Valley, and thence southwestwardly, 
in a somewhat tortuous direction to avoid a low 
mountain, to a spring which I discovered last fall, 
and which I called, in my last report, Pleasant 
Spring, but which now, I fi nd, goes by the name of 
Simpson’s Spring. This spring is on the base and 
north side of some mountains [Simpson Range], 
which I call after Captain Stephen Champlin, of 
the United States Navy. Journey, 16.2 miles.7

Traveling west from the camp, the expedition 
continued to follow Pony Express Road until they 
crossed Government Creek. Simpson’s use of the 
phrase “a tortuous direction” seems a little over-
blown, but in order to get around Davis Mountain, 
the route they followed did have to bend to the 
left, then back to the right, and then back to the 
left again. A careful examination of Simpson’s 
map indicates that after crossing Government 
Creek, rather than following today’s road in a 
straight line to the west, the expedition followed 
the south bank of the usually dry streambed for 
some distance before turning to the south again. 
They rejoined Pony Express Road about three 
miles north of Simpson Springs.

October 2005
Since no roads or trails of any type can be 

found along the south bank of Government 
Creek and then back to Pony Express Road, it 
would have to be covered on foot. I parked on 
the side of the road and began hiking along the 
route that I had previously plotted on the map. 

Following the south bank of Government Creek 
for about two miles, I then left the streambed 
and began curving back toward Pony Express 
Road, joining it again where it makes a sharp 
bend toward Simpson Springs. In making this 
hike, I found that this is one of the rare sec-
tions of the route where no indications of the 
trail can be found. The curve to the north was 
entirely unnecessary, and subsequent travelers 
must have straightened the bend within a short 
period of time. The stage road through this area 
was just a few yards to the north of today’s Pony 
Express Road, and is still visible in some spots. In 
his report of the previous fall’s reconnaissance, 
Simpson indicated that the springs that became 
known as Simpson Springs were “in an arroyo 
pretty well up the bench of the mountain.”8 This 
description seems to place the campsite a short 
distance to the east of the spot that is generally 
accepted as the site of the Pony Express station. 
When Simpson and his reconnaissance party 
had camped here the previous October, he had 
given it the name of Pleasant Spring. In his 1859 
report, he indicated that it was now being called 
Simpson’s Spring. When Sir Richard Burton trav-
eled through this area a little over a year later, 
his observations were as follows:

At “Point Look Out,” near the counterslope of 
divide, we left on the south Simpson’s route [refer-
ring to the return route], and learned by a sign-post 
that the distance to Carson is 533 miles. The pass 
led to Skull Valley, of ominous sound.… Passing 
out of Skull Valley, we crossed the cahues and 
pitch-holes of a broad bench which rose above the 
edge of the desert, and after seventeen miles beyond 
the Pass reached the station which Mormons call 
Egan’s Springs, anti-Mormons Simpson’s Springs, 
and Gentiles Lost Springs.9

Somewhere near the springs, Chorpenning’s 
employees had established a rudimentary mail 
station and were working on the construction 
of a small reservoir that was intended to collect 
the slowly seeping water. John Reese was waiting 
here for the expedition to arrive, after having 
gone ahead to scout the country to the south-
west. He reported that he had been unable to 
locate a route across either the Dugway or the 
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Thomas Mountains that would be any better 
than the pass that Simpson had reconnoitered 
the previous fall.

May 5, 1859

May 5, Camp No. 3, Simpson’s Spring.—My 
party moved at quarter to six. Course nearly south-
west, across desert…to “Short Cut Pass” [Dugway 
Pass], in a mountain range, which I call Colonel 
Thomas’s range, after Lieut. Col. Lorenzo 
Thomas, assistant adjutant-general of the Army. 
Through this pass Chorpenning & Company, the 
mail-contractors, have made a road, but it is so 
crooked and steep as to scarcely permit our wagons 
to get up it.… Encamp 1.3 miles west of summit of 
pass, where there is little or no grass, and no water. 
Journey, 23.2 miles.10

Between Simpson Springs and the long and 
narrow depression in the valley fl oor known as 
Old Riverbed, the expedition’s route was a short 
distance to the north of today’s Pony Express 
Road. Although it is getting quite faint, there 
are places where the old Overland Stage road 
can still be seen. Simpson said nothing about 
Old Riverbed in his report of the 1859 expe-
dition, but in his report of the previous year’s 
reconnaissance, he includes a brief description 
of this area.

At the foot of the mountain which we are skirting 
on our left, at about 8 miles from our last camp 
[Simpson Springs], I notice a great deal of bunch 
grass. At this place the bottom of the valley is bro-
ken, and there is quite a low vail, or arroyo, where, 
if anywhere, water might be possibly got by digging. 
Indeed, the indications are that there has been 
water here recently and the green grass in places 
show that it might probably be got not far below 
the surface.11

In the bottom of Old Riverbed, a short dis-
tance north of today’s road, a Pony Express mon-
ument can be found. This monument is prob-
ably located on, or near, the old Overland Stage 
road. Near the western side of the depression, 
a very faint trail leaves today’s road and climbs 
up the steep bank to the south. At the top of 

the slope, the trail turns to the southwest and 
remains some distance from today’s road, until 
the trail and the road merge together again at 
the foot of Dugway Pass. 

Along this faint, but still visible, track are sev-
eral small concrete Pony Express Trail markers 
and a large stone monument that is believed 
to be located near the site of the Dugway Pony 
Express station. In the area between the Dugway 
Station monument and the base of the moun-
tain, the trail is very faint, but when I hiked this 
section of the route, I came across several places 
where it can still be seen.

During his exploration of the previous fall, 
Simpson and some of his men had ridden their 
horses to the top of what he called Shortcut 
Pass, leaving the wagons at the eastern base of 
the mountain. Simpson called it Shortcut Pass 
because it was “the shortest route to the Goshoot 
mountains,” but it soon became known as Dugway 
Pass.12 When Simpson saw this pass in 1858, he 
could tell that it would present some problems 
for wagons.

On account of the steep ascent of the pass, it looks 
very much as if our expedition had come to an end. 
We could, by unpacking our wagons and carrying 
everything up by hand, and doubling the teams, 
probably be enabled to get over, but this would con-
sume so much of the day that we would not be able 
to reach the spring before late in the night.13

In 1859, Simpson sent Reese ahead of the 
expedition to look for another pass which, for 
some reason, he believed to be about fi ve miles 
to the north. Reese either failed to fi nd it or did 
not like the looks of it, and the expedition used 
Shortcut Pass to get over the Dugway Mountains.

We do not know the exact alignment of the 
route that the expedition followed as it ascended 
the eastern side of Dugway Pass, but it was prob-
ably not the route that is used by today’s road. If 
you look about a hundred feet or so below today’s 
road, you can see an abandoned roadbed. Even 
this old road may not have followed Simpson’s 
trail, because it is almost certainly the road that 
was constructed six years after the expedition 
made its way over the pass. The records of the 
Utah territorial government show that in 1865 



Camp 3-W. Simpson Springs, looking to the west from near the springs. The campsite was in the foreground.

May 5, 1859
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the Overland Mail Company was granted the 
right to construct a toll road over Dugway Pass.14

After crossing the summit of the Dugway 
Mountains, the expedition dropped down the 
western slope and made a waterless camp at the 
fi rst relatively fl at area that they came to.

May 6, 1859

May 6, Camp No. 4, Short Cut Pass.—1.3 
miles west of summit. The grass at this camp being 
very scant, and it being important to reach water 
as soon as possible, the expedition, under charge 
of Lieutenant Murry, left at twelve midnight on 
its onward march, myself remaining behind with 
a small party to look at the country by daylight. I 
with my party moved at twenty-fi ve minutes after 

fi ve.… The road we are following for one mile 
continues down the pass north of west, and then 
turns more southwardly, Thomas’s range fl ank-
ing us on our left, or to the east, and the desert 
on our right.15 

Simpson made a few errors in his mileage fi g-
ures for this day’s travel. Although the distance 
fi gures that Simpson included in his report were 
usually quite accurate, errors did creep in occa-
sionally. It is doubtful that these mistakes were 
attributable to the odometers, but probably 
came from misreading, miscalculations, misun-
derstandings, or mistakes in copying the num-
bers. During the course of my research, when-
ever I ran into distance fi gures that seemed to 
be wrong, I always spent a lot of time attempt-
ing to fi gure out where and why the error had 

The east approach to Dugway Pass, called Shortcut Pass by Simpson. Today’s road is marked by a faint
line that slants upward from right to left near the center of the photo. “The mail-contractors have

made a road, but it is so crooked and steep as to scarcely permit our wagons to get up it.”



Camp 4-W. This campsite was at the fi rst level area to be found west of Dugway Pass. “Encamp west of summit of 
pass, where there is little or no grass, and no water.”

May 6, 1859
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been made. In many cases I discovered that the 
confusion was mine, but there were a number 
of instances when I ultimately had to conclude 
that Simpson, or possibly one of his assistants, 
had simply gotten it wrong. The fact that the 
wagons that were equipped with the odometers 
were traveling well ahead of Simpson during 
this day’s journey may have contributed to the 
errors. Whatever the reason, the mileage fi g-
ures simply do not fi t with the terrain that he 
described. The fi rst error came when he indi-
cated that he followed the road for one mile and 
then turned “more southwardly.” He did begin 
to turn toward the west at one mile from camp, 
so he might have been mistaken in the direc-
tion rather than the distance. Whichever it was, 
one thing that is certain is that the steeply ris-
ing slopes of the Thomas Mountains would have 
made it impossible to turn south until they had 
rounded the northern point of the mountain, 
and that did not occur until they were three 
miles from the camp. At this three-mile point, 
Simpson left the route that would later become 
the Pony Express Trail, and turned in a south-
westerly direction into the little valley that lies 
between the Thomas Range on the east, and the 
Black Rock Hills on the west.

In 6 miles you enter Cedar Valley, made by 
Thomas’s range on your left, and a short range 
[Black Rock Hills] on your right. Threading this, 
in 3 miles you emerge from it, and cross a valley 9 
miles wide, which, on your right, is a salt-spring 
marsh and boggy, and therefore forces the road to 
the south, as indicated on the maps.16

Simpson’s second error came when he indi-
cated that he entered the valley at six miles. The 
most logical place to say that you are entering 
this valley would be at four miles from the camp-
site. At six miles from the camp, he would have 
been more than halfway across the little valley, 
rather than just entering it. He seems to have 
made another minor error when he said that 
he emerged from the valley at three miles from 
where he entered it. The place that would logi-
cally fi t the description of emerging from the 
valley would be when he crossed the ridge that 
divides his “Cedar Valley” and Fish Spring Flat. 

The actual distance from where he entered the 
valley to where he crossed this ridge is four and 
a half miles.

The fi nal error that he made this day shows 
up in the Table of Distances, Altitudes, and 
Grades that appears in the appendix to the 
report. The entry that follows Camp 4-W reads 
“Foot of slope,” and the distance from the camp 
is given as 12.6 miles. There is clearly some-
thing wrong with this. Either he got the distance 
wrong, or he mislabeled the point that he was 
describing. Throughout the journey, Simpson 
made numerous notations of the mileage at 
places that he referred to as “foot of slope” and 
“in the valley.” I am quite certain that in this 
instance the entry should read “in the valley,” 
rather than “foot of slope.” When he was 12.6 
miles from the camp, he would have been out 
in the fl ats, about two and a half miles from the 
base of the Black Rock Hills. The other possibil-
ity is that the distance fi gure should have been 
10.6 rather than 12.6.

Since leaving the summit of the Dugway 
Mountains, the expedition had been follow-
ing a trail that had been established by the 
Chorpenning mail company sometime between 
the previous October and May. Three months 
later, Horace Greeley, the editor of the New York 
Times, who was traveling in one of Chorpenning’s 
mail coaches, said that on the way to Fish Springs, 
he passed by a “salt well” that was probably 
Devil’s Hole.17 This shows that the stage was fol-
lowing the trail through Simpson’s Cedar Valley. 
However, sometime during the next few months, 
this route was abandoned in favor of a route that 
circled around the northern end of the Black 
Rock Hills.

Slightly over a year after the Simpson expe-
dition, on September 29, 1860, Sir Richard 
Burton’s party decided to take the new route 
and ran into some serious diffi culties. He 
described his experiences on this section of the 
trail as follows:

After roughly supping we set out, with a fi ne 
round moon high in the skies, to ascend the 
“Dugway Pass” by a rough dusty road wind-
ing round the shoulder of a hill, through which 
a fi umara has burst its way.… Arriving on the 
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summit we sat down, whilst our mules returned 
to help the baggage wagons.… In honour of our 
good star which had preserved every hoof from 
accident we “liquored up” on that summit, and 
then began the descent.
Having reached the plain the road ran for eight 
miles over a broken surface,…then forked. The 
left, which is about six miles the longer of the two, 
must be taken after rains, and leads to the Devil’s 
Hole.… We chose the shorter cut, and after eight 
miles rounded Mountain Point, the end of a dark 
brown butte falling into the plain. Opposite us 
and under the western hills, which were distant 
about two miles, lay the station, but we were com-
pelled to double, for twelve miles, the intervening 
slough, which no horse can cross without being 
mired. The road hugged the foot of the hills at 
the edge of the saleratus basin.… We then fell into 
a saline, resembling freshly-fallen snow.… After 
ascending some sand-hills we haled for the party to 
form up in case of accident, and Mr. Kennedy pro-
ceeded to inspect whilst we prepared for the worst 
part of the stage—the sloughs.… The tule, the 
bayonet-grass, and the tall rushes enable animals 
to pass safely over the deep slushy mud, but when 
the vegetation is well trodden down, horses are in 
danger of being permanently mired.… Beyond the 
sloughs we ascended a bench, and traveled on an 
improved road.18

July 1999
During my fi rst major trip along Simpson’s 

Route, I turned off Pony Express Road just after 
passing the northern end of the Thomas Range. 
At this time, I was quite uncertain about the 
actual location of the trail, but I soon found that 
wherever it was, I would not be able to follow it 
in my SUV. Finding a seldom-used two-track road 
that headed directly south along the western 
base of the Thomas Mountains, I followed it for 
about four and a half miles and came to another 
one that headed west. By following that track, I 
was able to intersect Simpson’s route near the 
southeast corner of the Black Rock Hills. From 
that point Simpson’s trail follows a two-track that 
leads in a southwesterly direction to the eastern 
edge of Fish Springs Flat.

July 2001
After some further study of the wording of 

the report and some maps of the area, I decided 
to attempt to follow the trail across the little val-
ley on foot. I enlisted the help of Louis Dunyon, 
my father-in-law, and we drove to the area and 
got onto the narrow two-track that heads south 
along the east side of the valley. At about two 
miles south of Pony Express Road, I got out of 
the vehicle and started walking across the valley 
in a southwesterly direction. Lou continued to 
follow the two-track until he came to the south-
west corner of the valley, where he stopped and 
waited for me. I saw no indication of a trail dur-
ing this hike, and further research has shown that 
the route I had followed that day was to the south 
of Simpson’s trail. Since that time, by studying 
aerial photos, I have located an abandoned road 
that crosses the valley in an almost straight line 
between the point that Simpson entered it and 
the place where he emerged from it.

May 2006
Returning to the little valley, I hiked across 

it again, this time following the old road that I 
had found on the photos. By using the latitude 
and longitude tools that are available on the 
Google Earth program, I was able to determine 
a number of checkpoints along the route. Then 
by programming these checkpoints into my 
GPS receiver, I was able to go to each of them 
with an accuracy of a few feet. This time I knew 
exactly where the trail was, and had no trouble 
in following it across the valley. Although essen-
tially abandoned for somewhere around one 
hundred and forty-six years, the trail can still 
be seen almost all of the way. I did come across 
a few short sections where it has become very 
faint, but as I continued to walk, it would soon 
become visible again.

After crossing the valley, the trail dropped 
down the southern slope of the Black Rock Hills 
and came to the eastern edge of Fish Springs Flat. 
From here, the trail headed out into the fl ats in a 
southwesterly direction. I wanted to continue to 
follow the route across the fl ats, but was unable 
to fi nd any kind of a road that would let me drive 
through this area.
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July 2001
This was the fi rst of many hikes that I would 

eventually make along the undrivable sections of 
the expedition’s route. In preparation for this 
hike, I enlisted the help of Jay Banta, the man-
ager of the Fish Springs National Wildlife Refuge, 
which is a few miles north of the area where I 
needed to walk. I parked my vehicle on the west 
side of Fish Spring Flat, near Cane Springs. Jay 
then gave me a ride to the east side of the fl ats, 
near the base of the Black Rock Hills, where I 
started hiking toward the west.

During my hike across Fish Spring Flat, I 
found nothing that would even suggest a trail 
or wagon tracks, and I was satisfi ed that what-
ever trail had been here, had long since disap-
peared. I was wrong about this, and it took me 
a long time to learn that the trail is still there. 
When I fi rst learned about the aerial photos on 
the Terraserver website, this was one of the fi rst 
places I looked at. However, at that time, the pho-
tos of this particular area were of such poor qual-
ity that I was unable to see any evidence of a trail. 
Early in 2006, I decided to take another look and 
was pleased to fi nd that the poor-quality photos 
had been replaced with better ones, and a trail 
could now be seen. It is quite faint, and almost 
disappears in some areas, but it can be seen, and 
when I measure along it, the distance between 
Camp 4-W and Camp 5-W matches the distance 
that Simpson listed in his report. I am convinced 
that the trail that can be seen in the new photos 
is Simpson’s route. When I hiked across the fl ats 
in 2001, I had probably traveled almost parallel 
to the trail, but slightly to the north.

This valley crossed, the road takes a sharp turn to 
the right, and, running northwestwardly, skirts a 
range of highly-altered calcareous and slaty rocks 
on your left, and in 1.5 miles passes by Devil’s Hole, 
and in 5.5 miles more reaches Fish Springs, where 
Lieutenant Murry and command are encamped. 
Whole journey, 25.3 miles.19

The natural well that is still known as Devil’s 
Hole is found next to the road that runs along 
the eastern base of the Fish Springs Range. It is 
about twelve feet in diameter, and the level of the 
water varies signifi cantly. I have seen it when the 

surface of the water was nearly at ground level, 
and at other times, it has been as much as six feet 
lower. William Lee described it as “a singular for-
mation, being a perfect well about ten feet to the 
water and the water being twenty-eight feet deep 
and tasting like soap and water.”20 This pool’s 
importance to Simpson’s route is that it shows 
how far south the expedition had to go in order 
to avoid the boggy ground in the northern part 
of Fish Springs Flat.

I had narrowed the probable location of the 
Fish Springs campsite down to about a half-mile 
area, but was still uncertain about the exact spot 
until I found William Lee’s journal. The biggest 
problem I had been having was that Simpson’s 
report gives three different fi gures for the dis-
tance they traveled that day. His incremental 
distances add up to exactly twenty-fi ve miles, his 
end-of-day fi gure in the text was 25.3 miles, and 
the fi gure in the table of distances is 25.5 miles. 
When I read Lee’s description of the day’s jour-
ney, I found a clue that helped me get a lot closer 
to the true location.

Friday, May 6th. Marched until ten A.M., coming 
to camp at Warm Springs after marching twenty-
fi ve miles.… The water of Warm Springs is slightly 
tinctured with sulphur and is pleasantly warm for 
bathing.21

This information at least told me that the 
campsite was near a pool of water that was large 
enough and deep enough for bathing. My fi rst 
assumption was that this would narrow it down 
considerably. However, when I took a look at the 
map again, I found that there are no less than 
fi ve springs within the half-mile area in question. 
Realizing that I needed more information, I con-
tacted Jay Banta to see if any one of these springs 
would fi t Lee’s description any better than the 
others. He said that there are two pools that would 
fi t the description quite well, Thomas Spring and 
South Spring. After visiting the area again and 
taking some more measurements, I have con-
cluded that South Spring is the most likely candi-
date. By measuring along the trail, this spring is 
4.9 miles from Devil’s Hole; Simpson said it was 
fi ve miles. Another factor is that South Spring 
is the fi rst pool that the expedition would have 



Camp 5-W. Located about a half mile southeast of the Fish Springs Wildlife Headquarters, this pool is called 
South Spring. It would have been the fi rst spring that the expedition reached after crossing Fish Spring Flat.

May 7, 1859
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come to after making their long and waterless 
trek that day. Why would they have gone any far-
ther? The fi nal factor is that South Spring turns 
out to be exactly six miles from the northern tip 
of the Fish Springs Mountain, which is the dis-
tance reported by Simpson the next day.

While camped at Fish Springs, Simpson 
talked to the Chorpenning employee who was in 
charge of the station. The mail-agent confi rmed 
that it would have been extremely diffi cult, if 
not impossible, to bring the wagons directly 
across the fl at rather than making the loop to 
the south. The agent stated that this area would 
“scarcely allow animals with packs to cross.” The 
next morning Reese came in and reported that 
he had just come directly across the fl ats, and he 
had “been obliged to unpack his animals to get 
over the marsh.”22

By 1913, when this northern route across 
the fl ats was adopted as a part of the Lincoln 
Highway, two bridges had been built across the 
main drainages of Fish Springs Wash,23 but the 
road across the fl ats still presented serious chal-
lenges to automobile travel. Several road guides 
from the early automobile period noted the pres-
ence of a large sign on the east side of the fl ats, 
advising motorists that if they got stuck, they 
should build a large fi re and the owner of the 
Fish Springs Ranch would bring a team of horses 
to pull them out.

It was at the south side of the Fish Springs 
Wildlife Refuge that Simpson’s route and the 
route of the Lincoln Highway fi rst came together, 
but the joining would be brief. Twelve miles far-
ther west, at Boyd’s Station, the routes would 
separate again and would not rejoin for another 
fi fty miles.

During his westward trek, Simpson occasion-
ally mentioned his plans to return by a route 
that would be some distance to the south. He 
made one such statement while camped at Fish 
Springs, when he reported that John Reese had 
been looking for water in the country to the 
south of Devil’s Hole. That search had been 
unsuccessful, but an Indian they encountered 
at Fish Springs claimed to know that there was 
water in that area of the country. Upon hear-
ing this, Simpson instructed Reese to take the 
Indian and look again. He then commented that 

“if water is found there, I shall change the road 
accordingly on my return from Carson Valley.”24 
Four days later Reese caught up with the expe-
dition in Pleasant Valley and reported that they 
had found some water, but it was well beyond 
the area he had explored during his fi rst scout-
ing trip.

May 7, 1859

May 7, Camp No. 5, Fish Springs.—Took 
up march at 6 ¼ o’clock. In 3.5 miles pass Warm 
Spring and a mail-station. Soon after starting it 
commenced to rain, which softened the road at the 
outset so much as to cause the wagons, 6 miles 
from Fish Springs to stall occasionally in a dis-
tance of one-quarter of a mile. Detained an hour 
on this account.25 

From the Fish Springs campsite, the expedi-
tion headed north along the eastern base of the 
Fish Springs Range. Their trail would have been 
along the edge of the fl ats, rather than up in the 
foothills where Pony Express Road is located. At 
six miles from camp, they would have reached 
the northwest point of the mountain. 

At this point, the road doubles the point of the 
range along which we have been traveling, and 
continues on the plain of the desert toward the 
Go-shoot or Tots-arrh Mountains [Deep Creek 
Range], meaning high mountain range.26

Leaving today’s road about two miles south 
of the northwest tip of the mountain, Simpson’s 
route cut across the fl ats in a southwesterly direc-
tion, passing Boyd’s Station about a mile to the 
east. This section of Simpson’s route became the 
route of the Overland Stage, the Pony Express 
Trail, and the Lincoln Highway. Later, a better 
road was built, which followed the base of the 
mountain for another three miles before turn-
ing west and heading straight across the fl ats, 
and the older road was abandoned. I drove this 
abandoned section in 1995 while exploring the 
Lincoln Highway.

The expedition was still following Chorpen-
ning’s mail route at this time, but about fi ve or 
six months later, the mail route changed. The 
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The northern tip of the Fish Springs Mountains. “At this point the road doubles the point of the range.”

trail around the south end of the Deep Creek 
Mountains was dropped in favor of a new route 
that headed west from Boyd’s Station, to go 
through Callao and Ibapah.27 When the Pony 
Express began operating in April 1860, it fol-
lowed the new route, as did the Overland Stage 
and the Lincoln Highway. The Simpson expe-
dition continued in a generally southwesterly 
direction, following Chorpenning’s original trail 
down the length of Snake Valley to the area of 
Trout Creek.

After making a journey of 29.7 miles, and com-
ing for the fi rst time to grass, the mules beginning 
to give out, we were obliged about sundown to 
encamp without water, except that in our kegs. I 
however found water 2.5 miles ahead, to which we 
will move to-morrow.28

Simpson reported that for most of the day, 
the expedition had been heading toward the 

“Go-shoot” or “Tots-arrh” mountains, and he 
noted that many of the peaks were covered with 
snow. He then added that about seventy miles 
from their position; “quartering to the left from 
our camp may be seen a towering one, which 
I call Union Peak, on account of its present-
ing itself in a doubled and connected form.”29 
It appears that Simpson considered the Deep 
Creek Mountains and the Snake Mountains to 
be one single mountain range, which he referred 
to as the “Go-shoot or Tots-arrh Mountains.” His 
Union Peak is today’s Wheeler Peak, which is a 
part of the Snake Range, and is actually about 
fi fty-fi ve miles southwest from Trout Creek.

Simpson does not give us much of a descrip-
tion of the area where the camp was located, 
and the only thing Lee had to say about it was 
that there was no water.30 However, by measuring 
from the Fish Springs campsite, it appears that it 
was in a roadless area, about a mile northeast of 
Trout Creek.
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August 2002
I drove to the Trout Creek area with the 

intention of hiking to the sites where I believed 
Camps 6-W and 7-W had been. Leaving my SUV 
next to the road about two miles northeast of 
Trout Creek, I began to follow the route that I 
thought the wagons may have used. Making my 
way through growths of unusually tall sagebrush 
and greasewood that were replaced occasionally 
by completely barren playas, I came to the site of 
Camp 6-W. After taking some photographs and 
GPS readings, I headed for Camp 7-W. A cou-
ple of years later, after making some additional 
measurements on the maps and studying aerial 
photos of the area, I decided that I had picked 
the wrong spot for Camp 6-W. The new site was 
about half a mile to the northwest, and I needed 
to make another short hike.

July14, 2005
Returning to the Trout Creek area, I hiked to 

the spot that I now believed to be a more accu-
rate location for Camp 6-W. This point turns out 
to be a lot closer to the main road, and is much 
easier to reach.

During the evening that the expedition spent at 
Camp 6-W, a Ute Indian, who was known as Black 
Hawk, came into the camp and visited with them 
for some time. In spite of the fact that Simpson 
had earlier stated that he had seen Chief Cho-kup 
near Lookout Pass and had talked to an Indian at 
Fish Springs, he made the comment that Black 
Hawk was the fi rst Indian he had seen since leav-
ing Camp Floyd. Throughout the remainder of 
the journey, he frequently mentioned the Indians 
that they encountered, describing at length their 
appearance, their living conditions, and their 
habits. At a time when the humane treatment of 
Indians was not a very popular concept, especially 
among career army offi cers, Simpson included 
the following observation in his offi cial report:

I have made it a point to treat the Indians I meet 
kindly, making them small presents, which I trust 
will not be without their use in securing their 
friendly feelings and conduct. A great many of the 
diffi culties our country has had with the Indians, 
according to my observations and experience, have 
grown out of the bad treatment they have received at 

the hands of insolent and cowardly men, who, not 
gifted with the bravery which is perfectly consistent 
with a kind and generous heart, have, when they 
thought they could do it with impunity, maltreated 
them; the consequence resulting that the very next 
body of whites they have met have not unfrequently 
been made to suffer the penalties which in this way 
they are almost always sure to infl ict indiscrimi-
nately on parties, whether they deserve it or not.31

The members of the expedition experienced 
diffi culties with Indians on only a single occa-
sion. While they were in camp one afternoon, 
one of the cooks became irritated with a couple 
of Indians who were hovering around the food 
he was preparing. In an effort to persuade them 
to leave, the cook pointed to the revolver he was 
carrying at his side. The Indians immediately 
took the hint and departed in a huff, shooting 
an arrow into one of the expedition’s animals as 
they were leaving. When questioned, the cook 
reluctantly admitted to what he had done, and 
Simpson promptly issued orders.

I have given orders to the effect that if the like 
indiscreet act should be committed again the perpe-
trator would be held to a strict account for it, and 
should be punished to the extent of his crime. As I 
have before stated, my policy with the Indians has 
always been one, so far as it could be, of peace and 
good-will toward them; and I have never found 
anything but good resulting from it.32

Simpson wanted to maintain good relations 
with the Indians, but he was not above having a 
little fun with them. On one occasion, he allowed 
a few of them to attempt a mule ride. Their 
efforts met with little success, and Simpson noted 
that the mules were “so much frightened at their 
rabbit-skin dress as to cause them to run off with 
them.”33 Simpson was quite impressed with one 
Indian, who went by the name of Cho-kup and 
was the chief of a band of Shoshones. Simpson 
had fi rst encountered him near Lookout Pass 
on May 3, when Cho-kup was traveling to Camp 
Floyd to meet with the Indian agent. Simpson not 
only named a pass in the Diamond Mountains 
for this chief, he also wrote a letter of introduc-
tion that vouched for his character.34



Camp 6-W. In the alkali fl ats at the foot of the Deep Creek Mountains, about a mile and a half northeast of 
Trout Creek: “the mules beginning to give out, we were obliged about sundown to encamp without water.”

May 8, 1859
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On the other hand, Simpson showed that 
he could get a little irritated with some of the 
Indians’ behavior. On one occasion, he admitted 
that he found some of the natives to be “a little 
impudent,” and he had reacted by giving “some 
signifi cant evidences of displeasure.”35 Simpson 
was also a practical man, and his goodwill had 
certain limits. He mentioned once that he did 
not allow any Indians, other than those attached 
to the party, to stay overnight in the expedition’s 
camps. He did make one exception to this pol-
icy during the return trip. This involved a crip-
pled Indian named Quah-not, who led them to a 
much-needed spring. In his appreciation for this 
Indian’s help, Simpson named the spot Good 
Indian Spring. There will be more about this 
experience later.

May 8, 1859

May 8, Camp No. 6, Great Salt Lake 
Desert.—Moved at half past fi ve. In one mile, 
pass on our left an alkaline spring. Water not 
drinkable. In 1.2 miles more, come to a sulphur 
spring, where there is an abundance of water and 
grass, and where we encamped. It being Sunday 
and the animals and party requiring rest, we 
have only made this short march of 2.5 miles to 
get feed and water. The water, though sulphurous, 
is quite palatable to man and beast.36 

This campsite was located about a mile 
south and slightly west of Trout Creek. When 
Simpson traveled through this area, the vegeta-
tion was low-growing greasewood, mixed with 
some sagebrush, and some grassy areas near 
what little water existed. Today the entire area is 
overgrown with Russian olive trees. During my 
visit to this area in 2002, I hiked along what I 
then felt was the expedition’s route between the 
two campsites. Along the way, I looked for the 
small alkaline spring that Simpson mentioned, 
but found no sign of it. As I approached the site 
of Camp 7-W, I made my way through the thick 
growth of thorny trees and came to a grassy 
clearing. Maps of the area show this clearing as 
a small lake called Mile Pond. I found that the 
clearing was fi lled with grass, and not a drop 
of water was to be seen, clearly a result of the 

several-year drought that the Great Basin region 
had been experiencing during the time that I 
was traveling Simpson’s trail. During my explo-
rations, I came to many places where Simpson 
reported the existence of water, but I found 
them to be completely dry. Although there 
was no water in Mile Pond when I was there, 
the presence of the Russian olive trees is a clear 
indication that there is a certain amount of sub-
surface moisture in this area.

May 9, 1859 

May 9, Camp No. 7, Sulphur Spring.—
Resumed march at 25 minutes of 6, and shaped 
our course south of west for a wide pass through 
the Go-shoot Mountains [Deep Creek Range], 
which we commence ascending in 4.5 miles.37 

Heading slightly south-of-west from 
the campsite, the expedition would have crossed 
today’s road just north of the small commu-
nity of Partoun. After traveling four and a half 
miles from the campsite, they came to the lower 
end of Little Red Cedar Wash. This usually dry 
streambed comes out of a shallow canyon about 
fi ve miles north of the southern tip of the Deep 
Creek Mountains. A fairly common misconcep-
tion is that Chorpenning’s mail route and the 
Simpson trail went all the way around the south 
end of the Deep Creek Mountains. The trail did 
get fairly close to the southernmost tip of the 
mountains, but not quite. Simpson’s description 
of the route makes it clear that he was following 
Chorpenning’s route when he used Little Red 
Cedar Wash as a shortcut to Pleasant Valley.

In 6 miles more you reach the east summit, by a 
tolerable grade, and thence, in 2.5 miles, descend, 
by a good grade, to Pleasant Valley, where we fi nd 
an abundance of grass and plenty of water. A mile 
more brought us to a spring, the copious source 
of the stream which runs eastwardly through the 
valley into a large valley, which I call Crosman 
Valley [Snake Valley], after Lieut. Col. George H. 
Crosman, deputy quartermaster-general and chief 
of the quartermaster’s department in the Military 
Department of Utah. This stream (Pleasant Valley 
Creek) has a width of 12 feet, is 5 feet in depth, of 



Camp 7-W. On the edge of what the maps show as Mile “Pond”: “In 1.2 miles more, come to a sulphur spring, where 
there is an abundance of water and grass.”   For at least the last ten years, this area has been a grass-covered clear-

ing, surrounded by a dense growth of Russian olive trees. 

May 9, 1859 
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sandy bottom, and has a rapid current. Near the 
spring we encamp after a march of 13.4 miles. At 
this point is a mail-station, a log house. The mail 
company has done a great deal of work in the pass 
we have just come through, in removing rocks, fi ll-
ing up gullies, and making side cuts.38

During my fi rst extensive trip along Simpson’s 
route in 1999, I drove to Partoun and then started 
up the narrow two-track trail that goes over the 
pass. It soon became evident that it was going to 
take much more time than I wanted to spend 
that day, so I returned to the main road, and got 
into Pleasant Valley by driving around the south-
ern point of the Deep Creek Mountains.

September 2000
Returning to the Snake Valley area, I headed 

west from Partoun and drove all the way up Little 
Red Cedar Wash and down the west side of the 
ridge into Pleasant Valley. The trail was very faint, 
and for about a mile on each side of the summit, I 
found it necessary to use four-wheel drive. At the 
bottom of the western slope, I had to go through 
three gates and then found myself in the backyard 
of a ranch house. I stopped there and knocked on 
the door to get permission to drive through the 

yard. The rancher, whose name is Bill Henroid, 
and I were soon engaged in a rather lengthy con-
versation about the history of Pleasant Valley. He 
had never heard of James Simpson, but he knew 
all about the trail over the pass and told me that 
he had traveled it several times.

The spring near which the expedition camped 
that night is located next to the creek, about a 
mile and a half northwest of the Henroid ranch 
and Utah-Nevada state line. There is a bridge 
across the creek today, but a locked gate pre-
vents access to the road that crosses the creek 
and heads eastward into the foothills of the Deep 
Creek Mountains.

Horace Greeley was quite impressed with 
Pleasant Valley. He was particularly pleased to 
fi nd some good water to drink.

We drove rapidly down its [the mountain’s] west-
ern declivity, and, a little after 5, P.M., reached 
our next station in “Pleasant Valley,” a broad 
ravine, which descends to the south-west. Here we 
found water—bright, sweet, pure, sparkling, leap-
ing water—the fi rst water fi t to drink that we had 
reached in a hundred miles; if Simpson’s Spring 
ever dries up, the distance will then be at least a 
hundred and twenty.39



38

Four

Pleasant Valley to Roberts Creek

Camp 8-W. The campsite was near the ranch building in the foreground, just west of the Utah-Nevada border.

May 10, 1859
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May 10, Camp No. 8, Pleasant Valley.—
Pleasant Valley, which is very narrow, contains 
grass all along it, but no water above the spring 
where we encamped last night except occasion-
ally .… From Pleasant Valley to Camp No. 8 [sic, 
9], the road, which has a general direction north 
of west, traverses in 8.5 miles two or three steep 
but short hills, which, however, did not require the 
teams to be doubled, to the west summit of the Tots-
arrh range [Kern Mountains], and thence 4 miles 
to camp. The mail company have done on this por-
tion of the route some little work, but not enough to 
make the road what it should be. The road as made 
does not follow the direct pack-route, but makes 
quite a detour to the right or north. The mail-man, 
who has piloted us from the last camp, says a road, 
however, could be made by the pack-mule route, 
The diffi culty is a very steep declivity into Antelope 
Valley .… Journey to-day, 12.5 miles.1 

S impson clearly made an error when he 
said they traveled from Pleasant Valley to 

“Camp No. 8.” They were actually leaving Camp 
Number 8, which was in Pleasant Valley, and head-
ing for Camp Number 9. The summit that they 
crossed at 8.5 miles is known as Cedar Pass, and 
is located on the ridge between South Mountain 
and Kern Mountain. Today two roads cross this 
pass. One is a well-traveled and well-maintained 
dirt road that travels along the eastern side of a 
knoll that lies in the middle of the pass area. The 
second road is a very seldom used, but drivable, 
track that passes the western side of the knoll. 
Since it is older, it is my assumption that the 
expedition followed the now-abandoned road. 
The pack-mule route that the Chorpenning mail 
carriers were using must have gone through a 
canyon known as Blue Mass, and then across 
Moffi tt Pass.

The route followed by the expedition during 
the second half of this day’s journey proved to 
be one of the most diffi cult sections of the entire 
route for me to fi gure out. It was not until after a 
great deal of study, and several trips to the area, 
that I fi nally came to a satisfactory conclusion 
regarding the alignment of the route and the 
location of the campsite. The primary cause of 
my confusion was Simpson’s failure to mention 
an abrupt turn that they made. Simpson’s map 

shows that after crossing the summit, the trail 
continued in an almost northerly direction for 
some distance, and then made a sharp turn to 
the west. The exact location of this turn cannot 
be determined from the map, and it is not even 
mentioned in the report, and it took a long time 
to fi nd it.

As I began looking at this section of the 
route, I did not have access to a good copy of 
Simpson’s map, and I was assuming that his trail 
followed today’s well-traveled road all the way 
down Tippet Canyon into Antelope Valley. A 
short distance after emerging from the canyon, 
the road comes to a four-way intersection, and 
for a long time I thought this was the location 
of the turn. However, this assumption failed to 
account for a couple of important items. The 
fi rst of these was the fact that the table of dis-
tances includes a listing for “Ridge east of 
Antelope Valley,” at 2.8 miles beyond the sum-
mit. The problem with this is that after cross-
ing the summit, today’s main road never goes 
over anything that can be described as a ridge. 
The second item was that both the table and the 
text of the report indicate that the campsite was 
located four miles from the summit. The prob-
lem here is that on the main road, at four miles 
from the summit, you are still in the canyon, 
and still a mile and a half short of the four-way 
intersection. This would mean that the camp 
would have been somewhere to the south of the 
turn, but the map shows it as being west of the 
turn. When I fi rst discovered these problems, I 
reluctantly concluded that Simpson must have 
put the campsite at the wrong place on the map. 
But that still did not account for the location of 
the turn.

I had been looking at this problem off and 
on for about four years when it occurred to me 
that the expedition may not have remained on 
today’s main road all the way to the valley. Perhaps 
Simpson had found a place where they could get 
across the ridge that made up the western side 
of the canyon. Taking another look at the maps, 
and paying particular attention to the contour 
lines, I found what appeared to be a pass through 
the ridge at about a mile above the mouth of the 
canyon. This turned out to be the right idea, but 
it was the wrong place.
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October 2003
My wife Nancy decided to come with me on 

this trip, and we drove to Tippett Canyon, where 
we looked for the pass through the western 
ridge. Not very far from the mouth of the can-
yon we found a low pass leading to the south-
west. Finding no road of any sort through this 
pass, I took off on foot to see if this route would 
have been passable for the wagons. After hiking 
a couple of miles, I found that this area would 
have presented no serious problems for the wag-
ons, but I was suspicious of the fact that I was 
unable to fi nd even the slightest indication that 
any type of wheeled vehicles had ever passed 
through this area. The mere absence of visible 
tracks cannot be considered as proof of any-
thing, one way or another, but it did leave me 
very doubtful. Added to the lack of any indica-
tion of a trail was the fact that a route through 
this little pass would still fail to solve the distance 
problem. The camp would still be on the wrong 
side of the turn. Reluctantly, I had to admit that 
I had not yet solved the puzzle.

After returning home and spending some 
more time studying my maps of the area, I stum-
bled across the answer. While taking another 
look at a USGS 7.5-minute map, I noticed a faint 
line that had never caught my attention before. 
This line was some distance to the south of the 
area I had been concentrating on, and I had sim-
ply failed to notice it. It was apparent that the 
narrow line represented some sort of trail that 
leaves the main road at about three and a half 
miles southeast of the four-way intersection. 
Heading west, this trail appeared to cross the 
canyon’s western ridge and then drop down into 
Antelope Valley. Suddenly things were begin-
ning to fi t, and I could hardly wait to get back to 
Tippett Canyon to check it out.

May 2004
I was accompanied on this trip by Jim Hall, 

who wanted to get a look at the country between 
Ibapah and Tippett. Once we had gotten into 
Tippett Canyon, we had no trouble locating 
the faint trail I had discovered on the map. 
We found it to be a seldom-used two-track that 
crosses the west ridge of the canyon at exactly 
the distance from the summit that is listed in 

Simpson’s table of distances. When we reached 
the spot where the campsite would have been, 
we found a small running stream and a reser-
voir that is marked on the map as Cedar Spring. 
This spring would have been the fi rst water 
that the expedition encountered after leaving 
Pleasant Valley, and is almost certainly the rea-
son that this particular spot was selected for 
the camp. Simpson does not mention anything 
about water in relation to this camp, and I was 
somewhat surprised to fi nd the spring. It was 
not until a couple of years later that I read in 
William Lee’s journal that they had “camped 
at a spring on the side of a hill on the divide 
between Pleasant and Antelope Vallies.”2

After fi nding the small stream at just the 
right distance from the Pleasant Valley campsite, 
I was fi nally satisfi ed that I had found the route 
the expedition had used to get from Tippett 
Canyon to Antelope Valley, and the correct site 
for Camp 9-W. After fi nally getting it all fi gured 
out, it became apparent that Simpson’s map was 
exactly right, and I had been much too quick to 
assume that he had made an error.

May 11, 1859

May 11, Camp No. 9, east slope of 
Antelope Valley.—Moved at 25 minutes of 
6. Course, south of west across Antelope and Shell 
Valleys. Just after leaving camp we have a fi ne 
distant view of the mountains hemming in the 
Antelope Valley at the west and north. After get-
ting across the valley you can see to the east of 
south, glittering with snow, the high peak of the 
Go-shoot, or Tots-arrh range (Union Peak), some 
60 miles off.3

Cedar Spring is located at the bottom of 
a steep-sided canyon that blocks the view to 
the north and the south. But after less than a 
quarter of a mile, a westbound traveler comes 
out of the canyon, and the view in all direc-
tions opens up. Wheeler Peak, which Simpson 
called Union Peak, and which he had previ-
ously observed from Snake Valley a few days 
before, lies about fifty-five miles from where 
the expedition crossed the southern part of 
Antelope Valley.



Camp 9-W. Cedar Spring, on the western slope of Kern Mountain. Although Simpson did not mention that 
there was water here, they probably camped at this location because of the small stream that

now empties into the man-made reservoir.

May 11, 1859



42   A Route for the Overland Stage

May 2004
After spending some time at Cedar Spring, Jim 

Hall and I continued west, following Simpson’s 
trail about halfway across Antelope Valley. At that 
point, our progress was halted by an ungated 
fence, so we turned around and headed home by 
way of Pleasant Valley and Fish Springs.

July 2003
I had been doing some exploring in the 

southern end of Spring Valley, and had decided 
to head north into Antelope Valley to see if I 
could get onto the section of the trail that tra-
verses the western part of the valley. I found 
that although this piece of the route can be 
seen from the eastern base of Twelve-Mile 
Summit, it has become so overgrown with sage-
brush that it is impossible to negotiate in a vehi-
cle. However, I was able to fi nd a drivable road 
that sort of parallels the trail a short distance to 
the south. I drove eastward on this road and fol-
lowed it until it turned to the north and joined 
the route that was used by the expedition and 
Chorpenning’s pack mules and mail coaches. 
After getting onto the old trail, I followed it 
until I came to the fence that would later stop 
Jim Hall and me from crossing the valley after 
our trip to Cedar Spring.

After crossing Antelope Valley, you ascend a rather 
low range of mountains [Antelope Range], com-
posed of slaty, stratifi ed rocks, by a tolerable grade, 
and get into a shallow valley, called Shell Valley on 
account of its being covered with shale. Crossing 
this you descend over a formation of dioritic rocks, 
in 2 miles, by a good grade, into Spring Valley, 
where there is an extensive bottom of alkaline grass 
and of spring water, and where we encamp early in 
the afternoon. Journey, 19 miles.4

As mentioned previously, Simpson’s route 
and the route followed by the Pony Express, the 
Overland Stage, and Lincoln Highway, had sepa-
rated at Boyd’s Station in Snake Valley. These two 
routes come together again just before reaching 
Twelve-Mile Summit at the southern tip of the 
Antelope Mountains. According to Joe Nardone, 
the Pony Express riders sometimes took a short-
cut and crossed these mountains through Rock 

Springs Pass, but most of the time they used the 
Twelve-Mile Summit route.

After crossing Twelve-Mile Summit, the expe-
dition turned northwest and went through 
Tippett Pass, which is not to be confused with 
Tippett Canyon, which is fi fteen miles away, on 
the eastern side of Antelope Valley. After crossing 
the shallow valley that lies to the west of Tippett 
Pass, the expedition emerged into Spring Valley, 
at a spot that is known today as Stonehouse. Later, 
the Pony Express would establish its Spring Valley 
station at this location.

May 12, 1859

May 12, Camp No. 10, Spring Valley.—Our 
course lay west of north for about 3 miles, when 
we turned up a ravine south of west, along a 
rapid mountain-stream (Spring Creek), which we 
followed for 3.5 miles, when we left it, and con-
tinuing up a branch ravine, in 2 miles, by a good 
wagon-road grade, attained the summit of the 
Un-go-we-ah range [Schell Creek Range], whence 
could be seen lying immediately to the west of us 
Steptoe Valley .5

When they left camp on the morning of May 
12, the expedition traveled upstream along the 
east bank of Spring Valley Creek. Simpson felt 
that the main stream, which he called Spring 
Creek, fl owed out of Stage Canyon. Modern 
maps, however, indicate that Spring Valley Creek 
continues to the north, and the stream coming 
out of Stage Canyon is a tributary. When they 
reached the mouth of Stage Canyon, the expe-
dition forded Spring Valley Creek and entered 
the canyon. After traveling three and a half miles 
up the canyon, Simpson said they left the stream 
and turned up a “branch ravine.” Evidently, he 
felt that the main stream and the main canyon 
continued in a southwesterly direction from this 
point. Today, his branch ravine is considered to 
be the continuation of Stage Canyon.

Somewhere near the mouth of Stage Canyon, 
the expedition came across several mules that 
were running loose. Simpson had his herders 
round these animals up and put them in with the 
expedition’s herd. Partway up the canyon, they 
encountered two men from the Chorpenning 



Camp 10-W. This campsite was in Spring Valley at a spot now known as Stonehouse. “Descend by a good grade, 
into Spring Valley, where there is an extensive bottom of alkaline grass and of spring water.”

May 12, 1859
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mail station that was located on the western side of 
the mountain. One of these was Lot Huntington, 
who was in charge of Chorpenning’s operations 
in the area between Pleasant Valley and the 
Humboldt River. Huntington was attempting to 
track down some mules that had been run off by 
Indians, and was pleased to fi nd that they were 
with the expedition. Simpson consistently mis-
spelled this name as Lott Huntingdon, but there 
can be little doubt that he was the same man 
who was later killed by Orrin Porter Rockwell 
at the Faust Pony Express station. In January of 
1861, Huntington and fi ve other residents of Salt 
Lake City were charged with assaulting John W. 
Dawson, the Governor of the Territory of Utah. 
Learning that there was a warrant for his arrest, 
Huntington decided to leave the area. Apparently 
lacking a horse of his own, he stole one and 
headed west, taking refuge in the mail station at 
Faust. Unfortunately for Huntington, the owner 
of the horse was a good friend of Rockwell, who 
tracked him to the station and shot him when he 
attempted to make another getaway.6

Descending the west slope of the mountain, which 
is somewhat steep, about 2 miles more, along a 
pure, mountain-gushing stream, which I call after 
Lieutenant Marmaduke, of the Seventh Infantry, 
brought us to the mail-station on the east side of 
Steptoe Valley, in the vicinity of which we encamped 
after a journey of 11.1 miles among good grass, 
water, and fuel.7

The expedition made camp near the site of 
what would later become Fort Schellbourne, 
and which is now Schellbourne Ranch. A num-
ber of old stone structures that were probably 
built by the army are still standing near the 
ranch buildings. The exact location of the mail 
station is uncertain, but measuring two miles 
from Schellbourne Pass would put the expe-
dition’s campsite about a quarter of a mile 
below the present ranch buildings. The employ-
ees of the mail company told Simpson that 
they had not yet had a chance to do much to 
improve the road beyond this point, but they 
had been getting ready to build a bridge across 
the stream that fl owed through Steptoe Valley. 
They had already cut and hauled most of the 

needed logs. An agreement was reached that if 
Simpson and his men would build the bridge, 
the Chorpenning people would deliver the rest 
of the logs that would be needed. Consequently, 
the soldiers of the escort worked on the bridge 
during the day of May 13, and the party stayed 
at the Schellbourne camp for two nights.

May 14, 1859

May 14, Camp No. 11, east slope of Steptoe 
Valley.—Moved at 5.30 o’clock. Course west-
wardly, directly across Steptoe Valley to Egan 
Cañon. This valley, trending about north and 
south, is bound by the Un-go-we-ah Mountains 
[Schell Creek Range] on the east, and the Montim 
Mountains [Egan Range] on the west, and is open 
at either end as far as the eye can reach.… This is 
a poor, arid valley, perfectly useless for cultivation 
where we cross it; but farther south, where I crossed 
it on my return, as my report will show, there is a 
great deal of good, available pastural and culti-
vable soil.8

When he said “where I crossed it on my return,” 
Simpson was talking about the expedition’s return 
trip from Genoa. This and a few other statements 
make it clear that his report was not an unaltered 
journal. At some point before his report was fi nal-
ized, Simpson went back to his journal and made 
some additions to his original entries.

When they left camp that morning, the expe-
dition continued to follow Chorpenning’s mail 
route and the future routes of the Overland Stage 
and the Pony Express. The Lincoln Highway, 
however, now turned to the south. Simpson’s 
route and the Lincoln Highway would next 
come together in Kobeh Valley, about a hundred 
miles to the west. But they would only cross each 
other there, and it would be another eighty miles 
before they merged together again at Eastgate.

Along the axis of the valley a stream [Duck Creek] 
runs northwardly, which, at the present time, is 
twenty-fi ve to fi fty feet wide; bottom miry; depth, 
in places, three feet; current moderate. It is said to 
dry up in the summer.… On account of the marshy 
approach to the bridge we constructed yesterday over 
this creek, we were detained three-quarters of an hour. 



Camp 11-W. The camp was in this meadow just below today’s Schellbourne Ranch. “Descending the west
slope of the mountain brought us to the mail-station on the east side of Steptoe Valley, in the vicinity

of which we encamped among good grass, water, and fuel.”

May 14, 1859
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Several of the wagons were taken over by hand. At 
noon, 6.8 miles from bridge, we reached the mouth 
of Egan Cañon, down which a fi ne, rapid stream 
runs, and on which we encamp. Grass on the side 
of the mountain. Journey 13.3 miles.9

After the party had set up camp near the 
mouth of Egan Canyon, Simpson and Lieutenant 
Murry made a scouting trip through the canyon. 
Someone at the mail station had warned Simpson 
that a lot of work would be needed before they 
could get the wagons through the canyon. He 
was pleased to fi nd that very little work would 
actually be required. Later in the afternoon, the 
offi cers set up their instruments and prepared to 
make some lunar observations after it got dark.

May 15, 1859

May 15, Camp No. 12, mouth of Egan 
Cañon.—Moved at quarter to 6. The pioneer 
party went ahead, in order to prepare the road. 
Our course is westward up Egan Cañon, by an 

easy ascent, to Round Valley [Egan Basin], about 
2.5 miles, thence six miles across Round Valley, 
and by a ravine which required some work, to 
the summit of the Montim range [Cherry Creek 
Range], and thence 9.5 miles across Butte Valley, 
to the vicinity of a small well on the west side of the 
valley.… The Humboldt range [Ruby Range] has 
appeared ahead of us to-day, looming up above the 
range limiting Butte Valley on the west, and is cov-
ered with snow. It is the most imposing range I 
have seen since leaving the Wahsatch Mountains, 
and is to be seen stretching far to the northward. 
Our day’s travel has been 18.1 miles.10

Immediately after leaving camp, the expe-
dition entered a narrow, steep-walled canyon 
that fi rst took them almost due west, and then 
turned to the southwest for a short distance 
before coming out into the Egan Basin. Once 
out of the canyon, they turned to the northwest 
and crossed this small valley, then climbed to the 
summit of the Cherry Creek Range. The trail 
that Simpson described as going up a ravine is 

Duck Creek in Steptoe Valley. This concrete bridge is probably located where Simpson’s men
spent a day building a log bridge.



Camp 12-W. On the west side of Steptoe Valley: “we reached the mouth of Egan Cañon, down which a fi ne, 
rapid stream runs, and on which we encamp.”

May 15, 1859
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now abandoned, and a better-traveled two-track 
road turns west near the Egan Basin Well, then 
after a short distance turns north to climb the 
mountain. Simpson’s table of distances lists two 
summits in the Egan Mountains. The fi rst one 
was at 5.2 miles from the camp, and is shown 
on some maps as Overland Summit. The second 
was at 8.3 miles and is on the main ridge of the 
Cherry Creek Range.

July 1999

During my fi rst long trip along Simpson’s 
route, I drove through Egan Canyon, then got 
onto the abandoned trail and followed it to where 
it rejoins the better-traveled dirt road a short dis-
tance below Overland Summit. It was slow going, 
but presented no real diffi culties for my four-
wheel-drive SUV. A few years later, during one of 
the trips that Nancy made with me, we traveled 
through this area again, but this time we remained 
on the better road to Overland Summit.

Because the slope in both directions is so 
gentle, it is a little diffi cult to know when you 
have reached Overland Summit. The actual 
summit lies about halfway between where two 
branches of the same two-track road reach the 
Pony Express Trail. This other road comes from 
the town of Cherry Creek and splits into two 
branches about a tenth of a mile to the east. 
About two miles from Overland Summit, the 
trail comes to a surprisingly wide and well-trav-
eled graveled road. It was at this point during 
my fi rst two trips to this area that I lost the trail. 
Not knowing exactly where I was, I got onto the 
wide road and followed it to an open-pit mining 
operation, where it came to a dead-end. During 
my second trip, I thought I was going to avoid 
this trap, but I got confused and did the same 
thing again. Both times, I had to work myself 
down into the valley on the west by using an 
almost non-existent two-track that took me past 
Mustang Hill before I could get back onto the 
Pony Express Trail. But the third time was the 
charm. This time I had studied the maps a little 
better, and had my GPS to keep me going in 
the right direction. Instead of turning onto the 
mine road, I crossed it and got onto a faint two-
track that turned out to be the Pony Express 
Trail. This road took me over the main ridge 

of the Cherry Creek Mountains, then down the 
western slope into Butte Valley.

From the Cherry Creek summit, the expe-
dition dropped into Butte Valley and crossed it 
in a slightly north-of-west direction. They made 
camp for the night in the southern foothills of 
the Butte Mountains. Simpson’s map shows that 
this campsite was in close proximity to one of 
Chorpenning’s mail stations.

We are encamped at the foot of a dark brown, iso-
lated, porphyritic rock, near the summit of which 
is a small dug well, 10 feet deep and 2 feet wide. 
The water in this well can only get here on the prin-
ciple of the siphon bringing it from some distant 
source.… (Subsequent to this date, in the summer, 
this point had to be abandoned by the mail company 
as a station on account of the well drying up. I have 
learned, however, that they have since found water 
in the vicinity, probably about 2 miles to the south-
east, where a Sho-sho-nee told us there was water.)11

Simpson does not say when or how he heard 
about the new source of water, but this informa-
tion was at least partially correct. The mail sta-
tion that Chorpenning established at the south-
ern tip of the Butte Mountains, and near which 
the expedition camped, was later abandoned and 
another station established. However, this new 
station was about three miles to the northeast, 
near Pony Springs, not to the southeast, which 
would have been down in the bottom of the val-
ley. The move to the new site required a signifi -
cant change in the mail route. The new trail split 
away from the older route at the east side of the 
valley, near the base of the Cherry Creek Range. 
Traveling in more of a northwesterly direction 
than Simpson’s trail, the new route climbed into 
the Butte Mountains and crossed the ridge just 
a short distance below Pony Springs. Dropping 
down the west side of the mountain, it rejoined the 
older route about three miles north of Simpson’s 
camp. The date of this change is elusive, but it 
probably took place before the mail route was 
taken over by Russell, Majors, and Waddell.

Richard Burton arrived at what he called 
“Butte Station” on October 5, 1860. It was prob-
ably the Pony Springs site. His description of his 
evening at the station is nothing if not colorful.



Camp 13-W. On the west side of Butte Valley: “We are encamped at the foot of 
a dark brown, isolated, porphyritic rock.”

May 16, 1859
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The good station-master, Mr. Thomas, a Cambrian 
Mormon…bade us kindly welcome, built a roaring 
fi re, added meat to our supper of coffee and dough-
boy, and cleared by a summary process amongst 
the snorers places for us on the fl oor of “Robber’s 
Roost,” or “Thieves’ Delight,” as the place is face-
tiously known throughout the countryside.… It is 
about as civilised as the Galway shanty, or the nor-
mal dwelling-place in Central Equatorial Africa. 
A cabin fronting east and west, long walls thirty 
feet, with portholes for windows.… The length was 
divided by two perpendiculars, the southernmost of 
which, assisted by a half-way canvass partition, 
cut the hut into unequal parts. Behind it were two 
bunks for four men.… The fl oor, which also fre-
quently represented bedsteads, was rough, uneven 
earth, neither tamped nor swept, and the fi ne end 
of a spring oozing through the western wall kept 
part of it in a state of eternal mud. A redeeming 
point was the fi replace, which occupied half of the 
northern short wall.12

Nothing but a small mound of rocks can be found 
at the site of the fi rst mail station, near which the 
expedition camped.

May 16, 1859

May 16, Camp No. 13, west slope of Butte 
Valley.—Moved at 20 minutes of 6. Course con-
tinues a little north of west. In 2 miles reach sum-
mit of divide between Butte and Long Valleys, by a 
very gradual ascent, and 2.5 miles more, by and 
easy descent, reach Long Valley.13 

As they left the Butte Valley camp, the expe-
dition started out in a westwardly direction, but 
soon made a turn to the north and began climb-
ing a gentle slope. After crossing the ridge of the 
Butte Mountains, they turned toward the north-
west and dropped into Long Valley.

Crossing this dry valley, which is 2.7 miles wide, 
3.1 miles more up a tolerable grade brings you 
to the summit of a low range [Maverick Springs 
Range] running north and south, dividing Long 
from Ruby Valley, about one mile below which, on 
the west slope, we encamp, at a spring [Mountain 
Spring] just discovered by Lott Huntingdon, of the 

mail party, and which therefore I have called after 
him. It is a good camping-place, and grass and 
fuel are convenient. Journey to-day, 12 miles.14

During the last few miles of this day’s journey, the 
expedition traveled up today’s Murry Canyon to 
the summit of the Maverick Springs Range, then 
dropped down the western side of the ridge to 
make camp at Mountain Spring. In this area 
today there is a man-made pond that is fed by the 
spring. The USGS 7.5-minute map for this area 
indicates that the Mountain Spring Pony Express 
station was located near this spring. However, Joe 
Nardone’s research indicates that the station was 
about two and a half miles back along the trail, 
near the lower end of Murry Canyon, where he 
has found an abandoned well and the ruins of a 
couple of stone structures.

Included in this day’s report is the fi rst of a 
number of comments about a wagon train that 
had traveled through the area that Simpson 
was planning to explore during his return trip. 
The story was that this had occurred sometime 
during the previous year. It is quite clear that 
Simpson had been completely unaware of this 
wagon train until he heard about it from Lot 
Huntington, while the expedition was camped 
at Schellbourne. Simpson now learned that John 
Reese, his own guide, had come across the trail 
of the mysterious travelers while scouting for the 
expedition’s return route.

He represents that he has found a route generally 
parallel to the one we are on, and some 30 miles 
to the south, which is practicable for wagons, and 
furnishes water and grass at intervals of 15 to 20 
miles. Indeed, a good portion of the way is an old 
wagon-road.15

In his account of the return trip, Simpson adds 
more information about this wagon road. We will 
get back to this matter later.

May 17, 1859

May 17, Camp No. 14, Huntingdon’s 
Spring, east slope of Ruby Valley.—Move 
at quarter to 6, and, shortly after attaining sum-
mit of Too-muntz range [Maverick Springs Range] 



Camp 14-W. This campsite was near what later became known as Mountain Spring: “we encamp
at a spring just discovered by Lott Huntingdon, of the mail party.”

May 17, 1859
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pass down a cañon, which I call Murry’s Cañon, 
after Lieut. Alexander Murry, the commanding 
offi cer of the escort.16 

The name Murry Canyon seems to have 
migrated. Simpson said that he gave this name 
to the canyon they traveled through as they 
descended the western slope of the Maverick 
Springs Range. Today’s maps show it on the 
eastern side of these mountains. I have been 
unable to fi nd a name for the canyon on the 
western side.

In 3.9 miles we reach the mouth of the cañon, and 
immediately cross Ruby Valley, requiring 5.3 miles 
more of travel to mail-station in the valley, where 
we encamp at 9.30 A.M. Journey, 9.2 miles. Road 
good.… At our camp is a spring which sends out a 
small stream of pure water, fl owing along the val-
ley northwardly.17

This day’s travel brought the expedition to 
Station Spring, near which the Chorpenning 
company had established a station. A year later, 
the station was taken over by Russell, Majors, 
and Waddell, to be used as a station for the 

Pony Express. Simpson says nothing about the 
station itself in his report, but it is clearly desig-
nated on his map. Horace Greeley did mention 
the station building, describing it as being con-
structed of “red or Indian Pine.”18 This struc-
ture may have survived to this day, although 
not at its original location. Several years ago, a 
small building that was believed to be the mail 
station was dismantled and moved to the city of 
Elko, where it was put back together and now 
stands in front of the Northeastern Nevada 
Museum.19 During the summer of 2005, I was 
wandering around in the tall greasewood brush 
on the south side of Station Spring when I came 
across what appeared to be some sort of con-
crete marker. I could see four rusted bolts pro-
truding from the concrete, and it appeared to 
me that they had once been used as fasteners 
for some sort of a metal plaque. It seems quite 
likely that I had stumbled across the site of the 
mail station.

May 18, 1859

May 18, Camp No. 15, Ruby Valley.—
Moved at 5½ o’clock. Struck immediately for 

Found just off the road near the Butte Valley camp, this pile of rocks is pos-
sibly the remains of the structure that was used by the Chorpenning mail 

company prior to the advent of the Pony Express.
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Hastings’s Pass [Overland Pass], lying south-
west from mail-station, the foot of which we reach 
in 2.5 miles, and the summit by a remarkably 
easy ascent in 3.3 miles more. This pass leads 
through the Humboldt range [Ruby Mountains] 
from Ruby Valley into the valley of the South Fork 
of the Humboldt which some call Huntingdon’s 
Creek [Huntington Creek]. For the fi rst time we 
in this pass get into Beckwith’s, here coincident 
with Hastings’s road, both of which at the present 
time are very indistinct.20 

Simpson’s map seems to indicate that from 
the campsite, the expedition continued almost 
due west for some distance before turning to the 
southwest. Today you must follow a narrow two-
track that heads directly south along a fence line 
for about a half mile before turning to the west. 
After traveling two and a half miles, the expedi-
tion came to the Hastings Road and started up 
the slope that leads to Overland Pass, a summit 
that is located at the southernmost tip of the Ruby 
Mountains. Hastings Road was the route that was 
opened and promoted by Lansford Hastings in 
1846. In August of that year, Hastings led a van-
guard of three parties of emigrants down the 
eastern base of the Rubies, breaking an entirely 
new trail that he had never traveled. A few weeks 
later, the Donner-Reed party made their way 
along this new wagon road. In 1849 and 1850, 
the Hastings Road was traveled by a number of 
California-bound gold rushers, but had seen lit-
tle use since then. In 1854, Capt. E. G. Beckwith, 
of the Army’s Topographical Corps, traveled 
a portion of this road while looking for a suit-
able route for a railroad. Beckwith had followed 
the Hastings Road from Salt Lake City to Hope 
Wells in Skull Valley. From Hope Wells, which is 
now known as Iosepa, the Hastings Road turned 
northwest to cross the Cedar Mountains through 
Hastings Pass. Beckwith left the Hastings Road at 
Iosepa, and continued in a southwesterly direc-
tion to cross the Cedar Mountains through a nar-
row pass that leads, in a southwesterly direction, 
from Cochrane Spring. From there to the Ruby 
Mountains, Beckwith’s route remained some dis-
tance south of the Hastings Road. The two routes 
rejoined at the western edge of Ruby Valley, then 
split apart again west of Overland Pass.

At the highest point of the pass, I found a 
marker made from two sections of railroad rail 
that have been welded together to form a T. It 
is one of a number of so-called T-rail posts that 
have been placed along various emigrant trails in 
the Western states. The small plaque on this post 
is inscribed with a quotation from an emigrant 
journal: “The pass is an excellent one, no rocks, 
nor very steep, and the road is very fi rm.—Madi-
son Moorman, 1850.”

Descending from the summit, by the fi nest kind of 
grade, in about 4 miles we leave Beckwith’s and 
Hastings’s roads, which go, the former northwest-
wardly to join the old road along the Humboldt, 
10 miles above Lassen’s Meadows, the latter north-
wardly to join the same road at the mouth of the 
South Fork of the Humboldt; while we strike south-
westwardly, over an unknown country, toward 
the most northern bend of Walker’s River.… We 
also now leave Chorpenning’s or Mail Company’s 
extension of my route from Hastings’s Pass, it also 
turning northward, and joining the old road near 
Gravelly Ford, which they follow by way of the sink 
of the Humboldt and Ragtown, on Carson River, 
to Genoa.… From this point, therefore, to where we 
expect to strike the old road on Carson River, we 
will have to be guided entirely by the country as it 
unfolds itself.21

About four and a half miles west of the sum-
mit, the road comes to a fork. The right-hand 
branch turns north, climbing up a short hill. The 
left branch continues straight ahead for a short 
distance, then turns southwest. There was no fork 
at this point when the expedition arrived; the 
road simply made a bend to the north, which was 
the direction that had been taken by all previous 
travelers. To the best of Simpson’s knowledge, 
no one had ever turned to the south from here 
before. If anyone had ever gone in this direction, 
they had left no trail.

There is another T-rail post at this fork. The 
inscription on this one reads: “The road wound 
fi rst to the northwest and fi nally wholly to the 
north, now going steadily down into the valley.—
Heinrich Leinhard, 1846.” Leinhard was with a 
group of emigrants that were traveling just a few 
days behind Lansford Hastings. Leinhard was 



Camp 15-W. Station Spring in Ruby Valley. “At our camp is a spring which sends out a small stream
of pure water fl owing along the valley northward.”

May 18, 1859
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apparently talking about the Hastings Road as 
it traveled north along the western base of the 
Ruby Mountains.

Simpson mentioned that the Hastings Road, 
Beckwith’s trail, and Chorpenning’s mail route 
all turned to the north and joined the California 
Trail on the banks of the Humboldt River, but 
each of them reached it at a different place. 
The Hastings Road continued in a northward 
direction and came to the river near the mouth 
of the South Fork of the Humboldt, about 
ten miles southwest of Elko. A short distance 
north of today’s fork in the road, the Beckwith 
trail and Chorpenning’s mail route split away 
from the Hastings Road, and turned west to 
go though Railroad Pass. A few miles farther 
west, these two routes split apart. Beckwith con-
tinued west and reached the Humboldt about 
twenty-fi ve miles southwest of Winnemucca. The 
Chorpenning route turned to the northwest, 
crossing Pine Valley, then climbing over the low 
Cortez Mountains, and reached the Humboldt 
River at Gravely Ford, a well-known crossing 
on the California emigrant road, near present-
day Beowawe and about seventeen miles south-
west of Carlin.22 This was a part of the route 
that Chorpenning had opened in late 1858. 
And Chorpenning was paying close attention 
to what Simpson was doing in 1859. Shortly 
after Simpson returned from the expedition, 

Chorpenning began making plans to adopt the 
new route that Simpson had found between the 
Ruby Mountains and Carson Lake. By early 1860, 
Chorpenning had dropped the Humboldt River 
route entirely, and had switched to Simpson’s 
route. During the fi rst three months of 1860, 
Chorpenning established several relay stations 
along Simpson’s route, and was planning on sev-
eral more when his contract with the Post Offi ce 
was canceled and given to Russell, Majors, 
and Waddell.23 Turning to the southwest from 
the southern end of the Ruby Mountains, the 
Simpson expedition of 1859 fi rst began to break 
new trail through unknown territory.

After reaching the west foot of Hastings’s Pass, in 
the valley of the South Fork of the Humboldt, we 
struck for a pass in the next western range, which 
we could see lying to the southwest of us, about 9 
miles off, and which looked favorable for admis-
sion into the next valley.24

In his comments relating to this day’s travel, 
Simpson mentioned that he had with him a map 
that he called “the Topographical Bureau map.” 
He noted that the map showed the route fol-
lowed by John Charles Frémont in 1845, “but as 
he has never submitted a detailed report of this 
reconnaissance, and his track is no longer visi-
ble, and it goes too far south for our purposes, 

The cabin that was used for the Ruby Pony Express station. Several years ago it was moved
from Ruby Valley to the city of Elko, Nevada.
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his exploration is of no service to us in our prog-
ress.”25 This comment suggests that Simpson felt 
that Frémont’s 1845 exploration had little, if any, 
bearing on the objectives of his expedition. On 
the other hand, Simpson did show Frémont’s 
route on his map, and it indicates that Frémont 
had traveled through the very pass that Simpson’s 
party would cross the following day.

After crossing the Overland Pass at the south-
ern end of the Ruby Mountains, the expedition 
turned to the southwest and headed toward 
another Overland Pass, this one located in the 
Diamond Mountains, about thirty miles north of 
the town of Eureka.

In 4 miles we struck the South Fork of the Humboldt 
[Conners Creek], a rapid stream, stony bottom, 6 
feet wide, ½ foot deep, course northwardly. We fol-
low up this creek for about a mile, and then leav-
ing it, in about 2 miles, come to a small moun-
tain-stream fl owing over a stony bottom, where we 
encamp at 1 o’clock.… Journey 17.6 miles.26

The stream that Simpson called the South 
Fork of the Humboldt appears to be a combina-
tion of today’s Conners Creek and Huntington 
Creek. Conners Creek empties into Huntington 
Creek, which empties into the South Fork of the 
Humboldt about thirty miles to the north near 
Twin Bridges. Earlier in his description of this 
day’s journey, Simpson had mentioned that they 
were headed for “the valley of the South Fork of 
the Humboldt, which some call Huntingdon’s 
Creek,” but he never did mention the name of the 
“small mountain-stream” on which they camped. 
Evidently, it was Conners Creek, and Simpson 
seems not to have realized that it was the same 
stream that he called Huntingdon’s Creek.

The expedition would have fi rst come to 
Conners Creek about three miles upstream 
from where it empties into Huntington Creek. 
Simpson’s comment about following this creek 
for a mile, then leaving it and later coming to 
a small stream, seems to mean that he believed 
they left one stream and, after traveling two 
miles, came to a different stream. However, I 
have been unable to fi nd a second stream in 
this area, and have reached the conclusion that 
there was only a single stream involved, and it 

was Conners Creek. It appears to me that when 
they came to Conners Creek, they followed it 
for about a mile, veered away from it and trav-
eled two miles, then came back to it and made 
camp. William Lee said that they “camped on 
Huntingdon Creek, a branch of the Humboldt.”27 
The campsite would probably have been near 
the spot where the Pony Express Trail crosses 
this now usually dry streambed.

May 19, 1859

May 19, Camp No. 16, Valley of South 
Fork of the Humboldt.—Raised camp at 25 
minutes of 6, and directed our course west of south 
to pass of the mountain-range directly west of us. 
In 2 miles cross a small rapid mountain-rill.… In 
two more miles we commence ascending the pass, 
which on the east side is quite steep, all the teams 
doubling but the leading one, and ropes being used 
to keep the wagons from upsetting.… Descending 
from pass by an easy grade down the west slope 
of the range, albeit in places slightly sidling, in 3 
miles and at quarter to 1 P.M., encamped in splen-
did and abundant grass, near the small stream 
which comes down the pass. Day’s travel 7.1 
miles.28

During this day’s journey, the expedition 
made its way across the Overland Pass in the 
Diamond Mountains, possibly the steepest climb 
of the entire journey, then descended Telegraph 
Canyon and set up camp about a mile above the 
canyon’s mouth. Somewhere along the way, the 
mule that William Lee was riding got away from 
him, and he “had some trouble to catch her.”29

Simpson gave the name of “Cho-kup” to the 
pass and the canyon on the west slope of the 
mountain. This was the name of a Shoshone 
chief who visited the camp that afternoon. This 
was Simpson’s second encounter with Chief Cho-
kup. The fi rst was a couple of weeks before, in 
Rush Valley, when Cho-kup was on his way to 
Camp Floyd. Apparently, Cho-kup had concluded 
his business with the Indian agent and caught 
up with the expedition. During his eastbound 
journey, Cho-kup had been a passenger in one 
of Chorpenning’s mail wagons, and it is prob-
ably reasonable to assume that he returned the 



Camp 16-W. Conners Creek in Huntington Valley, at the east foot of the Diamond Mountains: “Come to a 
small mountain-stream fl owing over a stony bottom where we encamp.” The low spot in the mountains is

Overland Pass which they would cross the next day.

May 19, 1859



Camp 17-W. In Telegraph Canyon on the west slope of the Diamond Mountains. “Descending from pass by an easy 
grade we encamped in splendid and abundant grass, near the small stream which comes down the pass.”

May 20, 1859
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same way. That, however, does not explain how 
he got to Telegraph Canyon, which was not on 
Chorpenning’s mail route at that time. Whatever 
his means of transportation, he had obviously 
been traveling faster than the expedition.

July 1999
During the second day of my fi rst extensive 

trip on Simpson’s route, I spent an entire after-
noon in a failed attempt to fi nd a trail that I 
could use to get over this pass. I started up the 
mountain on several different trails, but each 
of them disappeared before I was able to reach 
the pass. I later learned that I had actually been 
on the correct trail for a time, but when it ran 
into a boggy area, I had decided it was a dead 
end and turned around. Late in the evening, I 
gave up and made my way around the northern 
end of the Diamond Mountains, going through 
Railroad Pass. Coming south again on the west 
side of the mountain, I camped for the night 
near the mouth of Telegraph Canyon.

August 2001
Equipped with a more detailed map than I 

had with me in 1999, I approached the Conners 
Creek area from the south, and had no trou-
ble fi nding the two-track road that goes over 
the Diamond Mountains. It took about four 
hours to cross the mountain and drive down 
Telegraph Canyon to Diamond Springs. But I 
still had not covered the two and a half mile 
section of the trail between the campsite on 
Conners Creek and the road that reaches the 
pass from the south.

August 2005
Nancy and I drove to the Connors Creek 

campsite, where we got onto the Pony Express 
Trail and headed southwest toward the pass. 
When we reached the boggy place where I had 
turned around in 1999, I shifted into four-low 
and kept on going. Finding solid ground and 
the old trail on the far side, we soon reached the 
better-traveled road that comes from the south. 
Shortly after that, we made it over the top of the 
mountain and dropped down Telegraph Canyon 
to Diamond Valley.

May 20, 1859

May 20, Camp No. 17, west slope of Cho-
kup’s Pass.—Moved at 5.30 o’clock. In 1 mile 
reach foot of pass in Pah-hun-nupe, or Water Valley 
[Diamond Valley].… Six and eight-tenths miles 
farther brings us to a large spring, in marsh, where 
we water. Plenty of grass about it, though not of 
best quality. This valley is in some portions argil-
laceous and in some arenaceous. The latter glitter 
with small crystals of quartz, of very pure charac-
ter, which we amuse ourselves in picking up, and 
facetiously call California diamonds.… In 5.6 
miles more reach a large spring on west side of val-
ley, at foot of mountain range, where we encamp in 
pure salt grass, which the animals eat with avid-
ity.… Road to-day good, though it might cut up 
early in the spring.… Day’s travel, 13.3 miles.30

Immediately after leaving the mouth 
of Telegraph Canyon, the expedition’s trail 
turned sharply to the left, skirting the bottom 
of the hills, then went through the Thompson 
Ranch. From this ranch, the expedition fol-
lowed the Pony Express Trail almost all the way 
across Diamond Valley. Simpson’s comment 
about the “California diamonds” originally led 
me to believe that this may have been the origin 
of the name of the valley, but western historian 
John Townley indicates that it was named for 
Jack Diamond, an early prospector who spent 
some time in the area.31 Showing some geo-
graphic confusion, young William Lee’s jour-
nal indicates that he believed they were now in 
Smith Valley.32

At about a mile and three-quarters south of 
the Thompson Ranch, a cross-valley road heads 
in a slightly south-of-west direction. The expe-
dition’s route crosses this road about midway 
across the valley. About 2.3 miles from the cross-
ing, the expedition left the track that the USGS 
7.5-minute map shows as the Pony Express Trail, 
veered a little to the west, and after another two 
miles reached Sulphur Spring. Aerial photos 
show a faint trail in this area, and it is quite cer-
tain that the mail riders also went to Sulphur 
Spring, which Joe Nardone has identifi ed as a 
Pony Express station.



Camp 18-W. Sulphur Spring on the west side of Diamond Valley. A stainless steel Pony Express
station marker can be seen in the center of the photo. “Reach a large spring on west side of 

valley, at foot of mountain range, where we encamp in pure salt grass.”

May 21, 1859
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The expedition’s camp for the night was near 
Sulphur Spring. The site of the Pony Express 
station is just west of the main road. The spring 
itself must have dried up many years ago, but 
a caved-in cistern can still be found at the sta-
tion site.

May 21, 1859

May 21, Camp No. 18, west side of Pah-
hun-nupe Valley.—Raised camp at 5.25 A.M. 
Keep up the Pah-hun-nupe Valley, or south, two 
miles; then turn to the right up toward the pass 
of west range bounding the valley; two miles more 
commence ascending pass.33 

From Sulphur Spring, the expedition 
headed south for a couple of miles, rejoined the 
track that the maps show as the Pony Express 
Trail, then began to turn to the southwest to fol-
low the Pony Express Trail over a low pass near 
the south end of the Sulphur Springs Range. 
Today’s main road does not follow the old trail 
over the ridge, but continues south until it 
reaches the mouth of Garden Pass Canyon. The 
trail across the ridge is essentially abandoned, 
and I had bypassed it during my fi rst couple of 
trips through this area. In 2003, while return-
ing from a trip to another area, I drove north 
from US 50 and made my way along this section 
of the trail. In most places it is a fairly good two-
track, but a couple of washouts required the use 
of four-wheel drive.

After crossing the Sulphur Springs ridge, the 
expedition dropped down to Garden Pass Creek 
at a point near the southeastern base of Mount 
Hope. Here they crossed the stream and headed 
into another range of hills, traveling in a slightly 
south-of-west direction.

In fi ve miles more, by a very gradual ascent, reach 
second highest summit of pass, whence can be seen, 
to the south and southwest, a low ridge trending 
apparently northwest and southeast.… The pass 
we have come through, a most excellent one for a 
wagon-road, the only steep portion being for about 
100 yards at the summit.… Immediately to our 
north is a conical peak [Mount Hope], which, 
as we found afterward, in our journey westward, 

continued for days a most notable landmark, and 
which I call Cooper’s Peak, after Adjutant-General 
Cooper of the Army.34

Simpson’s “second highest summit” was directly 
south of the mountain that he called Cooper’s 
Peak, and is now known as Mount Hope. Some 
modern maps show a peak in the northwestern 
part of the Roberts Creek Range that bears the 
name Cooper Peak, but it is clearly not the peak 
that was given that name by Simpson. This is pos-
sibly another case of a migrating name.

July 1999
During my fi rst visit to this area, I was relying 

on a USGS 30 × 60 minute map, which does not 
indicate the existence of a road on the south side 
of Mount Hope. I did have an idea that the Pony 
Express Trail went this way, but I could not fi nd 
where it started west from the Garden Pass area. 
After spending some time in this failed attempt, 
I left the area and drove south to US 50, then 
headed west to the Roberts Creek road, which 
I followed back to the north until I reached 
Roberts Creek Ranch.

August 2001
When I was exploring the Roberts Creek area 

in 1999, I had noticed what I thought might 
be the western end of the road that came from 
Garden Pass, so I decided to make an attempt to 
fi nd the trail from the west. Leaving the Roberts 
Creek road, I headed east on a well-traveled dirt 
road for about three miles, when I came to a bend 
where a narrow two-track veered off to the right. 
As I drove along this seldom-used road, I noticed 
several of the red and white fence posts that are 
sometimes used to mark the Pony Express Trail 
in this part of the country. Satisfi ed that I was 
now on the Pony Express Trail, and on Simpson’s 
route, I continued to the east and had no diffi -
culty in following the old road along the south 
side of Mount Hope all the way to Garden Pass.

In 6 miles from summit, by an easy grade, at a 
quarter to 1 o’clock, reach the She-o-wi-te, or 
Willow Creek [Roberts Creek], where we encamp. 
The short, steep hill which we passed down just 
before reaching camp, may be turned at the south 
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by making a short detour. She-o-wi-te Creek, a fi ne 
one, 4 feet wide, 1 foot deep, and quite rapid. It 
sinks about 1 mile below camp.… Journey, 14.9 
miles.35

As Simpson was describing the route they 
had traveled that day, he stated that the road was 
good, “except short hill referred to, which can be 
avoided.” While visiting this area, I noticed that 
there is a small knoll on the north side of the 
road just before it comes to the Roberts Creek 
Road. In taking a closer look, I found a very faint 
two-track trail going through the low pass on the 
north side of the knoll. I have concluded that this 
knoll is the “short hill” that Simpson mentioned. 
The expedition went through the low pass, but 
today’s well-traveled road does just what Simpson 
said could be done, and avoids the short hill by 
going past it on its south side. During one of 
my visits to this area, I spent some time visiting 
with Jim Esqueviara, the manager of the Roberts 

Creek Ranch, who mentioned that he has been 
told by Pony Express Trail researchers that the 
mail riders used the trail that went past the north 
side of the knoll. In 2004, Nancy and I found this 
trail and followed it to the ranch.

Due to limitations of scale, Simpson’s map fails 
to show that his trail made a turn as it approached 
the campsite. Nevertheless, it is quite certain that 
just after coming out of the little draw, the expe-
dition would have turned toward the northwest 
until they reached Roberts Creek. I believe that 
the expedition’s campsite would have been very 
near the present-day ranch buildings. Esqueviara 
is quite certain that the Pony Express station was 
just north of the ranch house.

Simpson indicated that the natives of the area 
called the stream She-o-wi-te, which he under-
stood to mean Willow Creek, and that is what he 
decided to call the stream. That name did not 
last very long. Sometime during the following 
year, a Chorpenning employee by the name of 

Mount Hope, from the southwest. “Immediately to our north is a conical peak, which, as we found afterward, in 
our journey westward, continued for days a most notable landmark, and which I call Cooper’s Peak.”
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Bolivar Roberts set up a relay station at the spot 
where the expedition had camped. When the 
Pony Express took over the mail route, Roberts 
went to work for Russell, Majors, and Waddell. 
When Burton came through this area in October 
of 1860, he mentioned that it was known as 
“Roberts’s Springs Valley,” having been named 
for Bolivar Roberts.36 It is interesting to note that 
the stream on which the expedition camped two 
days later soon became known as Willow Creek. 
Is this another case of a migrating name or just 
a coincidence?

Simpson decided to remain at this camp for 
an extra day “to recruit our animals and observe 
the Sabbath.” Reese came into the camp and 

reported that he had located water and a pass-
able route to the southwest. During the late after-
noon, Simpson and two other members of the 
expedition hiked to the top of a peak that was 
located a short distance northeast of the camp-
site. He reported that from the peak they could 
see the Humboldt [Ruby] Mountains and the 
We-a-bah Mountains behind them, and “to the 
west several ranges, the most distant ones cov-
ered with snow.”37

In the text of the report, Simpson mentions 
nothing about Frémont traveling through this 
area, but his map seems to show that Frémont’s 
trail crossed Roberts Creek at a point that was 
near the Simpson expedition’s campsite.



Five

Roberts Creek to Middlegate

Camp 19-W. The campsite was near the buildings of the Roberts 
Creek Ranch. “This evening I ascended, with Messrs. Jagiello and 

McCarthy, the high peak to the northeast of our camp.”

May 23, 1859
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May 23, Camp No. 19, She-o-wi-te, or 
Willow Creek.—The guide reports two passes, 
one north of west, and the other west of south. 
Neither is in the most direct line of approach to our 
ultimate point, but the latter is much the nearer of 
the two and therefore we take it, bearing off, how-
ever, still more southwardly in order to certainly 
reach water within a reasonable distance. (We 
found, however, the next day that we could have 
taken a more direct course (southwest,) as laid 
down on the map, and have saved about 10 miles. 
Wagons should take this latter course, which they 
will fi nd practicable.)1 

The expedition’s direction of travel this 
day illustrates how the need for water infl u-

enced Simpson’s decisions about the route. 
Apparently unaware that there was a good source 
of water to their southwest, they headed almost 
due south toward a place where the guide knew 
they would fi nd a running stream. This was one 
of a few instances in which Simpson later decided 
that they had gone the wrong way. A glance at the 
map will show that if they had traveled southwest 
from the camp on Robert’s Creek, they could 
have gone directly to the Dry Creek area, which 
is where they ended up three days later.

The Chorpenning company, and then the 
Pony Express and the Overland Stage, took this 
southwest route when their routes were estab-
lished through this area, and so did Burton’s 
party, traveling in their ambulance-style coach. 
In early 1860, Chorpenning established a stage 
station at Dry Creek, on the western edge of the 
valley. A year later, Russell, Majors, and Waddell 
installed an Overland Stage station at Grubb’s 
Flat, about halfway between Roberts Creek and 
Dry Creek.2

August 2001
During my fi rst visit to the Roberts Creek area 

in 1999, I had been very uncertain about where 
Simpson had gone after leaving the campsite. 
As a result, when I left the ranch, I followed the 
well-marked Pony Express Trail, but I did not 
follow it all the way to Dry Creek. After about 
eleven miles, I came to Three-Bars Road, where 
I turned south to US 50. A couple of years later 
in August 2001, I was ready to make another 

attempt to fi nd the expedition’s trail between 
Camps 19-W and 20-W. By this time, I had fi g-
ured out that the expedition had headed nearly 
straight south from the campsite, and on my 
USGS 30 × 60 minute map, I had located a nar-
row road that seemed to go in the right direc-
tion. The map also showed that I could get to 
this road by leaving the Roberts Creek Road 
at a point about two miles south of the ranch, 
and heading west. It looked like this ranch 
road would lead to the two-track that followed 
Simpson’s route south to US 50. This time I was 
successful, and I was able to follow the expedi-
tion’s route across Kobeh Valley.

October 2003

By cutting into the trail from the east in 2001, 
I had missed the two-mile section of the trail 
immediately south of Roberts Creek Ranch, so I 
returned to the spot where I had intersected the 
trail during that trip. The maps that I had been 
relying on did not show any trail or road lead-
ing from that point to the ranch buildings, so I 
was prepared to make a hike out of it. Nancy was 
with me on this trip, and was planning to wait 
for me in the SUV while I walked to the ranch 
and back. I climbed over the fence that follows 
the north side of the access road, and started 
making my way through the sagebrush toward 
the ranch. In less than a hundred yards, I came 
to an old road that seemed to be going where I 
wanted to go. I immediately turned around and 
followed the road until I came back to the fence, 
just a few yards from where we had parked. There 
is a heavy growth of unusually tall sagebrush in 
this area, and I had failed to notice the road 
where it came to the fence. Finding an unlocked 
gate at this point, I was able to open it and fol-
low the old road all the way to the ranch house. 
Although we were not on the expedition’s trail, 
I was quite sure that it was just a few yards to 
the east, on the far side of the streambed. When 
Nancy and I reached the deserted ranch build-
ings, a pickup truck pulled up and stopped. 
This was when we met Jim Esqueviara, the man-
ager of the ranch. He was friendly enough, but 
wanted to know what we were doing. I told him 
about my project and we spent some time in a 
very enjoyable and enlightening conversation. A 
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descendent of a Basque sheep ranching family, 
Esqueviara has spent his entire life in this area. 
He is quite familiar with the Pony Express Trail 
through this valley, and always assists the Pony 
Express Association with their annual re-rides 
as they come through the ranch. He showed us 
where he believes the Pony Express station had 
been located, which is just a few yards north of 
the ranch house. He also showed us his collec-
tion of old horse and ox shoes that he has found 
near the old station site.

About 4 miles farther cross a wash or creek [Coils 
Creek] running southeast, the bed of which is 12 
feet wide, and which at times must void a great 
deal of water, though at present it only exists in 
pools. Bunch-grass along it, but too alkaline for 
use. Two miles farther, pass, on our right, about 
a mile off, a mound, in which are some warm 
springs, one of them so warm as scarcely to admit 
the hand. The mound is the product of the springs, 
and is a calcareous tufa. Three and a half miles 
more brought us to a small spring [Clover Spring], 
which I call after Private Shelton, of the dragoons, 
who found it.… No grass of any account about the 
spring, and not a suffi cient quantity of water for 
the animals. They are consequently driven about 
1.5 miles to the mountain slopes [Twin Spring 
Hills]. Day’s travel, 17.5 miles.3

During the fi rst couple of miles of this day’s 
journey, the expedition was heading just slightly 
west of south, paralleling Roberts Creek, which 
would have been a few yards to the west. About 
two miles south of the ranch house, they came 
to a place where the streambed was no longer 
in a deep wash, and at this point they probably 
crossed to the west side. There would have been 
no water to contend with at this point, because 
Simpson had earlier mentioned that the creek 
sank about a mile below the campsite. At eight 
miles from camp, they came to a small, willow-
lined stream, and traveled parallel to it for a 
while. This must have been Roberts Creek again. 
From the campsite, Roberts Creek runs almost 
due south for nearly eight miles, then turns 
toward the west for a short distance, then bends 
to the south again and runs parallel to the trail 
for a while before emptying into Coils Creek.

After traveling about twelve miles, they 
reached Coils Creek, which Simpson described 
as both a wash and a creek, with only a few pools 
of standing water, which is a good description of 
what I saw when I came to it. At that point, the 
expedition was about three miles to the west of a 
very large knoll that is known as Lone Mountain 
today, but is labeled as Mt. Lowry on Simpson’s 
map. Continuing south, they passed about a 
half mile to the east of what is shown on today’s 
maps as Hot Springs. After another two and a 
half miles, they crossed the future route of the 
Lincoln Highway and today’s US 50.

In his description of the return trip, Simpson 
mentioned that they crossed this day’s trail at a 
point about two miles east of a pair of springs 
he named Twin Springs. Modern maps show a 
Twin Springs just north of US 50, about nine 
miles west of Lone Mountain. If we can assume 
that these are the springs that Simpson was talk-
ing about, it gives us a good indication of the 
point where the routes crossed each other, and 
also the points where the outbound and return 
routes crossed US 50. 

Simpson indicated that it was 17.5 miles from 
the camp on Robert’s Creek to the small spring 
where they set up camp for the night. He called 
it Shelton Spring, but I am quite certain that it 
is the spring that is labeled as Clover Spring on 
modern maps. Although the USGS 7.5-minute 
quadrangle shows a road leading from US 50 to 
Clover Spring, that road has been fenced off and 
abandoned, and I have been unable to drive to 
this campsite.

August 2000
I parked on the side of US 50 and hiked south 

until I found what I thought was Simpson’s 
Shelton’s Spring. I could tell that there had 
once been some water here, but it was now 
totally dry and had the appearance of having 
been so for a long time. From this dry spring, 
I headed west until I came to a fairly well-trav-
eled road that skirts the eastern base of Twin 
Springs Hills. I followed this road back to US 
50 and my SUV.

Back home, after some additional study of 
my maps of this area, and after taking some 
more measurements of the distances involved, it 



Camp 20-W. Clover Spring, in the southern part of Kobeh Valley. “Three and a half miles more brought us to a 
small spring, which I call after Private Shelton, of the dragoons, who found it.”

May 24, 1859
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became apparent that I had been at the wrong 
spring. This hike had been made before I started 
using GPS and, simply put, I had been lost. The 
route that I had followed had taken me too far to 
the east and then too far to the south. I was able 
to determine that the dry spring I had found was 
actually Shamrock Spring, which is about a half 
mile south of Clover Spring, which was where I 
had wanted to go.

October 2003
I returned to the Kobeh Valley area to make 

another attempt to fi nd Clover Spring. I was now 
equipped with a GPS receiver, and with its help I 
was able to go directly to the correct site, where 
I found a couple small pools of water, each of 
them about ten to twelve feet in diameter and a 
couple feet deep.

The slopes to which the animals were driven 
during the evening that the expedition was 
camped at Clover Spring must have been on the 
northeast side of Twin Spring Hills, which are 
about two miles to the southwest.

May 24, 1859

May 24, Camp No. 20, Shelton’s 
Spring.—In consequence of our having made 
a longer march yesterday than the guide thought 
we should, our to-day’s travel will be only about 
7 miles. Our course lay south of west, through a 
pass at the foot of Antelope Mountain [Monitor 
Mountain], and continues over the foot-hills on 
the north side of the same, to a rushing stream 
[Willow Creek], 3 feet wide and 1 deep, where, at 
9.15 A.M., we encamp, in good grass and abun-
dant cedar timber. This stream, which the Diggers 
call Wonst-in-dam-me (Antelope) Creek, coming 
from a high mountain, is doubtless constant, 
and, indeed, the Indians so represent it.… Colonel 
Cooper’s Peak, on account of its cone-like shape 
and isolated position, has been all day a very con-
spicuous object. Journey 7 miles.4

When they started out on the morning of 
May 24, the expedition headed in a southwest-
erly direction, and after about two and a half 
miles, they began climbing toward a low pass in 
the Twin Spring Hills. After another mile, they 

crossed the summit of the pass and turned more 
toward the west. About two miles from the sum-
mit, they reached a spot that they would return 
to during the eastbound journey. From this point 
at the western base of the Twin Spring Hills, the 
return trail would leave the outbound trail and 
veer to the north. It was the return route that 
would later be used by the early Lincoln Highway. 
During the return journey, Simpson indicated 
that this junction of the trails was 1.6 miles east 
of the campsite on Willow Creek.5 It is doubtful 
that the outbound trail between the summit of 
the Twin Springs Hills and this point was ever 
used by wheeled vehicles again.

May 2003
Leaving US 50 near Twin Springs, I drove 

south on a fairly well-traveled dirt road that 
skirts the eastern base of the Twin Springs 
Hills. About two miles south of the highway, at 
the point where I believe that Simpson’s route 
would have crossed this road, I found a seldom-
used two-track heading in a southwesterly direc-
tion toward the pass. I am certain that this two-
track follows the route that the expedition used 
to cross the Twin Springs Hills. Turning onto 
this trail, I was able to drive to within about a 
quarter mile of the summit of the ridge. From 
there I hiked across the summit and down the 
western slope. When I reached the spot where 
the westbound trail intersects with the expedi-
tion’s return route, I turned around and headed 
back across the pass.

At three and a half miles from the summit, 
the expedition reached Willow Creek, where 
they probably crossed to the west bank of the 
stream and set up camp in a small meadow. 
During the days of the Lincoln Highway, this 
spot was known as “The Willows.” It is now the 
Willow Creek Ranch.

There is a minor, but intriguing, mystery 
connected with this place. In my meager collec-
tion of old road maps, I have a couple of Nevada 
maps that were published in the 1940s, which 
show this spot as “Willows Station.” The unan-
swered question is, why was it called a station? 
In this area of the country, the term “station” is 
historically associated with the Pony Express, a 
stagecoach line, or the telegraph line, but I have 
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found no historical evidence that would indi-
cate that any of these ever came to the Willow 
Creek Ranch.

May 25, 1859

May 25, Camp No. 21, Wons-in-dam-me or 
Antelope Creek.—Course westwardly, over a 
shoot or branch of Kobah Valley. In 4.3 miles cross 
Saw-wid Creek [Kelly Creek], a rapid stream, 3 feet 
wide and 1 deep, which comes from the Antelope 
Mountains [Monitor Mountain], on our left, 
and sinks 500 yards below our crossing.… Colonel 
Cooper’s Peak still conspicuous.… At 12 m. reach 
foot of range, on west side of valley, after a jour-
ney of 13.7 miles, and encamp on a small creek, 
which I call Clarke’s Creek, after John Clarke, one 
of the men.… this stream, or one to the north of it, 
can and ought to be struck directly by wagons from 
Camp No. 19, and thus some 10 miles saved.6

When they left the Willow Creek campsite, 
the expedition followed what is now a fairly 
well-traveled dirt road for 1.3 miles, where they 
reached the normally dry wash that comes from 
Jackrabbit Spring. Simpson did not say anything 
about this particular spot in his account of the 
westbound journey, but during the return trip, 
when they followed a different route to reach 
this point, he indicated that it was at this spot 
that they rejoined their outbound trail.7

Simpson’s map shows that from the junc-
tion of the two trails, the westbound route fol-
lowed a straight line in a slightly north-of-west 
direction. Once I had determined the locations 
of this junction and the next campsite, all I had 
to do was draw a straight line across the valley. 
None of the modern maps that I have been able 
to study show any indication of a road or trail 
along this alignment. This did not surprise me, 
because I doubted that anyone had ever fol-
lowed the expedition’s westbound route across 
this valley. However, I later discovered some-
thing that caused me to change my mind about 
this. I was examining some aerial photos of this 
area when I noticed some faint indications of a 
trail that seemed to follow the line that I had 
plotted across the valley. This long-abandoned 
trail shows up quite well in the area between 

Jackrabbit Spring and Belmont Road. West of 
Belmont Road, it shows up occasionally. In the 
area north of US 50, it is not visible at all.

July 2005
Nancy and I drove to the Willow Creek Ranch, 

and then turned west on Simpson’s trail until we 
came to the spot below Jackrabbit Spring where 
the outbound route leaves the main road. Using 
my GPS receiver, I was soon able to fi nd some of 
the traces of the old two-track that I had been 
able to see on the aerial photos. I then spent sev-
eral hours following the old trail on foot. Due to 
the appearance of this old trail, I am convinced 
that not only was it Simpson’s route, but it had 
also been used by many other wagons before 
being abandoned.

Simpson reported that after crossing this val-
ley, they camped on a small stream, which he 
named Clarke’s Creek. When I fi rst began to 
study this section of the route, I assumed that this 
stream was Dry Creek, which fl ows eastward out 
of the Simpson Park Mountains. The maps do 
show other streambeds or drainages in this area, 
but Dry Creek is the only one that is signifi cant 
enough to have a name printed on the maps. 
Then, one day, as I was re-reading Simpson’s 
description of the campsite, I noticed a statement 
about the existence of a second stream in this 
area. As he was describing the area where they 
were camped, Simpson said: “As I have before 
remarked, this stream, or one to the north of it, can 
and ought to be struck directly by wagons from 
Camp No. 19” (emphasis added).8 It is quite cer-
tain that when Simpson said “this stream,” he 
was talking about the stream on which they were 
camped. The phrase “or one to the north of it” 
has to mean that there was a stream somewhere 
to the north of the camp. This sent me back to the 
maps to look for any indication of a stream some-
where to the north of Dry Creek. I found noth-
ing. I then noticed that about a half mile to the 
south of Dry Creek, there is an unnamed stream-
bed that runs roughly parallel to Dry Creek for 
some distance, then empties into it about a mile 
east of the road that leads to the Dry Creek area. 
I began to wonder if this smaller stream could 
have been Simpson’s Clarke’s Creek. I then made 
a measurement from the Willow Creek campsite, 



Camps 21-W and 14-E. Located at today’s Willow Creek Ranch: “[traveled] over the foot-hills to a rushing stream, 
where we encamp, in good grass and abundant cedar timber.”

May 25, 1859
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and I found that the trail would have reached 
this other stream right at the eastern base of 
the Simpson Park Mountains. This would agree 
with Simpson’s statement that the camp was at 
“the foot of range, on west side of valley.” When 
I measured from this point to Hickison Summit, 
I found that the distance was very close to the 
four miles indicated by Simpson. I was able to use 
Hickison Summit as a reliable reference point 
because in this area, it is the only practical way to 
cross the ridge of the Toquima Mountains, which 
the expedition did the next day.

June 2004
At this time, I was still uncertain about the 

site of Camp 22-W, still thinking that it was some-
where on Dry Creek. Nancy and I left US 50 near 
the eastern base of Hickison Summit, and fol-
lowed a two-track road that leads north to the Dry 
Creek area. It later became evident to me that the 
expedition had followed this route on their way 
to Hickison Summit, but being unaware of it at 
the time, we drove right past the actual campsite 
without knowing it. When we reached Dry Creek, 
we got onto the Pony Express Trail, which we fol-
lowed to the east, stopping occasionally to look 
for possible campsites along the streambed.

June 2005
A year after our 2004 trip, and after I had fi g-

ured out that the unnamed stream was Clarke’s 
Creek, Nancy and I returned to the Dry Creek 
area. I parked on the side of the well-traveled 
road that leads from US 50 to Dry Creek, and 
hiked to the west along the south bank of what I 
believe is Clarke’s Creek. After reaching the site 
of the camp, which is right on the two-track that 
we had driven the previous year, I took some pho-
tos and GPS readings, and then returned to the 
car. The streambed was dry that day, but I could 
see that there had been a good-sized stream fl ow-
ing through it fairly recently, probably within the 
previous week or two.

While camped on Clarke’s Creek, the expe-
dition was thirty miles southwest of their camp 
on Roberts Creek. Since leaving that camp, 
they had traveled for three days and had cov-
ered thirty-eight miles. Simpson commented 
that future travelers should come directly from 

Roberts Creek to Clarke’s Creek. A few months 
later, when Chorpenning’s employees laid out 
their mail route, they took Simpson’s advice and 
did just that, establishing a mail-station on Dry 
Creek, about two miles northeast of the expedi-
tion’s campsite. A short time later, when Russell, 
Majors, and Waddell took over Chorpenning’s 
contract, they sent the Pony Express riders along 
the same route. Heading west from Dry Creek, 
the mail riders took a route that went almost di-
rectly west through the Simpson Park Mountains, 
going past the southern base of Eagle Butte. This 
route proved to be too steep and rugged for the 
Overland mail coaches, and they headed south to 
follow Simpson’s trail across Hickison Summit.

In October 11, 1860, Richard Burton’s party, 
in their makeshift coaches, left their camp on 
Roberts Creek and followed the Pony Express 
route to Dry Creek.

At 6 A.M. we entered the ambulance, and followed 
a good road across the remains of the long broad 
Sheawit Valley. After twelve miles we came upon a 
water surrounded by willows [probably Rutabaga 
or Coils Creek], with dwarf artemisia beyond; it 
grows better on the benches, where the subsoil is 
damper, than in the bottoms.… Resuming our 
way, after three miles we reached some wells [prob-
ably Grubbs Well] whose alkaline waters chap the 
skin. Twenty miles further led to the west end of 
the Sheawit Valley, where we found the station on 
a grassy bench at the foot of low rolling hills. It 
was a mere shell, with a substantial stone corral 
behind, and the inmates were speculating upon 
the possibility of roofi ng themselves in before the 
winter. Water is found in tolerable quantities 
below the station, but the place deserved its name, 
“Dry Creek.” 9

The question of where the stage road went 
after leaving Dry Creek is answered by Burton as 
he describes his travels during the following day.

Shortly after 8 A.M. we were afi eld, hastening to 
fi nish the long divide that separates Roberts’ Creek 
Valley from its western neighbour, which, as yet 
unchristened, is known to the b’hoys as Smokey 
Valley. The road wound in the shape of the letter U 
round the impassable part of the ridge.10



Camp 22-W. About a mile south of Dry Creek Ranch in the north end of Monitor Valley, the narrow road goes 
through the usually dry streambed that is marked by the juniper trees: “reach foot of range, and encamp on a small 

creek, which I call Clarke’s Creek.”

May 26, 1859
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A route that heads south from Dry Creek, over 
Hickison Summit, around Cape Horn, and then 
northwest across Big Smoky Valley does indeed 
make the shape of the letter U. John Townley’s 
Pony Express Guidebook includes a map that 
clearly shows the stage road following this route, 
and a larger map includes the following note: 
“Cape Horn ‘dogleg’ laid out in June, 1861 for 
Overland Stage.”11 It would not have taken much 
to lay it out; Simpson’s track would have still been 
clearly visible just two years after the expedition 
traveled this route.

The Eagle Butte route was a good one for 
Chorpenning’s mules and the pony riders that 
came later, but emigrant George Harter’s experi-
ence in 1864 shows that taking wagons west from 
Dry Creek was not a good idea. Harter’s journal 
does not explain why they decided to go past 
Eagle Butte, but he does give a vivid description 
of the problems they encountered.

Next day drove nineteen miles over a level desert and 
camped at Dry creek. Poor feed. Here we took Fools 
cutoff, which is all the term implies. Traveled four 
miles up a steep and rough mountain.… Reached 
the summit at noon, turned the stock loose on good 
grass. After dinner hitched the wheel animals to the 
wagon and started down. After going a little ways 
we cut down a good sized pine tree and chained 
it behind on the wagon, and drove down about a 
mile to a spring and camped.12

It is unlikely that very many wagons ever used 
this route.

May 26, 1859

May 26, Camp No. 22.—Skirt the foot of the 
Pah-re-ah Mountains [Simpson Park Mountains]; 
course, southwardly; the pass immediately back or 
west of camp, which would shorten the route con-
siderably, not being practicable for wagons, though 
pack-animals can use it.13 

When Simpson mentioned the pass west of 
the camp, he was talking about the Eagle Butte 
route, and, as George Harter later learned, it was 
defi nitely not a practical route for wagons. 

In 2 miles commence turning gradually westward, 
and in 2 miles farther, up an easy wagon-grade, 
reach summit of pass [Hickison Summit].… From 
this pass the Pe-er-re-ah (meaning Big or High) 
Mountain [Toiyabe Mountains] appears directly 
before us, some 12 miles off, trending north and 
south. The road down the west side of the Pah-
re-ah range is carried on the ridge of the spur, which 
furnishes a passable grade, though that down the 
cañon is not bad, and is entirely practicable for 
wagons without work though a little sidling.14

When the Lincoln Highway was established 
through this area in 1913, it followed a pre-exist-
ing road that crossed the Toquima Mountains 
about three miles south of Hickison Summit. In 
the mid-1920s, it was decided to move the high-
way to the north, and use Hickison Summit to 
cross this ridge. Immediately to the west of the 
summit, a rather shallow canyon extends to the 
southwest. A paved road runs along each side 
of the canyon. The one on the west is the now- 
abandoned Lincoln Highway. Today’s US 50 runs 
along the eastern slope of the canyon. Simpson 
said that the expedition could probably have fol-
lowed the bottom of the canyon, but he decided 
to stay higher up on the ridge. The problem is, 
he did not say which ridge they followed. Was it 
on the eastern side or the western side of the can-
yon? Mileage measurements will not answer this 
question, because the distances along both possi-
ble routes are identical. Simply because the older 
automobile road is on the western side of the 
canyon, my fi rst inclination was to consider that 
route fi rst. During one of my trips to the area, I 
hiked the entire length of the western ridge. Not 
only did I fail to fi nd any indication of any road or 
trail, I also ran into a couple of places that would 
have presented some serious diffi culties for the 
wagons. Because of the roughness of the terrain 
along the western ridge, I have concluded that 
Simpson was probably talking about the eastern 
ridge. For the fi rst mile or so, the trail must have 
been a short distance above US 50; after that, it 
probably followed the same alignment as the high-
way until it neared the bottom of the canyon.

After reaching, in 7 miles from summit of pass, 
the valley called Won-a-ho-nupe [Big Smoky 
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Valley], we turned northwest diagonally across 
it to the pass, through the Pe-er-re-ah Mountains 
[Toiyabe Mountains]. In 10 miles from summit 
of pass, through the Pah-re-ah range [Simpson 
Park Range], we came to a rapid creek (Won-a-ho-
nupe) [another Willow Creek], 8 or 10 feet wide, 
1½ deep, and running southwardly between steep 
sand-banks, 15 feet high. In 4 miles more cross this 
stream at mouth of cañon, and encamp one-fourth 
of a mile above on the stream, in good grass and 
where cedar abounds. Journey 18.2 miles.15

The southernmost tip of the Simpson Park 
Mountains is known as Cape Horn. US 50 goes 
through a road cut that is something like a hun-
dred yards north of the tip. Approaching this 
point from the east, one can look to the north 
and see a dirt road crossing the ridge about a 
quarter of a mile from US 50. This was proba-
bly the stage road, but I do not believe that the 
expedition followed this route. It appears to me 
that this was a shortcut that was developed after 
the stage line began to operate. The Cape Horn 
Stage Station was located near the spot where this 
dirt road reaches the western base of the ridge. 
A pile of volcanic rocks marks this spot today. 
As the expedition approached Cape Horn, they 
were traveling in the fl ats a short distance south 
of US 50, and they passed by the southernmost 
tip of the ridge before turning to the north.

Traveling almost due north for another mile 
and three-quarters, they came to a stream that 
was fl owing southward in a deep wash. Simpson 
said the Indian name for this stream was Won-
a-ho-nupe, which means willows, and he gave it 
the name of Willow Creek. Although the upper 
part of this stream fl ows through Simpson Park 
Canyon, it has retained the name that Simpson 
gave it. The stage road and Simpson’s eastbound 
trail crossed this stream about two and a quarter 
miles north of Cape Horn, but during the west-
bound trip, the expedition remained on its east 
bank until they reached the mouth of Simpson 
Park Canyon. Crossing the stream at that point, 
they continued up the stream for another quar-
ter mile and set up camp in a level area just north 
of Wes Parson’s ranch.

An entry in William Lee’s journal suggests the 
possibility that the expedition may have strayed 

some distance from the path that Simpson re-
ported.

Thursday, May 26th. Marched 19¼ miles, but 
going about a mile and a quarter out of the way 
unnecessarily, it was considered eighteen miles. 
Saw several antelope to-day. We camped on a fi ne 
stream with plenty of wood and grass. Killed a rat-
tlesnake in the tent.16

A possible explanation for the extra distance 
that Lee reported would be that when the expe-
dition reached Cape Horn, they may have con-
tinued toward the west for some distance before 
making the turn to the north. This would have 
taken them out into the fl ats of Big Smoky Valley, 
before they realized that the best route would be 
through Simpson Park Canyon. Since the path 
they had inadvertently followed would not be a 
part of the trail that Simpson was planning for 
future travelers, he would have eliminated it 
from the offi cial report. This would also explain 
the mile and a quarter difference between the 
mileage that Simpson reported in the text, which 
was 18.25 miles, and the mileage that appears in 
the table of distances, which is 17 miles. Lee usu-
ally reported the distance traveled each day, but 
his fi gures frequently varied a little from the fi g-
ures that Simpson recorded. 

May 2003
Today, no road or trail follows the expedi-

tion’s outbound route between Cape Horn and 
the mouth of Simpson Park Canyon. However, 
there is a dirt road that leads from US 50 to the 
site of the Cape Horn Stage Station, so I parked 
there and hiked in a northerly direction toward 
the canyon. After just a little less than two miles, 
I arrived at the spot where Simpson came to the 
stream that was fl owing “between steep sand 
banks 15 feet high.” From there I followed the 
eastern bank of the streambed for another two 
miles before returning to my SUV.

May 27, 1859

May 27, Camp No. 23, Won-a-ho-nupe 
Canyon.—Leave at 6.10 A.M. Course westwardly 
up the cañon.… The road is winding through the 



Camp 23-W. Near the mouth of Simpson Park Canyon. Willow Creek crosses the photo just behind
the small juniper tree. “Cross this stream at mouth of cañon, and encamp one-fourth of a mile

above on the stream, in good grass and where cedar abounds.” 

May 27, 1859
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cañon, but of easy grade, the only bad places being 
the frequent crossings of the creek, which occasion-
ally are somewhat boggy.… At 11 o’clock, after a 
journey of 4.9 miles, we come to a small lake and 
the cañon expands into a sort of park about 4 by 3 
miles in area.17 

Located near the mouth of Simpson Park 
Canyon is a spot that is shown on some maps as 
the Givens Ranch, but is now owned by Charles 
“Wes” Parsons. I have visited with Wes on several 
occasions, and have found him to be friendly and 
personable, with an extensive knowledge of the 
history of this area. I initially met him during my 
fi rst major trip along the route in 1999. I had 
crossed Big Smoky Valley on US 50 and turned 
north on a dirt road that leads to the lower end 
of Simpson Park Canyon. Nearing the mouth of 
the canyon, I came to a cluster of ranch build-
ings, and, as I drove into the yard, I was greeted 
by a half-dozen furiously barking dogs. Wes came 
out of one of the sheds and quieted the dogs a 
little. I introduced myself, and explained what I 
was doing. When I told him that I was hoping 
to follow Simpson’s trail through the canyon, he 
told me that the road was not drivable. He went 
on to explain that in the past, there had been a 
good road through the canyon, and it had been 
maintained periodically by the county. But that 
had all changed during the wet years of the early 
1980s, when the road had been washed out in 
several places and has never been repaired. 
Parsons claims that the reason for this is that the 
Forest Service now controls the land, and their 
policies do not allow any heavy equipment to be 
brought into the canyon. At the end of our con-
versation, Wes gave me some directions on how I 
could circle around the mountain and get fairly 
close to the upper end of the canyon. I thanked 
him and went on my way, but I would be back, 
several times.

August 2001
My plan during this trip was to drive as far 

into the canyon as possible, and then hike the 
rest of the way to Simpson Park. After stopping 
to visit with Wes for a while, I drove into the can-
yon until I reached the place where the road now 
ends. From there, I hiked through the rest of the 

canyon and across Simpson’s Park. This trip took 
me past the locations of Camps 13-E, 23-W, 12-E, 
and 24-W. The problem was that at that time, 
I was still quite uncertain about the exact loca-
tions of these campsites, and I only had a general 
idea of where to look. When I reached Simpson 
Park, I found a small lake of perhaps four or fi ve 
acres. During two subsequent visits to this area, 
I found no water at all, not even a trickle in the 
streambed. On my third return to Simpson Park, 
I found that there was a small amount of water 
in the lake. By this time I was confi dent that I 
had determined the exact locations of the camp-
sites, and, now equipped with a GPS receiver, 
I made my way to each of them to take photos 
and obtain on-site GPS readings. During each of 
these return visits, I reached the park by driving 
to Grass Valley, and then walking along the Pony 
Express Trail from the northwest.

May 28, 1859

May 28, Camp No. 24, Simpson’s Park, 
Pe-er-re-ah range.—Renewed journey at 10 
minutes to 6 A.M. Leave Valley of Won-a-ho-nupe 
Creek and strike west for Simpson’s Pass [Emigrant 
Pass], which we reach by a very easy ascent in 4.7 
miles.… The pass at summit is as much as a mile 
wide, and both backward and forward the views are 
beautiful. The mountains near our camp of May 
25 are very conspicuously back of us; and ahead of 
us, limiting Reese Valley, which we are approach-
ing, is a low range trending generally north and 
south, and beyond them a very high range covered 
with snow, called by the Indians the Se-day-e or 
Lookout Mountains [Desatoya Mountains].18 

The pass that Simpson seems to have named 
for himself is now known as Emigrant Pass, and 
it crosses the Toiyabe Mountains a few miles to 
the north of the town of Austin. Although there 
are a couple of gates that must be opened and 
closed, there is a good dirt road across this pass 
and I have driven it in both directions with no 
trouble at all.

Descending from the summit of Simpson’s Pass, 
west side, by not a very steep but sandy grade, 
and along a short sidling place, near foot of 



Camp 24-W. Simpson Park. The author found a small lake here in 1999, but it was gone a year later. “We come 
to a small lake and the cañon expands into a sort of park about 4 by 3 miles in area.”

May 28, 1859
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ravine.… in 2.8 miles reach Reese Valley, which, in 
3.7 miles more, we traverse to Reese River; this we 
cross by ford, and in 2.6 miles more up the river, or 
southwardly, reach our camping ground.… Day’s 
travel, 13.8 miles. Road generally good.19

The “short, sidling place” must have been in the 
lower end of Midas Canyon. Today the road that 
comes from Emigrant Pass turns south at the 
upper end of this canyon, while Simpson’s trail 
continued to the west. This leaves a one-mile sec-
tion of the trail that cannot be driven.

June 2004
Parking on the side of State Route 305, near 

a Pony Express Trail crossing marker, I hiked 
up Midas Canyon until I reached the dirt road 
that leads to Emigrant Pass. In the lower part of 
the canyon, I found faint traces of an old trail, 
but they gradually faded, and had disappeared 
entirely before I reached the upper road.

The key to fi guring out the route across the 
Reese River Valley was determining where the 
expedition forded the river. 

The text of Simpson’s report does not give 
much of a description of the spot where the cross-
ing took place, so the only practical way to fi nd 
it was to measure from the summit at Emigrant 
Pass, which can be identifi ed with some accu-
racy. Simpson said it was 2.8 miles from the pass 
to the valley, and since there is only one feasible 
route going down the west slope of the moun-
tain, the spot where they reached the valley can 
be accurately identifi ed. The distance from that 
point to the ford was 3.7 miles, and Simpson’s 
map shows that this section of the trail followed 
a straight line. Thus, the next step was simply to 
swing an arc of 3.7 miles and see where it inter-
sected the river.

About three miles north of US 50, on the east 
bank of the Reese River, a low, rounded knoll 
can be found. Just after fl owing past this knoll, 
the river makes a sharp bend to the east, goes a 
few hundred yards, and then turns to the north 
again. When I struck my arc from the “in the val-
ley” location, I found that it hit the river about 
halfway between the two bends. This would mean 
that the crossing was on the section of the river 

Reese River near the expedition’s westbound ford. “Reese River is 10 feet wide, 1½ deep; current 
moderate; and is the largest stream we have seen this side of the Jordan.”
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that fl ows to the east. As I was plotting my straight 
line across the eastern half of the valley, I found 
that it was very close to the route that the USGS 
7.5-minute quadrangle identifi ed as the Pony 
Express Trail.

Leaving the lower end of Midas Canyon, the 
expedition started across the Reese River Valley. 
At about two and a quarter miles, they passed the 
spot where a section of their return route would 
rejoin the outbound route after having split away 
from it for a short distance. From this spot, the 
Pony Express riders and the Overland Stage 
would veer to the southwest, following Simpson’s 
return trail. But during the westward journey, the 
expedition passed this spot and continued almost 
due west, directly toward the river, which was still 
about a mile and a half away. It is quite doubtful 
that anyone else ever followed this section of the 
outbound trail, and there are no visible indica-
tions of a trail through this area today.

May 2003
During previous trips to the Reese River Valley, 

I had made several unsuccessful efforts to fi nd a 
way to drive into the area between Nevada State 
Route 305 and the river. Although the maps do 
show several different roads in this area, I was 
unable to fi nd a way to get onto any of them. On 
this day, I drove north from US 50 on SR 305, 
parked on the side of the highway near the Pony 
Express crossing, and began hiking toward the 
river. After reaching the river near the expedi-
tion’s westbound ford, I turned to the southeast, 
and, in about a half mile, I came back to the Pony 
Express Trail, which at this point is following 
Simpson’s eastbound route. Turning back to the 
east, I followed the Pony Express Trail back to my 
SUV. During this hike, I had followed Simpson’s 
westbound trail from the mouth of Midas Canyon 
to the Reese River, and his eastbound trail from 
the river back to the mouth of the canyon.

After crossing the river near the low knoll, 
the expedition began following the west bank 
toward the south. After traveling another two 
and a half miles, they stopped and set up camp 
for the night. This campsite is just a little over a 
mile northeast of the bridge that US 50 uses to 
cross the river. Simpson noted that the Indian 
name for the river was Pang-que-o-whop-pe, 

which he understood to mean Fish Creek. This 
was one Native American name that he did not 
attempt to preserve. He gave it the name of 
Reese River, after the expedition’s guide, who 
claimed to have crossed it many miles to the 
north several years earlier when he was traveling 
with the Huntington party, which was scouting 
for Colonel Steptoe.

July 2002
I had been unable to fi nd a way to drive to the 

site of Camp 25-W, so I parked near the US 50 
bridge, and made my way to it on foot. From the 
campsite, I continued in a northeasterly direc-
tion, following Simpson’s outbound trail along 
the west bank of the river. At that time, I was still 
uncertain about the location of the river cross-
ing, and I was looking for a likely spot. When I 
reached the low knoll, I used an old diversion 
dam to cross to the east side of the river, and 
then turned back to the south. I soon came to 
Simpson’s eastbound route, which I followed 
back to US 50. On the way back, I passed the place 
where the Pony Express, the Overland Stage, and 
the early Lincoln Highway had crossed the river. 
There is no bridge at this point now, but I did 
see some large rocks on both banks that probably 
served as abutments for a bridge.

May 29, 1859

May 29, Camp No. 25, Reese River.—Moved 
at 5 minutes to 6 A.M. Course southwestwardly, to 
a depression or pass [Smith Creek Summit] of the 
low range bounding Reese Valley on its west side, 
which we reach by an easy grade in 13.5 miles.20 

When the expedition left camp on the morn-
ing of May 29, they continued upstream along 
the west bank, staying fairly close to the river. 
After just a little less than a mile, they passed the 
spot where the Pony Express Trail, the Overland 
Stage, and the early Lincoln Highway would cross 
the river. From this crossing, the Pony Express 
Trail and the stage road left the river and contin-
ued west for about a mile before turning south. 
The Lincoln Highway continued straight west. 
Simpson’s map seems to show that the expedition 



Camp 25-W. On the west bank of Reese River, which is a few yards to the right of the photo. This spot is about 
a mile northeast of where the river is crossed by US Highway 50.

May 29, 1859
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remained fairly close to the river for the next two 
miles, and then merged with the Pony Express 
Trail once again.

August 2001
The Pony Express Trail is well marked where 

it crosses US 50, but the right-of-way fence pre-
vents vehicles from leaving the highway at this 
point. However, about four miles to the west, I 
was able to fi nd a dirt road marked with a sign 
that reads “Reese River Farm District.” Heading 
south on this road for a couple of miles, I came 
to where it intersects the Pony Express Trail. 
Turning back to the north on the trail, I followed 
it until I could see US 50 again. I knew that I was 
fairly close to where the expedition camped on 
the Reese River during the return trip. Although 
I was still quite uncertain about the exact loca-
tion of the campsite, I parked here and hiked 
eastward to the river. After taking some photo-
graphs, I returned to my SUV, turned around, 
and followed the trail back to the south. Driving 
past the farm district, I continued to follow the 
trail to the south until I reached the point where 
it starts to climb up the eastern slope of the 
Shoshone Mountains. At that time, I was think-
ing that the expedition had probably gotten over 
these mountains through Railroad Pass, which 
was still a few miles to the south, so I turned off 
the trail and made my way to State Route 722, 
which I followed over Railroad Pass. Later, addi-
tional study of the report and the maps of the 
area convinced me that the expedition had con-
tinued along the trail that I had been following, 
and had crossed the mountain through Smith 
Creek Summit rather than Railroad Pass.

From summit of pass see another valley to the west 
of us, ranging generally north and south, and 
bounded by the Se-day-e or Lookout range [Desatoya 
Mountains], on its west side. In 2 miles from sum-
mit reach west foot of pass in valley by a tolerable 
descent, and without diffi culty.This valley is exceed-
ingly forbidding in appearance. To the south the 
bottom is an extended clay fl at, perfectly divested 
of vegetation, terminating toward the south in a 
small lake. In the distance it all looked so much 
like a sheet of water that I sent a dragoon ahead 
to examine it; but, with my spy-glass, seeing him 

gallop over it, I concluded it was passable; so gave 
the word forward. I struck magnetically S. 60 ° W., 
to the green spot across the valley Sanchez pointed 
out as our camp-ground, and on going to it passed 
over a portion of the clay fl at referred to.21

From the western base of Smith Creek Summit, 
the expedition turned to the southwest, crossed 
an area of sagebrush and greasewood, and then 
a large playa where there is no vegetation at all. 
After crossing this old lake bottom, they crossed 
another sagebrush fl at and came to Smith Creek, 
a short distance upstream from where it emptied 
into what Simpson described as a lake, but today 
is another large and dry playa.

July 2002
Returning to the Reese River Valley, I got back 

on the trail at the point where I had left it the pre-
vious year, and drove across Smith Creek Summit 
without encountering any problems. Upon reach-
ing the valley, I came to an occasionally-used 
road, which travels along the western base of the 
Shoshone Mountains. To the west, I could see 
the faint trace of the old stage road heading in a 
southwesterly direction through a heavy growth 
of sagebrush. I made a short-lived attempt to fol-
low the old road in my SUV, but after a quarter of 
a mile, I found that further progress was blocked 
by a deep washout. As I was turning around on 
the narrow trail, a piece of sagebrush penetrated 
the sidewall of one of my tires. After changing to 
one of the two spare tires that I habitually car-
ried with me during my desert trips, I returned 
to the road at the base of the mountain and 
headed south until I reached the main road that 
crosses Smith Creek Valley. Turning to the west, I 
went about a mile, and then turned to the north 
onto the fi rst of the old lakebeds. Driving across 
this dusty and barren playa, I circled back to the 
northeast until I intersected the old stage road at 
the point where it comes out of the sagebrush. 
Parking there, I hiked back along the abandoned 
road until I came to the place where I had gotten 
the fl at tire.

In 5.8 miles from foot of pass, at 3½ P.M., after 
a journey of 21.2 miles, came to a creek, where 
we encamp in tolerable grass. The creek is 5 feet 
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wide, 2 deep, and, running with considerable 
rapidity, spreads out in many rills, and sinks in 
the lake referred to. Abundant grass can be found 
at the mouth of the cañon of this stream. Both 
the stream and cañon I call after my assistant, 
Lieut. J. L. Kirby Smith. This valley [Smith Creek 
Valley]…I call after Capt. I. C. Woodruff, Corps 
Topographical Engineers.22

The old stage road crosses the main valley road 
at a point that is three and a half miles from where 
that road leaves State Route 722 in Railroad Pass. 
Continuing southwest, the old road is essentially 
abandoned, but can be easily driven in a high-
clearance vehicle. After another two and a half 
miles, the stage road comes to an old ranch site 
that is labeled “Old Hay Ranch” on my maps of this 
area. Here the stage road and the Pony Express 
Trail turn to the west, heading for Smith Creek 

Canyon. During the outbound trip, the expedi-
tion continued another mile to the southwest, 
where they came to Smith Creek and went into 
camp. I have been to this site on four occasions, 
and have never seen any water in the creek bed. It 
appears that all of the water is being diverted for 
use at the Smith Creek Ranch, which is located in 
the mouth of the canyon.

The expedition remained at the camp on 
Smith Creek for two days, because the guide 
had gone missing. Reese had left the camp in 
Simpson Park on the morning of May 28, at 
about the time the expedition was breaking 
camp, telling Simpson that he would meet the 
expedition the following evening. This meant 
that he should have come into the camp on 
Smith Creek sometime during the evening of the 
twenty-ninth. On the morning of the thirtieth, 
Simpson noted that Reese had not yet arrived. 

Approaching Smith Creek Summit in the Shoshone Mountains. Today’s State Route 722 crosses these
mountains through Railroad Pass, about two miles to the south.



83Roberts Creek to Middlegate

His next comment shows that he was not exactly 
pleased. “And as he is alone, contrary to my or-
ders, which require him always to come in with 
the last man of his party, I am not gratifi ed.”23

Simpson decided to wait where they were for 
Reese’s return, and the expedition remained in 
camp that day. While they were waiting, Simpson 
sent out a small party to reconnoiter Smith Creek 
Canyon, which could be seen to the west of the 
camp. Although these scouts reported that the 
canyon was not practical for wagons, the expedi-
tion did travel through it during its return jour-
ney. At the end of the day, Reese was still missing. 
They remained in camp again the next day, and 
Simpson sent out a search party. The party failed 
to fi nd the guide, but they did fi nd a promising 
site for the next camp.

The following morning, although Reese was 
still unaccounted for, Simpson decided to move 
the expedition forward after sending out another 
search party. Shortly after the expedition had 
departed from the campsite, Simpson was sur-
prised to see someone coming through the sage-
brush toward the wagons.

I noticed apparently an old, decrepit-looking man 
approaching the train from the west side, and sup-
porting himself by a couple of crutches or sticks. 
At fi rst I took him for a Digger Indian. On more 
close scrutiny, however, I found it to be Mr. Reese, 
our guide, who, as soon as we reached him, sank 
down exhausted into a sage-bush. His clothes were 
nearly torn off him, and altogether he presented 
a most pitiable aspect. As soon as he could collect 
his mind he informed us that the day before yester-
day, when on the other or west side of the Se-day-e 
Mountains, about 17 miles off, his mule gave out 
and that he has ever since been on foot, trudging 
over the mountains to fi nd us. He had no cloth-
ing except what he had on his back, and as he had 
lost his matches he could make no fi re, though the 
night was quite cold.24

After getting something to eat and drink, Reese 
climbed into one of the wagons and immedi-
ately went to sleep. Simpson sent one of the sol-
diers to fi nd the search party, and the expedi-
tion moved on.

June 1, 1859

June 1, Camp No. 26, Smith’s Creek, Wood-
ruff Valley.—Our course today has been mag-
netically S. 25° W., between the base of the Se-day-
e range [Desatoya Mountains] on our right and 
the clay fl at and small lake of Woodruff Valley on 
our left. In 1.6 miles from camp cross a fi ne rapid 
stream, 5 feet wide, 2 deep, bottom somewhat soft, 
which I called after Mr. Engelmann, the geologist 
of my party. It expends itself in the lake. Two and 
a half miles farther cross another small stream 
running in the same direction, and after a day’s 
march of 10.2 miles come to a swift creek [Camp-
bell Creek] running east from the mountains, 
which I call after Lieutenant Putman, Topograph-
ical Engineers, one of my assistants.25 

As Simpson’s party left the camp on Smith 
Creek, they were heading in a slightly west-of-
south direction. I have been unable to fi nd any 
information that would indicate that any early 
travelers ever used the route that the expedition 
followed on June 1 and 2. In this area, Simpson’s 
map includes a feature that I have been unable 
to explain. Although it has no signifi cant bear-
ing on the location of the route or the camp-
site, it does give rise to questions that remain 
unanswered. The map shows two separate trails 
in the area that the expedition traveled during 
the last half of this day’s march. The distance 
involved seems to be about seven miles. The trail 
splits near the second small stream that Simpson 
mentioned, and the two branches come back 
together a short distance beyond the spot where 
they crossed Campbell Creek. The map seems to 
show that the site of Camp 27-W was closer to the 
eastern branch of the trail. The only similar situ-
ation occurs between Camps 29 and 30 of the 
return route, and in that case, Simpson explains 
quite clearly that he wanted to indicate that there 
was an alternate route that would be preferable 
to the route they actually followed. But he says 
nothing at all about the two trails in Smith Creek 
Valley, nor does he give any indication of which 
of the branches they actually followed. In visiting 
this area, I have found that Campbell Creek fl ows 
through a deep wash that parallels today’s road. 



Camp 26-W. The dry streambed of Smith Creek slants across this infrequently used stockyard. The campsite 
was probably on the far side of the creek. “Come to a creek, where we encamp in tolerable grass. The creek, running 

with considerable rapidity, sinks in the lake.”

June 1, 1859
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It is possible that the wash was between the two 
trails, but that does not explain why there were 
two trails. Today the established road is on the 
west side of the wash, and I have been unable to 
fi nd any indication of a trail on the east side.

August 2001
My goal for this trip was to cover the expedi-

tion’s outbound trail across Smith Creek Valley. 
After getting into the valley by way of Railroad 
Pass, I headed west on the main road until I 
intersected the expedition’s trail. Turning to 
the southwest on what is now an abandoned two-
track, I was able to make my way to the site of 
Camp 26-W. After crossing Smith Creek’s dry 
streambed, I continued to the southwest until the 
old two-track intersected the well-traveled road 
that runs along the west side of the valley. From 
there it is a little less than four miles to where 
that road comes to SR 722, near the mouth of 
Campbell Creek Canyon.

After setting up camp on Campbell Creek, 
Simpson made a twenty-four-mile trip to take a 
look at a pass that he hoped to use the next day. 
While Simpson was exploring to the southwest, 

Lt. Putnam was reconnoitering the canyon of 
Campbell Creek, which leads in a northwesterly 
direction from the campsite. Putnam reported 
that this canyon would be too narrow for the wag-
ons, unless a signifi cant amount of excavation 
was done. His report and Simpson’s description 
of the route they followed the next day make it 
quite clear that the expedition did not follow the 
route of today’s State Route 722 across Carroll 
Summit. As far as I can determine, there was no 
road across this summit until 1924, when, at the 
urging of the Lincoln Highway Association, a 
road was constructed through Campbell Creek 
Canyon and Road Canyon.

June 2, 1859

June 2, Camp No. 27, Putnam’s Creek.—
Moved at 5 minutes of 6. A.M. Course southwest-
wardly to the base of the Se-day-e Mountain and 
then generally westwardly through what I call the 
Gibraltar (or south) Pass, examined by me yester-
day. The teams reached summit of pass, 5 miles 
from last camp, at 10 o’clock, without doubling. 
The only exceeding steep place is about three-fourths 

This photo was taken from Simpson’s Gibralter Pass, looking north to Carroll Summit. The 
faint line slanting slightly upward from the right is Highway 722, which was constructed in 

the mid-1920s as a Lincoln Highway project.



Camp 27-W. Campbell Creek is on the far side of the road. The campsite was probably on the south bank, near the 
hay derrick. “Come to a swift creek running east from the mountains, which I call

 after Lieutenant Putnam, one of my assistants.”

June 2, 1859
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of a mile up, where the ravine is left and a minor 
ridge surmounted to get over into the south branch 
of Putnam’s Creek. The ascent of this minor ridge is 
steep, and the descent on the west side still more so. 
To accomplish the latter without accident we had to 
lock and rough-shoe the wheels.… Two and one-half 
miles thence up Putnam’s Creek by a good grade 
brought us to summit of pass,…and 3.7 miles more 
down Gibraltar Creek [Skull Creek] (a small stream) 
to a point in the cañon [Road Canyon], where, at 
half past 4, we encamped.… Journey 8.7 miles.26 

The route that the expedition traveled this 
day was one of the most challenging for me to 
fi nd and travel. By the time I had gotten around 
to attempting it, I had learned that the route 
usually followed some sort of existing road or 
trail. This section would prove to be an excep-
tion. The only existing road through this area is 
State Route 722, which goes up Campbell Creek 
Canyon, crosses Carroll Summit, and descends 
through Road Canyon, but Simpson makes it 
clear that this was not the route they followed. 
After discarding the Carroll Summit possibility, I 
took a look at the Buffalo Canyon road, but soon 
determined that the distance involved was much 
greater than what Simpson reported. So I came 
back to the north, and started looking on the maps 
at what appeared to be a low place on the ridge 
at the upper end of Skull Creek Canyon. I fi nally 
concluded that this unnamed pass, located about 
a mile south of Carroll Summit, was Simpson’s 
Gibraltar Pass. In order to arrive at this conclu-
sion, it had been necessary to analyze very care-
fully, item by item, Simpson’s description of the 
route they followed that day.

He started out by saying that from the camp, 
they headed in a “southwestwardly” direction until 
they reached the base of the mountain. While 
describing his scouting trip of the previous day, 
he mentioned that the foot of the pass was two 
miles from the camp. While studying the maps 
of the area, I found a small canyon, the mouth 
of which is two miles from Campbell Creek. This 
apparently unnamed canyon leads in a westerly 
direction into the Desatoya Mountains.

Simpson went on to say that after reaching 
the base of the mountain, they turned “generally 
westwardly” and, at a distance of fi ve miles from 

camp, came to the summit of Gibraltar Pass. He 
then added that on the way to the summit, “the 
only exceeding steep place is about three-fourths 
of a mile up.” He did not bother to explain what, 
or where, this steep place was up from. After pon-
dering this for some time, I concluded that he 
probably meant that the steep place was three-
quarters of a mile from the mouth of the small 
canyon. The next part of Simpson’s sentence 
states that in getting to the steep place, “the 
ravine is left and a minor ridge surmounted to get 
over into the south branch of Putnam’s Creek.” 
I have interpreted this as meaning that they got 
out of the small canyon by climbing over a ridge, 
then dropping down into another canyon, in 
which fl owed a branch of Putnam’s Creek. As I 
was studying the map, I noticed that a small tribu-
tary stream fl ows into Campbell Creek at a point 
about three-quarters of a mile above the mouth 
of Campbell Creek Canyon. This drainage fl ows 
out of the interior of the mountains in an east-
erly direction, then turns to the north about a 
half mile before reaching Campbell Creek. This 
stream can certainly be described as a south 
branch of Campbell Creek, or Putnam’s Creek as 
Simpson called it. If you go up the small nameless 
canyon for three-quarters of a mile, then climb 
over its north ridge, you will then drop down into 
the south branch of Campbell Creek, which is 
exactly what Simpson said they did.

After getting into the canyon of the south 
branch of Putnam’s Creek, Simpson wrote: “Two 
and one-half miles thence up Putnam’s Creek 
[meaning its south branch] by a good grade 
brought us to summit of pass.” When I measure 
the distance between the point where they came 
to the south branch of Campbell Creek, and the 
summit of the pass at the top of Skull Canyon, I 
get almost exactly two and a half miles.

From the summit, Simpson said they followed 
a stream, which he called Gibraltar Creek, for 
3.7 miles and camped in the canyon. The only 
stream that fl ows westward from this summit is 
Skull Creek. Measuring from the summit along 
this stream for 3.7 miles brings you to a point 
just west of where Skull Canyon opens into Road 
Canyon. I believe the expedition’s camp was at a 
small, but fairly level, area in Road Canyon that is 
now occupied by a roadside rest stop.
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That night William Lee made the following 
entry in his journal:

Thursday, June 2nd. Marched eight and three-
quarters miles over about the roughest road I think 
white man ever traveled, through a canyon which 
was very precipitous and steep. We got into camp 
about four o’clock after a hard day’s work for the 
mules and men.27

July 2002
I came to this area prepared to hike the east-

ern half of the route that I now believed the 
expedition had followed through the Desatoya 
Mountains. I parked near a corral that was just off 
the dirt road that heads south from State Route 
722 near the mouth of Campbell Creek Canyon. 
From there I hiked westward toward the mouth of 
the nameless canyon, and began following a trail 
that appeared to have been made by livestock or 
wild animals. After entering the canyon, I trav-
eled about three-quarters of a mile, and then 
the trail began turning north and climbing up a 
ridge. When I reached the summit of the ridge, 
I could see that the trail dropped down a very 
steep incline into a larger canyon that came from 
the west. At the point where I reached it, this sec-
ond canyon was just entering a bend that took it 
to the north, in the direction of Campbell Creek 
Canyon. It was apparent that I was looking into 
the south branch of Campbell Creek. I am quite 
certain that as I stood on this fi rst ridge, the steep 
drop just below me was the place that Simpson 
was talking about when he said they had to “lock 
and rough-shoe the wheels.” At this point, I was 
only about halfway to the summit of the moun-
tain, and as evening was approaching, I decided 
to turn around and head back to my SUV.

When I arrived back at the corral, a rancher 
was there, unloading some hay for his horses. I 
asked if he knew the name of the little canyon. 
He said he had never heard of one. Feeling that 
I ought to explain why I was parked at his cor-
ral, I told him a little bit about my project, and 
explained that I was convinced that Simpson had 
taken his wagons over the mountain through this 
canyon. His response was straightforward: “Well, 
if he did, he was the silliest son-of-a-bitch I ever 
heard of.” He went on to suggest that a much 

more practical route would have been through 
Buffalo Canyon. I thanked him for his informa-
tion and headed for Austin to spend the night.

Early the next morning I returned to the area, 
drove up Campbell Creek Canyon for about three 
and a half miles, and got onto a seldom-used 
two-track road that leads to Simpson’s Gibraltar 
Pass and into the upper end of Skull Canyon. 
Parking near the summit, I started hiking in a 
southeasterly direction, down the canyon of the 
south branch of Campbell Creek. I followed the 
canyon until I was just below the ridge where I 
had turned around the previous evening. After 
returning to my SUV, I drove along the two-track 
road until I came to a dead end in the upper part 
of Skull Canyon. This was the second time that I 
had been on this short section of dirt road.

August 2001
During an earlier trip into the Desatoya 

Mountains, I had camped overnight in a little 
side-canyon just below Carroll Summit. When 
morning came, I drove down Road Canyon, 
parked near the mouth of Skull Canyon, and 
hiked up the canyon until I had reached the area 
near Gibraltar Pass.

After having hiked the entire distance 
between Camps 27-W and 28-W, it is my conclu-
sion that although it would not have been an easy 
trail to travel, it would not have presented the 
wagons with any insurmountable diffi culties. It 
is true that, aside from the short section of two-
track road in the upper portion of Skull Canyon, 
I found no visible indication of a wagon trail, 
but that is not really surprising, since it is doubt-
ful that anyone else ever traveled this section of 
Simpson’s route.

Simpson noted that Reese found his mule, 
complete with saddle and all equipment, some-
where in the vicinity of the Road Canyon camp.

June 3, 1859

June 3, Camp No. 28, Gibraltar Creek.—
Raised camp at 6.15, and continued down 
Gibraltar Cañon [Road Canyon]. For about a mile 
it continued rough from isolated rocks; after this 
no diffi culty. Creek sinks 1.7 miles below camp. 
Five and a half miles farther strike a small creek 



Camp 28-W. A roadside rest area in Road Canyon. “3.7 miles more down Gibraltar Creek (a small stream) to a point 
in the cañon, where, at half past 4, we encamped.”

June 3, 1859
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and a spring, which might be called an extension 
or re-appearance of Gibraltar Creek.… Half a mile 
farther pass through a gap or gate between some 
stupendous rocks of a dark-gray and brown por-
phyritic character.… This defi le from the cañon to 
the valley I call The Gate of Gibraltar [Eastgate]. 
It is about 50 yards wide, and of champaign 
character. From this gate, following the course of 
Gibraltar Creek [Eastgate Creek] (very small), in 
a southwest direction, we cross in 7.2 miles a val-
ley or plain, and arrive at a second gate or gap 
[Middlegate] in a low range, running north and 
south, where, at 4 P.M., we encamp near the sink 
of Gibraltar Creek.28 

When they left Camp 28-W, the expedition 
continued down Road Canyon, following today’s 
State Route 722 to Eastgate. Eastgate Creek 
skirts the base of the steep cliffs that make up 
the Eastgate formation, crosses under SR 722, 
and begins to fl ow into a gradually deepening 

wash. Although Simpson’s map does not give a 
lot of detail, in this area it does show that the 
expedition’s trail was north of what is labeled as 
“Gibraltar Creek.” In his description of the west-
bound route, Simpson said nothing about which 
side of the stream they traveled on, or if, and 
where, they crossed it. However, when the expe-
dition returned to this area during the return 
trip, he did say something that has a bearing on 
the westbound route. During the eastbound trip, 
Simpson indicated that when they left Middlegate, 
they followed their earlier trail for some distance 
and then, “After crossing an arroyo, or creek, 
immediately leave old road”  (emphasis added).29 
There can be little doubt that this arroyo was 
Eastgate Wash, and this statement makes it quite 
clear that during the eastbound trip, they crossed 
the wash going from south to north. And since 
they were traveling on their old trail, it follows 
that they made this crossing at the same place 
where they crossed it when they were traveling 

This old signpost stands beside the abandoned road on the north side of Eastgate Wash. Placed here dur-
ing the days of the Lincoln Highway, it held a sign that was intended to guide early automobile travelers.
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west. All of which indicates that during the west-
bound trip, they had been on the north side of 
the wash before making this crossing.

September 2003
During a couple of earlier visits to this area, 

I had spent some time attempting to fi nd a road 
that could be used to get into the area on the 
north side of Eastgate Wash. I fi nally gave up, and 
concluded that this would be another section of 
the trail that would require some hiking. Parking 
where US 50 crosses Eastgate Wash, I began walk-
ing east. When I fi rst started out, I was attempt-
ing to stay fairly close to the wash, and the path 
that I followed took me through a dense growth 
of greasewood. After about a mile, as I was com-
ing out of the greasewood, I came across an old 
road. I realized at once that I had been moving 
parallel to it for some time, but had been unable 
to see it because of the dense vegetation. It was 
apparent that the road had seen a lot of use in 

the past. In some places, it was worn down to as 
much as a couple of feet below the surrounding 
terrain. But it was also very apparent that it had 
been abandoned for many years. I began follow-
ing the road, and it led me all the way to Eastgate, 
where I turned around and headed back to the 
west. Then I made what was to me a very impor-
tant discovery.

Nearing the end of my hike, when I was less 
than a quarter of a mile east of US 50, where I 
had parked my SUV, I found a rusty metal post. 

What does a rusty post have to do with 
Simpson’s trail? It provides reliable evidence that 
an automobile road once followed Simpson’s 
trail along the north side of Eastgate Wash. 

The post that I found is almost identical to 
other old signposts that I have observed on verifi -
able sections of the Lincoln Highway in Nevada. 
All of these posts are made from cast iron pipes 
with about two inches of thread on the upper 
end, which means that they were probably used 

Eastgate Wash, about a mile and a half northeast of Middlegate, where it was crossed by the expedition. 
“Cross an arroyo where the water yesterday, according to Mr. Reese, was running, but now exists in small pools.”
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for some other purpose before being put to use 
as signposts. They all have faint traces of white 
paint, and holes drilled into them at locations 
that would allow the attachment of road signs 
that were placed along the Lincoln Highway in 
the early 1920s. These posts have been found on 
the route of the Lincoln Highway at White Pine 
Summit near the ghost town of Hamilton, in the 
Grimes Hills on the east side of Monitor Valley, 
and near the summit where the early Lincoln 
Highway crossed the Pancake Mountains. I think 
that it is quite certain that the abandoned road 
along the north bank of Eastgate Wash was fi rst 
traveled by Simpson’s expedition, then used as 

a wagon road, and then by the early Lincoln 
Highway. Later, during the mid-1920s, as the 
fi nal stage of a major construction project, which 
shifted the Lincoln Highway from New Pass to 
Carroll Summit, the road between Eastgate 
and Middlegate was shifted to the south side of 
Eastgate Wash, and the road on the north side of 
the wash was abandoned.

The expedition’s campsite for the night 
was near a gap in a low ridge that is known as 
Middlegate. This spot is not to be confused with 
Middlegate Station, which is about two miles far-
ther west, near the junction of US 50 and State 
Route 361.
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Camp 29-W. On the east side of the Middlegate gap. “Arrive at a second gate or gap in a low range,
where, at 4 P.M. we encamp near the sink of Gibralter Creek.”

Six

Middlegate to Genoa

June 4, 1859
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June 4, Camp No. 29, Middle Gate.—Moved 
at 6.… Immediately after passing through Middle 
Gate, strike southwestwardly over a pulverulent 
prairie to a third gate, which we reach in 3½ miles, 
and which I call the West Gate [Westgate].1 

By noting that they passed through the 
 Middlegate gap after leaving camp, Simpson 

makes it clear that the campsite had been on 
the east side of the ridge. Heading west from 
the campsite, US 50 follows a straight line that 
takes it about a quarter of a mile north of the old 
Middlegate Overland Stage Station, the site of 
which is now occupied by a restaurant and motel. 
The expedition’s camp had been on the south 
bank of the creek, and there seems to be no good 
reason for them to have crossed it before reach-
ing the site of Middlegate Station. The old stage 
road and the Lincoln Highway also remained 
on the south bank of Eastgate Creek, following 
Simpson’s route to the station. About three-quar-
ters of a mile west of the station, this old route 
veered to the north, rejoined the route now used 
by US 50, and passed through the Westgate gap.

After threading this defi le pass over another 
thirsty-looking marly prairie, surrounded by low, 
ashy-looking mountains [Chalk Mountain], with 
passes between. In 5 miles get across this valley and 
attain summit of a low ridge [Drumm Summit], 
whence we descend to another shallow valley…
which I call Dry Flat Valley [Fairview Valley], on 
account of the whitish clay fl at we cross and which 
is as smooth and hard as a fl oor. Indeed, the glare 
from it was almost blinding.2

While studying this section of the route, I ran 
across an unexplainable error in Simpson’s dis-
tance fi gures. In his table of distances, Simpson 
listed a checkpoint, which he referred to as “In 
Alkali Valley,” and indicated that it was 10.2 miles 
west of Drumm Summit and 1.2 miles east of Sand 
Springs Pass. In describing this area, he said the 
valley fl oor was whitish in color and as smooth 
and hard as a fl oor. This is a good description 
of Labou Flat in Fairview Valley, but the distance 
fi gures do not work. Simpson’s fi gures would 
put the Alkali Valley point well to the west of the 
center of the valley, and partway up the eastern 

foothills of the Stillwater Mountains. The actual 
distance from Drumm Summit to the center of 
Labou Flat is closer to 5.7 miles, and, curiously, 
Labou Flat is also 5.7 miles from Sand Springs 
Pass. As a practical matter, this error is unimport-
ant and has no effect on the location of the trail, 
but what makes it even more curious is that the 
same error, relating to the very same spot, was 
repeated during the return trip.

Twenty miles from camp we attain the summit of 
the range dividing Dry from a valley I call Alkaline 
Valley [Salt Wells Basin], on account of its general 
whitish alkaline appearance from saline effl ores-
cence. Descending this ridge 1.7 miles, and turn-
ing northwardly and skirting it for 2.7 miles, we 
come to our camp-ground [Sand Springs], where 
the guide party, which is in advance of us, has dug 
a number of small wells.… Journey, 24.5 miles.3

This campsite was located near a spot that 
soon became known as Sand Springs. The 
springs are about six-tenths of a mile northwest 
of where the road to Sand Mountain leaves US 
50. I have been to this area several times, and 
have never seen any surface water, but a mea-
ger growth of bunch grass marks the spot where 
the springs are shown on the maps. Although I 
have been unable to locate the small wells that 
Simpson mentioned, I did fi nd the remains of a 
very old concrete water trough. The ruins of the 
Sand Springs Pony Express station can be found 
a short distance farther to the north.

Sometime during this day’s march, some con-
fusion developed about the difference between 
where they were and where Simpson wanted to 
be. Reese and some members of his scouting 
party were somewhere ahead of the wagons. One 
of the scouts returned to the wagon train, bring-
ing a note from the guide. The note informed 
Simpson that the place Reese had selected for 
the coming night’s campsite was about twelve 
miles from Walker Lake, and they could camp 
on the shore of that lake the following night.4 
This information was an unpleasant surprise to 
Simpson because he never had any intention of 
going anywhere near Walker Lake. In fact, he 
had been under the impression all along that 
their route would take them some distance to 
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the north of it. In his usual habit of understate-
ment, he described this news as “unpalatable,” 
and commented:

The consequence is, that as the point I have been 
aiming at is the north bend of Walker’s River, and 
not the Lake, we are a great deal too far to the 
south, and must therefore make the necessary cor-
responding northing.5

John Reese was usually a reliable guide, but 
in this case, he had gotten it wrong. As it turned 
out, the expedition was exactly where Simpson 
wanted to be, and the lake that the guide was 
talking about was Carson Lake, not Walker Lake. 
Whether Reese actually thought Carson Lake was 
Walker Lake, or simply erred when writing the 
note, is never made clear, but when Simpson got 
the word from Reese that they were southeast of 
Walker Lake, he was not at all happy. He imme-
diately got out the map that the Topographical 
Bureau had sent with him, and spent some time 
studying it very carefully. Based on Reese’s erro-
neous information, he began to suspect that the 
map was fl awed. In this instance, he should have 
put more faith in the map than in his guide. It 
would be my guess that Simpson was rather poor 
company in camp that evening.

During this day’s march, when they reached 
the base of Sand Springs Pass, they turned to the 
northwest. It ought to be noted, however, that 

the shortest route to their eventual destination 
would have been almost due west. But, at this 
point, both Simpson and Reese were still under 
the impression that they needed to get a lot far-
ther north. If they had continued in a more west-
erly direction, they could have crossed the south 
end of Salt Wells Basin and gone through a low 
pass that lies between the northern end of the 
Cocoon Mountains and the southern end of the 
Bunejug Mountains. There is a certain amount 
of irony in the fact that this low spot eventually 
became known as Simpson Pass.

The expedition passed by both the eastern 
and western approaches to this pass during the 
outbound and the return trips, but they never did 
attempt to take the wagons through it. During 
the westbound trip, they did not even think 
about it. During the eastbound trip, Simpson 
commented that he considered going this way, 
but Reese talked him out of it by claiming that it 
was “too full of sand to allow the passage of wag-
ons.”6 Within a year, stagecoaches were traveling 
through Simpson Pass on a fairly regular basis. 
Burton describes his trip from Sand Springs to 
Carson Lake as follows:

About 11 A.M. we set off to cross the ten miles of 
valley that stretched between us and the summit of 
the western divide still separating us from Carson 
Lake. The land was a smooth saleratus plain, 
with curious masses of porous red and black basalt 

Sand Mountain. The Sand Springs campsite was just a short distance from the foot of this large sand 
dune. It seems strange that Simpson failed to mention the dune in his report.
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protruding from a ghastly white.… in one place the 
horses sank to their hocks and were not extricated 
without diffi culty. After a hot drive…we began to 
toil up the divide, a sand formation mixed with bits 
of granite, red seeds, and dwarf shells.… Arrived 
at the summit, we sighted for the fi rst time Carson 
Lake, or rather the sink of the Carson River.… Our 
conscientious informant at Sand Springs Station 
had warned us that upon the summit of the divide 
we should fi nd a perpendicular drop, down which 
the wagons could be lowered only by means of lari-
ats affi xed to the axle-trees and lashed round strong 
“stubbing posts.” We were not, however, surprised 
to fi nd a mild descent of about 30°.7

What had happened to all the sand?
Perhaps because he was preoccupied with the 

problem of where they were, as opposed to where 
he wanted to be, Simpson failed to mention that 
they were camped at the foot of one of the larg-
est sand dunes in the country. Young William Lee 
did notice it, however, and felt that it deserved to 
be mentioned it in his journal. “Near where we 
camped there is a large hill about a thousand feet 
high and perfectly bare—not a shrub or stone on 
it, all sand.”8

June 5, 1859

June 5, Camp No. 30. Alkaline Valley.—Up 
at half past 3 A.M., but in consequence of mules 
straying off to get grass and water, the train did 
not move until 5. Course north of west along west 
foot of Black Mountains [Stillwater Mountains], 
to the north end of what turned out to be Carson 
instead of Walker’s Lake. The guide, therefore, at 
fault, and neither the Topographical Bureau map 
nor my calculations wrong. As the map will indi-
cate, it will be perceived that before I made the turn 
to the northwest, pursuant to the representation of 
our whereabouts by our guide, my course was direct 
for the bend of Walker’s River, the locality aimed at 
from the commencement of the expedition at Camp 
Floyd. The consequence is that we have lost about 
12 miles by our guide’s errors, and will have to ret-
rograde, for a distance, our steps.9 

Fortunately for the expedition, Simpson 
eventually got it fi gured out that the map was 

correct, and Reese was confused about the 
name of the lake they were approaching. What 
is missing from the report is an explanation of 
just how Simpson discovered that it was actually 
Carson Lake.

While camped at the northern end of Carson 
Lake during the evening of June 5, Simpson 
added some additional information about the 
trail they had followed that day.

The road today has been along the east edge of 
Alkaline Valley [Salt Wells Basin], and the west foot 
of the Black Mountains [Stillwater Mountains]. 
In the valley it has been heavy, and on the benches, 
on account of the basaltic rocks, rough.… Journey, 
16.6 miles.10

It appears that as the expedition left the Sand 
Springs camp on the morning of June 5, they 
headed due west out into the mudfl ats of Fourmile 
Flat. Their reason for doing this is uncertain, but 
Simpson’s map makes it very clear that their initial 
direction was west. It is possible that it took them a 
mile or so to learn that traveling across these fl ats 
was not as easy as it might look. Simpson men-
tioned only that the trail was “heavy,” which means 
that the ground was soft. During the return trip, 
when they crossed Fourmile Flat in the opposite 
direction, he indicated that “the Alkaline Valley 
where we crossed it will evidently be impassable 
from mire in wet weather.”11

After traveling about a mile into the fl ats, 
the expedition turned to the north, and made 
its way to the tip of a small ridge that protrudes 
into the fl ats and forms a separation of sorts 
between Fourmile Flat and Eightmile Flat. US 
50 crosses the tip of this ridge, and the expedi-
tion probably crossed it at about the same place. 
According to John Townley, the Pony Express 
and the Overland Stage came to this point after 
traveling in a northwesterly direction from Sand 
Springs Station.12 Townley’s map shows that the 
mail riders and the coaches crossed Simpson’s 
trail at this point, then headed due west across 
the fl ats to Rock Springs, the only reliable water-
hole between Sand Springs and Carson Lake.

After leaving the tip of the ridge, the expe-
dition continued in a northwesterly direction, 
but now they moved onto a low bench that runs 



Camp 30-W. Sand Springs in Salt Wells Basin, which Simpson called Alkaline Valley. “We come to our
camp-ground, where the guide party, which is in advance of us, has dug a number of small wells.” The author

has been unable to fi nd any wells, but this concrete cistern must have held water in the past.

June 5, 1859
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along the east side of Eightmile Flat. It was here 
that they encountered the volcanic rocks that 
Simpson mentioned. After traveling along the 
bench for about three and a half miles, they 
turned a little more to the west, crossed the 
northern part of Eightmile Flat, then crossed 
US 50 again about three and a half miles south-
east of Salt Wells. From here, they headed toward 
Turupa Flat and the northern tip of the Bunejug 
Mountains. After another three miles, they came 
to the northern shore of Carson Lake and the 
stream that Simpson called the outlet.

Although this route crosses several roads and 
trails, it does not appear that any part of it trav-
els along any modern road or trail. During one 
of my several trips to this area, I spent most of a 
day slowly working my way along several sections 
of two-track, traveling through the sand dunes 
along the eastern edge of Fourmile Flat, and 
then across the foothills above the eastern edge 
of Eightmile Flat. I should not have bothered, 
because I eventually fi gured out that the distance 
along these roads does not fi t the mileage fi g-
ures reported by Simpson, nor do they come any-
where close to corresponding with the shape of 
the trail on Simpson’s map. In the end, I had to 
do my best to superimpose the alignment shown 
on Simpson’s map onto a modern map, and com-
pletely ignore the modern roads and trails.

We are encamped at the head of the outlet from 
Carson Lake into the Sink of Carson, where our 
only fuel is dry rush. This outlet is about 50 feet 
wide and 3 or 4 feet deep, and voids the lake rap-
idly into its sink, which is some 10 or 15 miles 
to the northeast of us.… The Carson River to the 
northwest, where it empties into the lake, can be 
seen quite distinctly, marked by its line of green 
cottonwoods.13

It is clear that the party’s camp for the night 
was on the northeast shore of Carson Lake, but 
determining the exact location of the campsite 
proved to be very diffi cult. The major problem is 
that the shore of Carson Lake is no longer where 
it was in 1859. As a matter of fact, for all practi-
cal purposes there no longer is a Carson Lake. A 
massive irrigation project that began in the early 
1900s has changed the hydrology of the entire 

area, and the reservoir behind the Lahontan 
Dam now holds most of the water that once 
fl owed into Carson Lake. The small amount of 
water that now gets to the lake is found several 
miles south of where the expedition camped 
that night.

Simpson did provide one helpful clue when 
he said the camp was on the bank of a stream 
that he called the outlet of the lake. Since he 
described the outlet as being 50 feet wide and 
three or four feet deep, I felt that I should be 
able to fi nd some evidence of a stream of this 
size. During my fi rst several visits to the area, I 
was unsuccessful in fi nding anything that I could 
recognize as a streambed, and I was beginning to 
believe that the construction of irrigation canals 
and ditches had completely wiped out any signs 
of the stream. This was before I learned about 
the Terraserver website and had begun to study 
some of the aerial photos that are available on 
the Internet. When I did begin to use this web-
site, a study of the photos of this area revealed 
the general shape of the lake as it must have 
existed before the irrigation project. Then I 
noticed what appeared to be some sort of a chan-
nel running in a northerly direction from the 
old lakeshore. Comparing the aerial photos with 
topographical maps of the area shows that this 
channel is a combination of what is now called 
Pierson Slough, which is found on the south side 
of Macari Lane, and Grimes Slough, which runs 
north from Macari Lane. I am quite certain that 
this is the channel that Simpson called the out-
let, and I believe that the campsite was about a 
half mile north of Macari Lane, and about a mile 
south of the southern end of the Fallon Naval Air 
Station’s main runway. Interestingly, William Lee 
used the word “slough” to describe the stream 
that he saw fl owing out of Carson Lake.

Sunday, June 5th. Marched seventeen miles and 
came to camp on a slough at the northern end of 
Carson Lake.… The mules seemed to feel that they 
were near water, for it was hard to restrain them. 
Having had nothing to eat since last night, I 
was very glad to get to camp. Met here with a 
band of Pah-Utes; they seemed very healthy and 
were fi shing in the lake. Noticed some decoy ducks 
among them.14
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September 2005
Parking on the side of Macari Lane, I hiked 

northward, following the east bank of Grimes 
Slough until I reached the area where I believe 
Camp 31-W was located. If I understand the 
maps of this area correctly, this spot is on prop-
erty that is a part of the Fallon Naval Air Station, 
but, unlike most of the station’s property, this 
area remains unfenced. The fenced part of the 
air base lies directly to the north. During this 
short hike, I noticed that a narrow dirt road 
approached this area from the west. A year later, 
with a slightly different set of GPS coordinates; I 
attempted to get onto this road with my vehicle, 
but was barred by a locked gate. Since I could not 
see any No Trespassing signs on the gate or the 
fence, I climbed over the gate and hiked the half 
mile to the location of the campsite.

June 6, 1859

June 6, Camp No. 31, north end of Carson 
Lake.—We retrograde today in our course, south-
erly direction, and skirt the east shore of Carson 
Lake.15 

By retrograde, Simpson did not mean that 
they returned along the entire previous day’s 
trail, only that they were returning back toward 
the south. Simpson’s map does show that they 
did travel back along the earlier trail, but for only 
about a mile. At that point they left it and headed 
straight south, traveling between the western 

base of the Bunejug Mountains and the east-
ern shore of the lake. There is a good dirt road 
through this area today, but the expedition’s trail 
was somewhat farther to the west and closer to 
the lake. Three weeks later, during the return 
trip, Simpson mentioned that the rising waters of 
the lake had covered the trail they made through 
this area during the outbound trip.16

Somewhere along the eastern shore of the 
lake, William Lee and at least one of his fellow 
assistants, possibly Edward Jagiello, stopped to 
take a break.

We stopped under the shade of some cottonwood 
trees for about two hours, where we had a refresh-
ing nap and let the animals graze; but contrary to 
our expectations, we found that the train, instead 
of camping on the lake, had concluded to push on. 
So we had a smart ride of about eight miles to catch 
up, and found them making a noon halt.17

This comment seems to imply that Simpson may 
have said something about making another camp 
on the shore of the lake, but when the main body 
of the expedition reached the southern end of 
the lake, it kept on going. Lee and his compan-
ion had to hustle to catch up.

In 9.7 miles leave the lake at its southern end, 
and, passing over and through some sand-hills, 
in 5.7 miles come to a small spring of calcareous 
water [Lee Hot Springs], where there is no grass. 
Here there has been a number of these springs, and 

The eastern shore of Carson Lake. The expedition’s artist, H. V. A. Von Beckh, drew a sketch that John J. 
Young later copied in painting this watercolor. 

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



Camp 31-W. Looking south toward Carson Lake. The campsite was on the east bank of Grimes Slough, a short 
distance from the Fallon Naval Air Station’s primary runway.

June 6, 1859



101Middlegate to Genoa

the locality for a very considerable area is nothing 
but calcareous tufa, formed by the springs, which 
are all closed but one.18

If I am right about the location of the shore-
line at that time, they were about a quarter of 
a mile from the lake’s southeastern shore when 
they reached the point that was 9.7 miles from the 
previous night’s camp. During the return trip, the 
expedition came back to its outbound trail at this 
same spot. It is also at about this point that the 
Pony Express and the Overland Stage rejoined 
Simpson’s return trail after coming through 
Simpson Pass. On this day, the expedition con-
tinued in a southerly direction and crossed the 
barren fl ats of Wildcat Scarp. In doing this, they 
compounded the error they had made when 
they traveled all the way to the northern end of 
the lake. It would have saved them a lot of time 
and effort if they had turned to the west at this 
point. Their failure to make this turn may have 
been caused by Reese’s faulty recollection of the 
area, but it is much more likely that it was due to 
Simpson’s determination to get to the big bend 
of the Walker River. Whatever the reason, if they 
had turned to the west, they would have missed 
Walker River entirely, and their route would have 
been shortened by approximately twenty miles. 
Three weeks later, when the expedition was on 
its way back to Camp Floyd, Simpson had fi gured 
this out, and they did follow the shorter route 
back to Carson Lake.

September 2001
Nancy and I drove southeast from the city of 

Fallon, and got onto the dirt road that travels 
along the eastern side of what was once Carson 
Lake. Near the southeast corner of the lake, we 
came to an area that is known as Wildcat Scarp. 
As we drove into the scarp, the road we had been 
following abruptly vanished. The scarp is an 
expanse of soft clay soil that seems to melt and 
run as soon as it gets wet. Burton described it as 
“a plain too barren for sage.”19 The occasional 
rain that falls here quickly eliminates the tracks 
of anything that crosses the scarp. In order to get 
across this area you simply drive over the dusty 
fl ats, doing your best to avoid the random washes 
and gullies. In wet weather, such an attempt 

would surely end in disaster. On the far side of 
the scarp we found the road again, and started 
climbing into the foothills that lie to southeast 
of the White Throne Mountains. About fi ve 
miles southwest of the scarp, we came to Lee 
Hot Springs, which is still sending up a column 
of steam. Heading west from the hot spring, we 
soon came to US Highway 95.

Three miles more brought us through some heavy 
sand-drifts to a very small spring of miserable min-
eral-water, so nauseous as not to permit me to take 
even a swallow.20

A small seep called Stinking Springs is located 
just slightly over three miles from Lee Hot Springs 
and about a quarter of a mile east of US 95. A 
note on the USGS 30 × 60-minute map indicates 
that the water is undrinkable.

After proceeding a few miles further, in conse-
quence of the day being very warm and the sand-
hills heavy, halted at 3 o’clock and turned out 
the animals to graze upon the little grass which 
exists in bunches around. At 5 start again, and 
still ascending to crest of dividing ridge between 
Walker’s Lake Valley and Saleratus Valley 
[Lahontan Valley], in 9.4 miles reach summit. 
Just before doing so, Lieutenant Murry sent word 
that some of the mules were giving out, and he was 
afraid he would be obliged to halt. I sent word back 
to him to try and hold on till he could reach the 
summit, and after that there would be no diffi culty. 
He managed, by exchanging some of the mules, to 
get the wagons all up to the top of the divide, but 
it was midnight before we reached Walker’s River, 
6.9 miles distant, and as the night was quite dark, 
we considered ourselves very fortunate that we got 
along without accident.… Journey to-day a hard 
one.… Distance 31.2 miles.21

Simpson said only that they took their break 
a “few miles” beyond Stinking Springs, which is 
not enough information to determine the exact 
location of their rest stop. About fi ve and a quar-
ter miles south of Stinking Springs, an earlier, 
and now-abandoned, version of US 95 veers away 
from today’s highway. Simply because it was an 
older road, it is probably safe to assume that 



Camp 32-W. Weber Reservoir on the Walker River, about twenty miles north of Walker Lake. The campsite 
would have been near the center of the photo, under the waters of the reservoir.

June 7, 1859
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it was the route that the expedition followed. 
At four and a quarter miles from this split, the 
old road crosses the summit and begins to drop 
toward Walker Lake. About four miles south of 
the summit, the old road rejoins today’s US 95. 
After another three quarters of a mile, the expe-
dition turned and headed directly west toward 
the Walker River, reaching it near the site of 
today’s Weber Reservoir. After a lot of map work 
and several trips to the area, it is my conclusion 
that the campsite is now covered by the waters 
of the reservoir, about a quarter of a mile to the 
northwest from the dam.

June 7, 1859

June 7, Camp No. 32 Walker’s River.—In 
consequence of getting into camp so late last eve-
ning, and the teams requiring rest, we lay over 
at this point till this afternoon. The river we 
are encamped on (Walker’s) is the largest I have 
seen this side of Green River; is about one hun-
dred yards wide and from six to ten feet deep at its 
present stage, which seems to be high.… Its banks, 
which are vertical, are about four feet above the 
surface of the water.22 

As subsequent events will show, there is no 
doubt that the river was running high at that 
time, but since it was not over its banks, and since 
Simpson had never seen it before, one has to won-
der about what he saw that led him to conclude 
that it was higher than normal. William Lee took 
advantage of the morning layover and went for a 
swim. “Got up this morning pretty early and took 
a fi ne swim in the river.”23

Raise camp at 3 P.M. Sun scorching hot. Course 
northwestwardly along the left or north bank of 
the river, being forced occasionally by the river 
from the bottom to the sand-bench.… After march-
ing ten miles, at 7 o’clock encamped again on 
the river.… Pete came in from guide’s party, and 
reports bend of Walker’s River six miles ahead, 
where I expect to camp to-morrow.24

This day’s journey followed the Walker River 
upstream in a northwesterly direction. It appears 
from Simpson’s description that they stayed as 

close to the river as was practical for the wag-
ons. This would probably mean that the Weber 
Reservoir now covers the fi rst couple of miles of 
their trail.

September 2001
Nancy and I had reached the Weber Reservoir 

after following US 95 south from Lee Hot Springs, 
then turning west on a fairly well-traveled dirt 
road. Now, as we were preparing to follow the 
expedition’s trail along the Walker River, I was 
concerned about being able to make it all the 
way from the Weber Dam to Wabuska, which is 
on US Highway 95A. My map indicated that the 
road would be going through an Indian reserva-
tion, and I suspected it might be closed to travel, 
as are other reservations that I have visited in the 
past. I soon found that my qualms were unwar-
ranted. The road itself is a good dirt road, and 
unlike many of the dirt roads through similar 
areas in Nevada, there was not a single gate to be 
opened and closed. Although it does go through 
a few sandy washes, the road presents no diffi cul-
ties for high-clearance vehicles. Camp 33-W, the 
second camp on the Walker River, was near the 
western edge of Sunshine Flat, at a point where 
a side channel of the river makes an ox-bow loop 
that brings it next to the road. This loop was 
fi lled with running water when Nancy and I fi rst 
saw it in 2001. During subsequent visits in 2003 
and 2004, it was completely dry.

June 8, 1859

June 8, Camp No. 33, Walker’s River.—
Moved at twenty minutes after 5. Continue 6.3 
miles up valley of Walker’s River, as far as the 
North Bend, and, at 8 A.M., encamp in tolerable 
grass.25 

Sometime during this morning’s travel, the 
expedition crossed the trail of the fi rst group 
of emigrants known to have made the overland 
journey to California. On October 11, 1841, 
the Bidwell-Bartleson party crossed the Walker 
River somewhere between Sunshine Flat and 
the big bend of the river. There is nothing in 
Simpson’s report about this group, and it seems 
likely that he was unaware of its existence. And 



Camp 33-W. On the north bank of the Walker River, near Sunshine Flat. Water occasionally fl ows through the 
oxbow channel at the left of the road. The river’s main channel is about one hundred yards farther to the left.

June 8, 1859
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it is not surprising that he failed to notice their 
trail, because well before reaching this point, the 
entire party had abandoned their wagons and 
had continued their journey mounted on horses 
and mules. In 1859, the 18-year-old trail would 
probably have been diffi cult to see.

When the Bidwell-Bartleson party left 
Missouri in May 1841, it was comprised of about 
sixty people and fourteen covered wagons. Just 
west of Soda Springs in Idaho, about half of the 
group split off and headed for Oregon. The rest 
of the party, which included both John Bidwell 
and John Bartleson, turned south and followed 
the Bear River into Utah. When they reached 
the northeast shore of the Great Salt Lake, they 
turned west and made their way past the north 
end of the lake. Reaching the Park Valley area, 
they turned south until they passed by the east-
ern base of Pilot Peak, then turned to the west 
again. Somewhere west of Pilot Peak, they aban-
doned their wagons and most of their worldly 
goods. Packing what they could on the backs of 
their draft animals, they continued west until 
they stumbled across the Humboldt River, which 
they followed to its sink. Heading south from 
Humboldt Sink, they passed by the western side 
of Carson Lake, then managed to fi nd their way 
through the rugged Desert Mountains and came 
to the Walker River, striking it somewhere near its 
bend. According to the journals of John Bidwell 
and James Johns, after reaching the river they fol-
lowed it upstream for about four miles, then left 
it to travel in a southwesterly direction.26 It seems 
quite likely that they left the river at the point 
where it began to turn to the east. Upstream from 
this point, the river is running almost due north. 

After crossing the Bidwell-Bartleson Trail, the 
Simpson expedition came to a sweeping bend in 
the Walker River, where it changes its direction 
of fl ow from nearly north to east and then south-
east. Simpson described this area as the “North 
Bend,” and stated that this is where they camped. 
This statement caused me a lot of problems.

When I fi rst began looking at this part of the 
route, I relied on Simpson’s statement, and placed 
Camp 34-W at the spot where the river reaches its 
farthest point to the north. At the time, this bend 
in the river seemed to be a dependable landmark, 
and I relied on it to determine the location of the 

two previous campsites, and the two campsites that 
followed. Later, after obtaining a good copy of 
Simpson’s map, I noticed that the symbol for this 
camp was shown as being some distance upstream 
from the high point of the bend. This discovery 
sent me back to my modern maps, and after a lot 
of re-plotting and re-measuring, and another trip 
to the area, I fi nally concluded that the map was 
accurate, and Simpson’s description should not 
have been taken quite so literally. The campsite 
had to be at the point where the north-fl owing 
part of the river fi rst begins to enter the bend to 
the east. Once again, I found that the map was 
more accurate than I had at fi rst assumed.

After adjusting the location of Camp 34-W 
to fi t better with Simpson’s map, I had to relo-
cate the other two Walker River campsites. It 
was when I did this that I found that the site of 
Camp 32-W would have been under the waters of 
today’s Weber Reservoir. Previously, I had placed 
the camp some distance downstream from the 
dam, but this area had never seemed quite right, 
because I had found that this was an area that 
would have been diffi cult for the wagons to reach 
because of the river’s steep banks.

September 2004
Placing Camp 34-W at the very beginning of 

the big bend puts it on the western edge of the 
Stanley Ranch. The road that follows the north-
ern bank of the Walker River bypasses this ranch 
by going around a hill to the north. While I was 
still under the impression that the campsite was 
farther to the east, Nancy and I had driven by 
the ranch a couple of times without stopping. 
However, in September of 2004, having fi gured 
out that the campsite was on the ranch property, 
we stopped and asked for permission to drive to 
this new location. Permission was readily granted, 
and David and Molly Stanley seemed genuinely 
interested in my project. They told me that they 
were aware that Frémont had traveled through 
this area, but they had never heard of James 
Simpson. They said that I was welcome to go any-
where on the ranch that I wanted, and we spent a 
couple of hours wandering around the campsite 
area, taking photographs and GPS readings.

Molly Stanley mentioned that on a few occa-
sions since they began living on the ranch, the 



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
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south side of Carson River.” This road would have 
been the same one that they had followed along 
the south bank of the river during the outbound 
trip. Now traveling eastward along this road, they 
followed it until they were again forced to leave 
it to cross the ridge that Simpson called the ugly 
hill. In spite of their hopes, the river was still too 
high for them to get the wagons between the 
water and the northern end of the ridge.

After attaining valley on east side of hill, we left 
our outward track and old road, and turned to 
the left down the valley to within a few hundred 
yards of Carson River, and then go over another 
spur, and in about a mile get into valley of Carson 
River again, which we follow down 2 miles, and 
at 1.15 o’clock encamp on the river bank. Journey 
18.2 miles.5

At the eastern base of the ugly hill, they crossed 
the old wagon road, leaving their previous trail 
and making a turn to the north. They were now 
breaking new trail again, and would continue to 
do so until they came to their outbound trail at 
the southeast corner of Carson Lake.

A seldom-used road heads north from the 
Churchill railroad crossing along the east side of 
the tracks. After about three-quarters of a mile, 
this road makes a sharp turn to the east, and begins 
to climb up the ridge that lies on the eastern side 
of this little valley. This turn is about seven hun-
dred yards from the normal channel of the river, 
but was probably only about three hundred yards 
from the high water level that existed in the sum-
mer of 1859, which would agree with Simpson’s 
description of being within a few hundred yards 
of the river. Turning to the east, the expedition 
crossed the summit of this “other spur,” dropped 
down the eastern slope, and, after another mile, 
came to the river again. At this point, they were 
across the swollen stream and about a mile east 
of the future site of Fort Churchill, an army post 
that would be established on the north bank of 
the river about a year later.  Burton mentioned 
that on October 18, 1860, he could see the struc-
tures of the new army post after crossing the sum-
mit of the Dead Camel Mountains. His descrip-
tion of his party’s travels that day begins as they 
leave the Carson Sink mail station.

Crossing a long plain bordering on the Sink, we 
“snaked up” painfully a high divide.… From the 
summit, bleak with west wind, we could descry, at 
a distance of fi fty miles, a snowy saddle-back—the 
Sierra Nevada. When the deep sand had fatigued 
our cattle, we halted for an hour to bait in a patch 
of land rich with bunch grass. Descending from the 
eminence, we saw a gladdening sight; the Carson 
River, winding through its avenue of dark cotton 
woods, and afar off, the quarters and barracks of 
Fort Churchill.6

After following the river downstream to the east 
for two more miles, the expedition stopped for 
the night. They were now in Churchill Valley and 
their campsite was located a little less than a mile 
downstream from where US Highway 95A crosses 
the Carson River.

While attempting to determine the most 
likely location for this campsite, I had to resist 
the temptation to place it among the cotton-
wood trees that cluster along the river. Given 
a choice, that is where I would pitch my tent. 
However, this area would have been under water 
during the summer of 1859, and the expedition 
would have been forced to set up camp on the 
bench, about a quarter of a mile from the river’s 
normal channel.

The talk in camp that evening must have 
given William Lee the idea that the expedition 
was going to continue to follow the Carson River 
all the way to Carson Lake. His journal entry for 
this day reads as follows:

Sunday, June 26th. Marched eighteen and a half 
miles and came to camp on Carson River. We left 
our old track about three miles from this camp and 
intend keeping down the river to Carson Lake.7

Following the river all the way to the lake would 
have added about fi fteen miles to their journey, 
but this route would have avoided the steep climb 
through the Dead Camel Mountains.

June 27, 1859

June 27, Camp No. 4, Carson River.—
Resumed march at 5. Continued down valley of 
Carson River eastwardly about 2 miles, when we 
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The ruins of Fort Churchill, the army post that was built during the year following the Simpson expe-
dition. On the far side of the Carson River can be seen the “other spur” that the eastbound expedition 

crossed after climbing the “ugly hill” for the second time.

leave it and strike for south end of Carson Lake. 
Low mountains, perfectly destitute of timber, and 
of a brownish-reddish hue, range on either side 
and parallel to river. Eight miles farther commence 
ascending a sandy ravine of slight grade.8

When the expedition left camp on the morn-
ing of June 27, they started out by following 
the river downstream for a couple of miles, but 
then, contrary to Lee’s expectations, they left it 
and headed toward the Dead Camel Mountains. 
Simpson said that the expedition left the river, 
which could be taken to mean that they turned 
away from it. However, it was actually the river 
that left them. The expedition continued in a 
straight line in a slightly south-of-east direction 
and the river made a bend to the northeast.

After traveling about ten miles from camp, 
they passed a spot where the mail company would 
dig a well the following year. The well was for a 
Pony Express relay station, and it became known 
as Hooten Well. Later, the Pony Express changed 
its route through the Dead Camel Mountains, and 
built another station about a mile to the south. 
Just after passing the future site of Hooten Well, 
the expedition began to climb into the western 
foothills of the Dead Camel Mountains.

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

turned off US 95A just south of the Carson River. 
Here we found an interpretive marker that fea-
tured a map of the area between US 95 A and US 
95. Extending across this entire distance was a 



Camp 4-E. About two miles east of US 95A and Bucklands. The Carson River runs through the trees in the 
background. The campsite was probably on the bench in the foreground.

June 27, 1859
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road labeled “Simpson’s Road.” This was some-
thing of a surprise to me, but I later learned that 
the USGS 7.5-minute maps also use this desig-
nation. We found that although it is drivable in 
a high-clearance vehicle, the road through the 
Dead Camel Mountains is very rough and rocky, 
and, in many places, the top speed that could be 
tolerated was something less than fi ve miles an 
hour. There is a certain amount of irony in the 
fact that the only section of Simpson’s route that 
bears his name is by far the very worst of all the 
sections that can be driven today.

In 3 miles, attain summit of low range, from 
which, looking back, Carson River can be seen, well 
marked by the trees which line its banks. At inter-
vals of 2.5 and 1.7 miles cross other low ridges, 
the last tolerably steep on east side; and 7½ miles 
farther, at half past 5, reach south end of Carson 
Lake where we encamp. Journey, 25.1 miles.9

The road across the Dead Camel Mountains 
crosses three separate and distinct ridges, and 
Simpson noted the distance measurements for 
each of them. After crossing the third ridge, the 
trail drops down the eastern slope of the moun-
tains and comes to a three-way fork. From this fork, 
the branch that is called Simpson’s Road veers to 
the northeast toward the city of Fallon. There is a 
little more irony here, because Simpson’s expedi-
tion did not travel the eastern section of Simpson’s 
Road. The expedition continued almost due east, 
following the center branch of the fork. This was 
the route that was later used by Chorpenning, 
then the Overland Stage and the Pony Express. 
Today, this trail can be driven in a high-clearance 
vehicle for a couple of miles beyond the fork, but 
at that point it comes to an ungated fence.

It appears that the spot that Simpson chose 
for that night’s campsite was later used by 
Chorpenning’s mail company, and then by the 
Pony Express, and was known as the Carson Sink 
Station. Although the camp would have been a 
short distance from the shore of Carson Lake, 
young William Lee said that for drinking water 
they had “nothing but the alkali slough water.”10 
According to John Townley, there was a good 
spring “within a few feet” of the station,11 but 
I have been unable to fi nd anything that looks 

like a spring in this area. However, I have noticed 
large numbers of freshwater clamshells in the 
sandy fl ats just east of the station site, where the 
shore of the lake would have been at that time.

September 2006
During my earlier trips to the area, I had been 

unable to fi nd a way to get a vehicle onto the last 
three-mile section of this day’s journey. On the 
west, the trail is blocked by the fence, and on the 
east it is bordered by a large, but presently dry, 
canal. There is a narrow road on the east side 
of this canal, and I was able to follow it until I 
was about a quarter of a mile east of the Carson 
Sink Pony Express station. Leaving my SUV on 
the east bank of the canal, I began hiking to the 
west. I soon passed the station site and contin-
ued on across the fl ats, following a very shallow 
but clearly discernable swale. After about two 
miles, I came to the western edge of the fl ats and 
began a gradual climb up a gravely bench. After 
another mile, I came to the fence that had previ-
ously stopped me from following the trail in my 
vehicle. The USGS 7.5-minute quad shows that 
there is a Pony Express “monument” at this loca-
tion. I found that it is one of the small concrete 
posts that were erected by the BLM many years 
ago to mark the trail. Between driving and walk-
ing, I had now covered the entire route between 
Fort Churchill and the Carson Sink station.
It had taken the expedition one day to negoti-
ate the straight-line shortcut between Churchill 
Valley and Carson Lake. Three weeks earlier, it 
had taken them four days to travel between these 
same points.

June 28, 1859

June 28, Camp No. 5, south end of Carson 
Lake.—Moved at 5 minutes after 5. Continue 
along shore of Carson Lake, at foot of point of low 
range or spur [White Throne Mountains], being 
sometimes, on account of marsh, forced on fi rst 
bench; and after crossing an alkali fl at, 7.5 miles 
from last camp, join our outward route, which we 
follow along the lake shore 4.5 miles farther and 
encamp. Journey 12.2 miles. Road good.… Our 
old road along the lake is at present overfl owed by 
the water of the lake.11



Camp 5-E. Near what was then the southwest corner of Carson Lake, probably at the same location as the 
Carson Sink Pony Express station, now marked with both a Trails West T-rail post and a stainless steel marker. 

“At half past 5, reach south end of Carson Lake, where we encamp.”

June 28, 1859
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September 2003

Leaving US 95 about fi fteen miles south of the 
city of Fallon, I got onto a very diffi cult two-track 
that follows the Pony Express Trail along the 
northern base of the White Throne Mountains. 
Much of this road is in deep sand, and the rest 
of it is on a bench that is frequently cut by steep-
sided ravines. Travel through this area defi nitely 
requires a vehicle equipped with a good four-
wheel drive. Sometimes the trail virtually disap-
pears because of washouts, and on a few occa-
sions I had to get out of my SUV and search 
ahead on foot to fi nd the trail. About four miles 
east of US 95, I came across the ruins of an old 
rock building, in front of which has been erected 
an interpretive sign:

WILDCAT FREIGHT STATION
(ALLEN’S STATION)

These ruins are the remains of the Wildcat 
Freight Station. Founded in 1863 by Lemuel 
Allen this station was a wateringstop 
on a turnpike which originated west of 
Fort Churchill and extended past Sand 
Mountain. The turnpike closely followed 
a route explored by Captain James Simpson 
in 1859 and used by the Pony Express in 

1860–1861.

Although the sign says that the turnpike closely 
followed Simpson’s Route, it actually followed 
the Pony Express Trail through Simpson’s Pass, 
rather than the expedition’s route along the east-
ern shore of Carson Lake. A little over a mile east 
of the freight station’s ruins, the road drops down 
off the rocky bench onto Wildcat Scarp, which 
Nancy and I had previously crossed while follow-
ing the outbound trail. Near the eastern edge of 
the scarp, Simpson’s return trail joined his out-
bound route, and turned to the north along the 
eastern edge of the lake. Simpson’s comment 
about their old road now being under water indi-
cates that the route they had to follow on this day 
was just slightly east of the trail they made through 
this area during their outbound trip. Although 
Simpson’s map shows only a single track, this is 
presumably due to the scale of the map.

It was my intention to proceed farther along the lake, 
but Wilson Lambert, of the guide’s party, meeting 
us here, and informing me that Mr. Reese had not, 
as was hoped, been able to fi nd a practicable route 
for wagons through the mountain-range immedi-
ately to the east of the sink or more northern lake 
of Carson River, I am obliged to give up the idea 
of shortening my route in that direction, and strike 
eastwardly and cut off the angle or cusp, caused on 
my outward route by the mistake of my guide, men-
tioned in my journal of June 5. There is an Indian 
trail, it appears, east from the sink of Carson, which 
is practicable for pack animals, but it would require 
considerable work to make it so for wagons.12

The camp for this night was midway along the 
east shore of the lake, about four miles south of 
the outlet, where the expedition had spent the 
night of June 5. Simpson explained that they had 
traveled this far to the north because he wanted to 
return to the east on a route that would be some-
where north of their outbound trail. Although 
the report contains no previous mention of this 
plan, Simpson now indicates that he had sent 
Reese and a small party to look for such a route. 
He was obviously disappointed when the guide 
reported that they had been unable to fi nd a sat-
isfactory route for the wagons in this direction. 
Acting on this new information, Simpson reluc-
tantly decided to turn back to the south along 
their outbound route. Once again, Simpson’s 
plans were thwarted, and once again he found 
himself near the northern end of Carson Lake 
when it would have been better to be south of it.

June 29, 1859

June 29, Camp No. 6, east side of Carson 
Lake.—In consequence of laying over at this camp 
for the benefi t of the water and feed, and not wish-
ing to tarry any longer than necessary at our next, 
where the water and grass are said to be very scant, 
and the latter alkaline, we did not move till 2 
o’clock.… The nearest direction for the road would 
be from south end of Carson Lake directly across 
eastwardly to Alkaline Valley [Salt Wells Basin]. 
But though there is a low pass [Simpson Pass] to 
admit of a pack-route, Mr. Reese has reported it too 
full of sand to allow the passage of wagons.13



Camp 6-E. On what was then the eastern shore of Carson Lake. In 1859 the water would have
covered the light area in the center of the photo.

June 29, 1859
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The low pass that Simpson refers to here is 
Simpson Pass, which they had unknowingly 
bypassed during their outbound journey. This 
time they did know about it, but did not use it 
because Reese said it was too sandy. As men-
tioned previously, within a year this route was 
being used on a regular basis by mail coaches 
and the Pony Express.

We cross a low rocky ridge, 1 mile to the east of 
camp, and gradually bear to the right, and pass 
east of south along west edge of Alkaline Valley.14

The Bunejug Mountains run north and south, 
just to the east of Carson Lake. Near the north-
ern tip of this range is a rather sizeable knoll. 

During the outbound journey, the expedition 
had passed just north of this knoll on its way to 
the outlet of Carson Lake. On the south side of 
the knoll, between it and the main body of the 
hills, can be found the “low rocky ridge” that the 
expedition used as a shortcut.

In the May 2002 edition of News from the Plains, 
the newsletter of the Oregon-California Trails 
Association, I noticed a photograph of Dave 
Hollecker of Reno, Nevada. Hollecker was stand-
ing in some ruts, and the caption indicated that 
they had been made by the Simpson expedition. I 
was able to make contact with Hollecker, who told 
me that Don Wiggins, also of Reno, was the one 
who had found the ruts and had more informa-
tion about them than he did. I made contact with 

Wagon ruts on the west slope of the ridge east of Camp 6-E. “We cross a low 
rocky ridge, 1 mile to the east of camp.”
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Wiggins, who provided me with detailed informa-
tion on how to fi nd the ridge and the ruts.

September 2003
I drove to the area east of Carson Lake, and 

hiked up the ridge and found the ruts without 
diffi culty. They are not really ruts, in the normal 
sense of deep depressions that have been worn 
into the ground. The ridge is densely covered 
with volcanic rocks measuring from one to two 
feet in diameter. The ruts were made when large 
numbers of the boulders were moved to the sides 
of a swath that heads up the slope at an angle to 
the southeast. This swath is now fi lled with sand, 
and is quite visible as it climbs up the slope and 
across the top of the ridge. On the eastern slope, 
which is not as steep and is not nearly as rocky, 
there are a large number of visible tracks, and 
it appears that most of them have been made 
by rubber-tired vehicles in fairly recent years.
Wiggins also told me about the emigrant journal 
written by Edward Mathews, which indicated that 
he crossed this ridge while traveling from the 
east. Sometime later, I was able to obtain a copy 
of this journal, and learned that Mathews had 
spent a few days at Camp Floyd, arriving there 

on August 10, just six days after Simpson had 
returned from the expedition. Leaving Camp 
Floyd on the August 13 or 14, the Mathews party 
reached the Carson Lake area on September 8. 
The journal entry for the previous day indicates 
that his party had camped at Sand Springs dur-
ing the night of September 7. Mathews describes 
their travels on the eighth as follows:

Sep. 8th. Fine day. Started out at eight o’clock. Felt 
very tired. Got to Carson Lake at eleven o’clock. 
Rested. No feed. Carson Lake and junction of out-
ward road. Warm Springs. Camped on east shore 
of Carson Lake.15

While this description of the route leaves 
something to be desired, it does seem to indi-
cate that Mathews was traveling westward on 
Simpson’s return trail, and came to where it 
joined Simpson’s outbound route. It seems rea-
sonable to assume that if he had been traveling 
on Simpson’s outbound route, he would have 
said that he came to its junction with the return 
road. If this is the correct interpretation, it follows 
that the wagons of the Mathews party crossed the 
rocky ridge and helped to make the ruts.

Rock Springs, near the western edge of Eightmile Flat in Salt Wells Basin. “Two and a half miles farther 
brought us to a spring, which is sulphurous, but not unpalatable. There is a 

small patch of rushes in the vicinity, but no grass.”
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After reaching the summit of the low ridge, 
the expedition continued in a slightly north-of-
east direction, and dropped down onto Turupa 
Flat. Once on the fl at, the route began to bend to 
the south and soon joined the present-day road 
that comes south from Salt Wells.

Five and a half miles from camp come to grassy bot-
tom, where there is some tolerable grass, and water 
probably within a foot of the surface. To the west of 
this place in the fl at is a very small warm spring 
of pretty good water. The effl orescence around it is 
not alkali, but pure salt.16

The grassy bottom is easily recognized. A well-
traveled dirt road leaves US 50 at Salt Wells and, 
after traveling four miles, comes to a fl at area 
where numerous grass-covered hummocks pro-
trude above the swampy ground. I have been 
unable to fi nd the small warm spring.

Two and a half miles farther brought us to a spring 
6 feet long, 2 deep, and 1½ wide, which is sulphu-
rous, but not unpalatable. There is a small patch 
of rushes in the vicinity, but no grass. This was 
the locality intended by our guide as our camping-
ground for the night, but the water and grass prov-
ing insuffi cient we only water the animals scantily 
and then push on.17

This was what is now known as Rock Springs. 
Reese had planned for the expedition to spend 
the night at these springs, but after taking a 
look at the area, Simpson did not feel that there 
was enough feed for the livestock and decided 
to keep going, even if it meant that they would 
have to travel through the night. Rock Springs 
is located in Salt Wells Basin, near the southwest 
edge of Eightmile Flat. Immediately to the west 
of this road, the terrain begins to rise toward the 
foothills of the Bunejug Mountains. The springs 
are out in the fl ats, about a city block from the 
road. In order to get to the springs, it is necessary 
to drive across an area that seems to remain fairly 
wet most of the time.

September 2003
After fi nding the ruts on the west side of the 

Bunejug ridge, I made my way around the north-
ern tip of the ridge, then turned south along its 
eastern base. When I came to the place where the 
expedition’s trail came down from the ridge, I 
parked and hiked to the top of the ridge from the 
east. Returning to my SUV, I headed in a south-
easterly direction across Turupa Flat and down 
the western sides of Eightmile and Fourmile 
Flats. When I reached Rock Springs, I got myself 
into a little trouble. The spring is located out in 
the mud fl ats, about a hundred yards away from 

June 30, 1859



134   A Route for the Overland Stage

the road. I decided to drive to the springs, and 
I got there without a problem. But on the way 
back to the road I got stuck. Thankfully, I was 
prepared for such an emergency, and it only took 
me a couple of hours to get out. My SUV was not 
equipped with a winch, but I was in the habit of 
carrying a good rope, a manually operated come-
along, a four-foot steel bar, a sledgehammer, and 
a shovel. Making full use of all this equipment, I 
was fi nally able to get out of the mud. I was cov-
ered head-to-toe with sticky mud, but it could 
have been much worse.

Leave spring at 17 minutes after 5, and in 7.5 miles 
after crossing Alkaline Valley [Salt Wells Basin] 
join our outward route, near point of mountain, 
not far from our old camp, No. 30. Here we halt to 
take some coffee and feed the draught mules with 
some of the forage we have brought with us.18

This section of Simpson’s trail crosses Four-
mile Flat, which is a totally barren area with no 
indication of a trail along the route that the expe-
dition traveled. The Pony Express and the Over-
land Stage also crossed these fl ats, but I have 
been unable to fi nd any visible trace of the route 
they used. 

September 2003
After getting out of the mud at Rock Springs, 

I continued along the west edge of Fourmile Flat 
in a southeast direction for three more miles to 
where I believe the expedition began to cross the 
mud fl ats. Leaving my mud-covered SUV on the 
western edge of the fl ats, I set off on foot, and 
walked until I came to US 50 near Sand Springs. 
Even though this part of the country was in the 
midst of a several-year drought, I found that much 
of the trail across the fl ats was muddy. It is diffi -
cult to imagine how teams and wagons could have 
made it across this area. When the expedition 
reached the eastern edge of the fl ats, they were 
just a short distance south of where the road to 
Sand Mountain leaves US 50. Here they stopped, 
had a cup of coffee, and fed the animals.

Leave at half past 11 P.M.… Proceeding on in 
advance of train, I arrived at old camp (No. 29), 
Middle Gate, 23.4 miles from halting place of last 

evening, at 7 A.M. June 30; but unfortunately 
found the water, which was running before, was 
now to be got only by digging, and that scantily. 
The train did not get in till 10. We shall turn out 
our mules to graze and let them drink what water 
they can in the dug wells.19

By the time the main party reached Middlegate, 
they had been on the road for twenty hours, and 
had traveled thirty-nine miles, but they were not 
fi nished yet. After getting some breakfast and 
letting the animals graze for about three hours, 
they moved out again.

Resumed march at half past 1. In 1.7 miles cross 
an arroyo where the water yesterday, according to 
Mr. Reese, was running, but now exists in small 
pools.… After crossing an arroyo, or creek, imme-
diately leave old road, and bearing off to the left 
or northwardly, pass up valley, bounded by the 
Se-day-e Mountains [Desatoya Range] on our 
right and a range of high mountains [Clan Alpine 
Mountains] on our left.20

After leaving the Middlegate gap, the expedi-
tion traveled in a slightly north-of-east direction, 
following its outbound trail for about one and 
three-quarters of a mile. Then, almost certainly 
using the same crossing that they had used dur-
ing the outbound journey, they crossed to the 
north side of Eastgate Wash. Shortly after they 
had gotten across the wash, they left their old 
trail and headed in a northeasterly direction up 
the valley. For the second time during the return 
journey, they were now traveling a route that was 
to the north of their outbound trail.

Ten miles from Middle Gate reach, near base of 
Se-day-e Mountain [Desatoya Mountains] a small 
running brook of icy-cold, pure water, which I call 
Cold Spring, and which after running few hun-
dred yards, sinks. A more refreshing drink than I 
obtained from this brook, after the parched, wea-
risome travel of last night, I believe I never had. 
The men all seemed equally eager for the cold draft, 
and were equally delighted. But we have felt most 
for the poor animals, which have had but about a 
pailful apiece since yesterday afternoon. They are 
so fagged, they failed to get up with the wagons 
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to the stream, and we are forced, therefore, to go 
into camp a mile from the water. The animals are 
driven to the water, and fi nd an abundance of 
grass at the head of the creek.… Journey, since 2 
P.M. yesterday, 49.9 miles. Road good.21

Simpson and some others must have been trav-
eling some distance ahead of the wagons when 
they came to Cold Creek. After getting a good 
drink from the fl owing stream, Simpson decided 
to make camp at that spot. But when the teamsters 
attempted to bring the wagons to that location, 
the mules were unable to do it. The grade that 
they had been climbing for the last few miles was 
not very steep, but the animals were so worn out 
they were unable to pull the wagons all the way 
to the water. Simpson changed his mind about 
the campsite, and they stopped the wagons about 
a mile from the water. Immediately after stop-
ping the wagons at the new campsite, the team-
sters unhitched the mules and drove them up the 
streambed to where the water was still running.

Cold Creek fl ows in a westerly direction 
out of the Desatoya Mountains, crosses US 50, 
and immediately makes a bend to the south. 
Simpson’s map clearly shows that the campsite 
was on the inside of this bend. A few years later, 
the Overland Telegraph Company built a large 
station at this same location. The ruins of this 
rock structure can be seen here today. About a 
half mile farther south, there is a similar-look-
ing set of ruins, but these are the remains of an 
Overland Stage station. The Cold Springs Pony 
Express station is about a mile and a half to 
the southeast from the telegraph station ruins. 
Vehicles are not allowed in this area, and visitors 
must walk from a trailhead on the east side of US 
50. However, this one of the best-preserved sta-
tions, and is well worth the walk.

July 1, 1859

July 1, Camp No. 7, Cold Spring.—At 9 A.M. 
Mr. Thompson, the Norwegian, before spoken of, 
arrived and brought our mail from Genoa.22

As they were preparing to leave on the 
morning of July 1, the mailman arrived. This 
was in the person of Snowshoe Thompson, 

the Chorpenning employee that Simpson had 
become acquainted with during his trip to San 
Francisco. Apparently, some mail intended for 
the expedition had arrived at Genoa after the 
expedition departed. Whether by prior arrange-
ment, or simply because Thompson thought it 
was the thing to do, he had packed up the mail 
and headed east, intending to catch up with the 
expedition. Thompson left Genoa three days 
after the expedition, but instead of following 
the expedition’s route past Fort Churchill and 
across the Dead Camel Mountains, he stayed on 
the emigrant road until he reached Ragtown. 
Heading south from there, he passed by the west-
ern shore of Carson Lake, getting onto Simpson’s 
trail somewhere near Carson Sink Station. Then, 
following the expedition’s eastbound route, he 
caught up with them at Cold Springs. Thompson 
delivered the mail, and then traveled with the 
expedition throughout the day and camped with 
them that night.23

Party and train decamped at 1 P.M., and con-
tinue northwardly up valley. After proceeding 11 
miles come to rapid stream of pure water [Edwards 
Creek], 2 feet wide, ¾ deep, fl owing from the 
Se-day-e Range [Desatoya mountains]. On this we 
encamp. Willows fringe it, and grass is to be found 
higher up in the cañon. I call the stream after one 
of my assistants, Mr. Edward Jagiello, a Polish 
gentleman; his surname being diffi cult of pronun-
ciation, I have preferred his Christian name as the 
appellation.… Opposite our camp, in the range of 
mountains lying to the west of us, is a deep pass, 
in which can be plainly seen an extensive bot-
tom of grass, and a creek running down from it 
into the valley in which we have been traveling.
This creek, and the valley [Edwards Creek Valley] 
into which it fl ows, I propose calling after Major 
Frederick Dodge, the Indian agent of the Pi-Utes 
and Washos, who was so courteous to my party, 
and myself, at Genoa.24

North of Cold Springs, and a short distance 
west of US 50, can be found the traces of an aban-
doned road that is designated as “Old Overland 
Road” on the USGS 7.5-minute map of the area. 
It is almost certain that this old road follows the 
route that Simpson’s party used as they traveled 



Camp 7-E. The ruins of this old telegraph station near Cold Springs are probably found at the same spot as 
the expedition’s campsite: “reach, near base of Se-day-e Mountain, a small running brook of icy-cold, 

pure water, which I call Cold Spring.”

July 1, 1859



Camp 8-E. Edwards Creek, near the northern base of the Desatoya Mountains: “come to a rapid stream of pure 
water, fl owing from the Se-day-e range. On this we encamp.”

July 2, 1859
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north. As they neared the northern end of the 
Desatoya Mountains, they left this road, made 
a turn to the east, and began climbing into 
some low foothills. The Pony Express followed 
Simpson’s route in this area, and it is marked 
with signs erected by the BLM. I have driven the 
eastern part of this section of the trail, but the 
western two miles has been so deeply cut by so 
many washouts that I had to give up on it.

The expedition’s camp for this night was on 
Edwards Creek, near the northern base of the 
Desatoya Mountains, and about three miles south 
from where the creek crosses US 50. Simpson 
gave the name Dodge to the valley. Today it bears 
the name of the stream that he named after his 
civilian assistant.

July 2, 1859

July 2, Camp No. 8, Edward Creek, Dodge 
Valley.—Mr. Thompson left us at half past 7 
for Genoa, and intends going by the way of North 
Carson Lake [Carson Sink]. We at the same time 
decamp, our course being southeast up the cañon 
of Edward Creek, the purpose being to cross the 
Se-day-e range. After traveling 7 miles, at half past 
1 go into camp in superior grass, and on the bab-
bling Edward Creek, three-fourths of a mile short of 
summit of pass [Basque Summit].25

When they broke camp that morning, 
Snowshoe Thompson left them, intending to 
return to the Carson Lake area by a route that 
was farther to the north. Thompson was going 
to attempt to follow the route that Simpson had 
wanted to use as his return route from Carson 
Lake. Thompson must have seriously believed 
that Simpson was still interested in this north-
ern route, because on July 28 he sent him a let-
ter describing the country. He reported that 
the terrain would not allow him to turn to the 
west where he had hoped to, and had forced 
him to continue in a northerly direction until 
he reached the southern edge of the Forty-Mile 
Desert about seventeen miles east of Ragtown. 
Thompson closed his letter by saying, “I did not 
see any route north of yours that is practicable, 
and I think yours is the only route in that vicinity 
that can be made passable.”26

During this day’s travel, the expedition fol-
lowed Edwards Creek upstream, in a south-
erly direction, into the interior of the Desatoya 
Mountains. The camp was set up in a small level 
area, about a half mile below Basque Summit.

The camp near the top of Edwards Creek was 
a pleasant one, with plenty of grass and water. 
Because of this, and because the next day was a 
Sunday, Simpson decided to remain here for an 
additional day. Lieutenants Murry and Putnam, 
along with Charles McCarthy, the expedition’s 
specimen collector and taxidermist, reconnoi-
tered the route that the expedition would be fol-
lowing the next day. They reported that it would 
take “but little work” to get the wagons over the 
pass and down into what Simpson had decided to 
call Woodruff Valley.

July 4, 1859

July 4, Camp No. 9, Edward Creek Cañon.—
Move at 5.15 o’clock. Continue three-fourths of a 
mile up cañon to summit of pass, and then turn-
ing eastwardly, in 1.5 miles, by branch ravine, 
reach Kirby Smith’s Creek, the cañon of which we 
follow down, 3.25 miles, to where it debouches into 
Woodruff Valley [Smith Creek Valley], and, con-
tinuing along creek 3.3 miles farther, encamp on 
it.… Journey, 8.5 miles.27

August 2001
During my fi rst long trip on Simpson’s route 

in 1999, I had taken a look at Edwards Creek 
Canyon from US 50, but had not had time to 
explore it at all. Returning to this area a couple of 
years later, I made my way to Edwards Creek and 
found the site of Camp 8-E. From there, I contin-
ued to follow Edwards Creek to the site of Camp 
9-E. At that point the stream and the road sepa-
rate, and I followed the road to the ridge, which 
is now known as Basque Summit. Turning to the 
east at the summit, I followed a narrow two-track 
down Smith Creek Canyon. At the lower end of 
Smith Creek Canyon, Simpson’s return route, 
the Overland Stage Road, and the Pony Express 
Trail all go through the Smith Creek Ranch. In 
The Traveler’s Guide To The Pony Express Trail, which 
was published in 1995, author Joe Bensen warns 
his readers that the owners of the ranch have 



Camp 9-E. Near the upper end of Edwards Creek. “After traveling 7 miles, go into camp in superior grass, and on the 
babbling Edward Creek, three-fourths of a mile short of summit of pass.”

July 4, 1859
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locked the gate to this section of the trail. Bensen 
expressed his hope that “Perhaps this situation will 
be changed in the future.”28 As I traveled down 
Smith Creek Canyon, I was hoping that the situ-
ation had changed. I soon discovered that it had 
not. About a mile above the mouth of the can-
yon, I came to the gate and found that it was still 
securely padlocked. Reluctantly, I turned around 
at the gate and started back up the canyon, think-
ing that my only option was to backtrack the 
entire distance to US 50 in Edwards Creek Valley. 
However, after traveling back up the canyon for 
about a half mile, I noticed a faint two-track trail 
leaving the road and climbing up the steep slope 
of the south side of the canyon. I decided to give 
this trail a try, and after a couple of hours of fairly 
serious four-wheel-drive travel, I had worked my 
way around the ranch and had managed to fi nd 
my way into Smith Creek Valley. Taking a look at 
my map, I was happy to see that I was not very far 
from the site of Camp 10-E, where the expedition 
had spent the night of the Fourth of July. On the 

other hand, I was disappointed by the fact that 
by being forced to take the roundabout route 
through the hills, I had missed about fi ve miles 
of the expedition’s route. But since it was late in 
the day, I decided that I would have to leave and 
come back some other time.

July 2002 
On the same day that I had driven across 

Smith Creek Summit and had gotten the fl at tire 
while turning around in the sagebrush, I drove 
to the Smith Creek Ranch and spent some time 
talking to the manager. When I explained what 
I was doing, he offered to unlock the gate for 
me, but I told him that I had already been on 
the other side of the gate, and all I wanted to 
do during this trip was to cover the section of 
the trail that I had missed during my previous 
trip. He said that would be fi ne, and I headed 
up the canyon until I came to the gate. On my 
way back out of the canyon, I stopped to visit the 
Smith Creek Pony Express station, which is just 

Smith Creek Pony Express Station, located on property belonging to the Smith Creek Ranch, is one of the best 
preserved Pony Express stations that the author has seen. The expedition’s trail would have

passed the far side of the station.
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a few yards from today’s road. This rock struc-
ture may very well be the best-preserved Pony 
Express station in existence today. The outside 
walls are all intact, and it even has a roof. The 
expedition’s campsite for this night was on the 
north bank of Smith Creek, about a half mile 
south of the old Overland Stage Road. William 
Lee mentioned that this campsite was about two 
miles from where they had camped on this same 
stream during the outbound journey.29 He would 
have been referring to Camp 26-W, the site of 
which is almost exactly two miles from where I 
believe Camp 10-E was located. Thus, Lee’s jour-
nal entry helps to confi rm the location of these 
two campsites.

As previously noted, for the past two days the 
expedition had been traveling on a route that was 
to the north of their outbound route. While at this 
camp, Simpson made a few comments comparing 
the two routes across the Desatoya Mountains.

There is a great deal of grass in Smith’s Cañon 
and the adjoining ravines, and some little clover 
in the former; but the south pass; or that of our out-
ward route, is still better in respect to pasture. The 

distance, also, is about 4 miles in favor of the more 
southern route; but in grade the more northern is 
much the best. I think it also probable, on account 
of the bottom of Smith’s Creek being moist and, 
therefore, miry early in the season, that until about 
the middle of June the route through the southern 
pass would be preferable for wagons; after that, 
however, the most northern route will be found the 
best. The truth is, both branches of the route should 
be made perfectly practicable when the road is per-
fected, so that either can be taken at any time.30

As it turned out, the northern route was the 
one that developed into a well-used road, becom-
ing the route of the Overland Stage, the Pony 
Express, and many emigrant parties. On the 
other hand, I have found no evidence that anyone 
other than the Simpson expedition ever used the 
southern route. When I hiked Simpson’s south-
ern route through these mountains, I came across 
several places where even a minimum amount of 
wagon travel would be expected to produce some 
ruts, but I found nothing other than the modern 
two-track that travels a short distance through 
the upper end of Skull Canyon.
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Eight

Smith Creek Valley to Steptoe Valley

Camp 10-E. Near the western edge of Smith Creek Valley: “reach Kirby Smith’s Creek, which we follow into 
Woodruff Valley, and continuing along creek 3.3 miles farther, encamp on it.”

July 5, 1859
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July 5, Camp No. 10, Smith’s Creek.—
Decamped at 20 minutes after 5. Course north of 
east, directly toward our old pass between Woodruff 
and Reese Valleys [Smith Creek Summit]. In 3.7 
miles get into our outward route, and follow it till 
near Reese’s River, where we leave it to the left, and 
encamp on river, about 2 miles above old Camp 
No. 25.… Day’s travel, 20.8 miles.1

Although Simpson reported that they
  started out by heading somewhat north of 

east, they probably traveled almost due east at 
fi rst. This would have had them coming to their 
outbound route at about three and a half miles. 
Today there is no evidence of a trail for the fi rst 
part of this route, but at about a mile from camp, 
their route may have joined a faint trail that can 
be seen on aerial photos of this area. This route 
would have crossed Old Overland Road, which 
is heading southeast at this point but which 
soon turns to the northeast. The expedition’s 
route would have cut across the angle and come 
back to the road about two miles northeast of 
Camp 26-W. This would be where they rejoined 
their outbound route. Backtracking along the 
outbound route, the expedition crossed the dry 
lakebed, climbed over Smith Creek Summit, 
and dropped down into Reese River Valley. 
Leaving their earlier trail when it neared the 
river, they set up camp on the river’s west bank, 
about three-quarters of a mile south of US 50. 
Simpson mentioned that this camp was about 
two miles from where they had camped on the 
river during the outbound trip. When I mea-
sure between Camp 11-E and Camp 25-W, I get 
2.4 miles.

July 6, 1859

July 6, Camp No. 11, Reese River.—Move 
at 5 A.M.… About a mile below camp cross Reese’s 
River; ford, miry; not near so good as that used 
on outward route. In 5 miles more join outward 
route and continue on it through Simpson’s 
Pass [Emigrant Pass] and park in the P-er-re-ah 
Mountains [Toiyabe Range] to about a mile 
below the lake, where we encamp in the cañon on 
Won-a-ho-no-pe Creek [Willow Creek]. Journey, 
16.5 miles.2

Six weeks earlier, the expedition had crossed 
the Reese River Valley while traveling almost due 
west. Then, after fording the river, they turned 
to the south along its western bank. During the 
return trip, Simpson must have decided that they 
could save some distance by cutting off the angle 
that the outbound trail had made while traveling 
across the valley. On this day, after leaving camp, 
the expedition followed the river in a northerly 
direction along its western bank for about a mile, 
then crossed to its eastern side. This crossing 
was about a quarter mile south of today’s US 50 
bridge. Heading northeast from the ford, they 
crossed today’s highway about a quarter mile east 
of the bridge.

There is no way to drive to the site of Camp 
11-E, but I have walked to this area once from 
the Pony Express Trail to the west of the camp-
site, and twice from US 50. During the fi rst two 
trips, I had not yet begun to use my GPS, nor was 
I very certain about the site’s exact location. The 
last time I hiked to this area was in 2005. I had 
my GPS receiver, and I was able to go directly to 
the location of the campsite. During this hike, I 
left US 50 near the bridge and walked upstream 
along the west bank of the river. On my way back 
I crossed the stream where the expedition made 
its eastbound ford. I then followed the expedi-
tion’s route until it crosses US 50.

At six miles from camp, the expedition 
rejoined its outbound trail and turned almost due 
east toward the Toiyabe Mountains. Backtracking 
along their previous route, they crossed Emigrant 
Pass and dropped down into Simpson Park. After 
crossing the length of the park, they made camp 
for the night near the upper end of Simpson 
Park Canyon.

Simpson’s map shows only one campsite sym-
bol in the Simpson Park area, and it is labeled 
with the numbers 24 and 12. This makes it 
appear that the expedition camped at the same 
spot during both the outbound and the return 
trips, but other items of information indicate 
that the camps were at different locations. 
During the outbound trip, Simpson stated in 
a couple of places that Camp 24-W was on the 
shore of the lake. On the return trip, he indi-
cated that Camp 12-E was about a mile below 
the lake. The table of distances indicates that the 



Camp 11-E. On the west bank of the Reese River, about a mile south of US Highway 50: “get onto our outward 
route, and follow it till near Reese’s River, where we leave it to the left, and encamp on river, 

about 2 miles above old Camp No. 25.”

July 6, 1859



Camp 12-E. In Simpson Park, looking south toward the upper end of Simpson Park Canyon. The campsite was 
probably on the creek bank, near the center of the photo: “join outward route and continue on it . . . to about a 

mile below the lake, where we encamp in the cañon on Won-a-ho-no-pe Creek.”

July 7, 1859
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westbound camp was 4.7 miles from the summit 
of Emigrant Pass, while it shows the eastbound 
camp as being 5.3 miles from the pass. William 
Lee indicated that the camps were separated 
by at least some distance when he said the east-
bound campsite was “on Simpson’s River near 
our camp of May 27th.”3 After taking all of this 
into consideration, I have placed the eastbound 
campsite near the southern edge of Simpson 
Park, just before the trail enters the upper end 
of Simpson Park Canyon. Townley believes 
that this was the location of the Simpson Park 
Pony Express and Overland Stage stations.4 The 
apparent discrepancy between the map and the 
other information about the locations of the 
two campsites is clearly due to the scale of the 
map. The mapmaker must have decided that it 
would be better to show one symbol rather than 
to crowd two symbols next to each other.

July 7, 1859

July 7, Camp No. 12, Won-a-ho-no-pe Creek 
Cañon.—Decamped at 6.15 o’clock. Continue 
down the Won-a-ho-no-pe Cañon [Simpson Park 
Canyon].… After journeying 4.8 miles, at 9 A.M. 
encamp at spring near mouth of cañon and sink of 
creek. Make only this short march so as to be enabled 
to reach Wons-in-dam-me Creek [the Willow Creek 
of Kobeh Valley] to-morrow.5

In the text of the report, Simpson does not 
say whether the campsite was on the east or the 
west side of the stream. On his map, the symbol 
for the camp is on the west bank, but that needs 
to be scrutinized carefully, because the map also 
has the symbol for Camp 23-W on the east bank, 
which it very clearly was not. In his description 
of the expedition’s travels on May 26, Simpson 
indicated that they were traveling in a northwest-
erly direction along the east bank of the creek. 
When they came to the mouth of the canyon, they 
crossed the stream, went about a quarter of a mile 
farther, and set up camp on the west bank.6 He 
did say, however, that the eastbound camp was 
in the mouth of the canyon, and near a spring. 
Today, there is only one spring in this area, and 
it is on the west bank of the creek, just below Wes 
Parson’s ranch house. Because of the nature of 

the terrain, it appears to me that as the expedi-
tion approached the mouth of the canyon, they 
were probably traveling along the west bank of 
the stream, which would have taken them right 
past Camp 23-W. Another tenth of a mile would 
have brought them to the spring where they set 
up their camp for the night. William Lee’s journal 
indicates that during this day they “Marched four 
and twelve-thirteenths miles and came to camp at 
mouth of canyon near our camp of May 26th.”7

July 8, 1859

July 8, Camp No. 13, mouth of Won-a-ho-
no-pe Cañon [Simpson Park Canyon].—
Leave outward track, and taking a short cut, join 
it again in 3.1 miles. Continue on it 1.3 miles, 
and then leaving it and taking another short 
cut through a good pass in the Pah-re-ah range 
[Toquima Mountains], join it again in 18 miles, 
within 1.3 miles of our old Camp 21, on Wons-in-
dam-me Creek [Willow Creek, Kobeh Valley] where 
we again encamp. Journey 25.4 miles.8

The fi rst of the two shortcuts that the expe-
dition took this day served only to cut off a bend 
in the creek. This route took them in a straight 
line toward Cape Horn, rather than following 
the creek, which they had done during the out-
bound journey. After traveling three miles, they 
crossed to the east side of the creek, and after 
another mile, they rejoined their outbound 
route. Later on, the stage road would follow this 
shortcut. It appears that Simpson made a mile-
age error when he said they rejoined their out-
bound route after 3.1 miles; the actual distance 
would have been closer to 4.5 miles.

The second shortcut involved a much longer 
distance, and by taking it, they bypassed Hickison 
Summit and crossed the Toquima Mountains 
through a pass that is located about three miles 
farther to the south.

August 2000
I spent almost a full day in my efforts to travel 

the route of this second shortcut. I arrived in this 
area late in the evening, and camped overnight 
near the ruins of the Cape Horn stage station. 
When morning came, I spent a couple of hours 



Camp 13-E. Just below Wes Parson’s ranch house in the mouth of Simpson Park Canyon. “After journeying 4.8 
miles, encamp at spring near mouth of cañon and sink of creek.”

July 8, 1859
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searching for indications of the trail in the area 
just south of US 50, but was unable to fi nd any-
thing. Deciding to try another area, I headed east 
on US 50 for about four miles, then turned south 
on a fairly well-traveled dirt road that leads to a 
place called Pete’s Well. About a mile south of US 
50, I came to an abandoned two-track trail that 
is marked as “jeep trail” on my map. Although 
the map shows that this trail only goes eastward 
from the Pete’s Well road, I found that it actu-
ally crosses the road and continues to the west. I 
decided to follow it in that direction fi rst. After 
traveling about a mile and a half, I came to the 
top of a low ridge, from which I could see the 
faint track continuing into the valley and head-
ing toward Cape Horn. Making my way down 
off the ridge, I continued to the west for about 
a mile before a dense growth of sagebrush pre-
vented me from driving any farther.

Returning to the road that leads to Pete’s 
Well, I crossed it and continued eastward along 
the seldom-used two-track. This road turned out 
to be a real challenge. Not that it was danger-
ous in any way, but it did require a great deal of 
patience. I eventually made it over the summit of 
the Toquima Mountains and down the eastern 
slope into Monitor Valley. As I was heading down 
the slope, I could see that the road continued in 
an easterly direction across the valley, but I soon 
found that I could not follow it. At the point 
where the old road crosses Stoneberger Creek, 
a deep wash has made it impassable for vehicles. 
Turning back from this wash, I got onto a well-trav-
eled dirt road and headed north, reaching US 50 
near the eastern base of Hickison Summit. Upon 
reaching the highway, I drove east for about four 
miles, then turned south again on the Grimes 
Ranch Road. When I reached the deserted ranch 
site, I was back on Simpson’s route again. I was 
hoping to be able to follow the old road back to 
Stoneberger Creek, but found that a new, and 
ungated, fence has been built across the old road. 
Heading to the east instead, I was able to follow 
the old road to the Willow Creek Ranch, where 
the expedition camped for the night. This camp 
was at the same location as Camp 21-W, where 
they had spent the night of May 24.

At the time that I was traveling this section of 
Simpson’s return trail, I was completely unaware 

that it was also the route of the early Lincoln 
Highway. It was some time later that I found that 
the 1924 edition of The Complete Offi cial Road 
Guide of the Lincoln Highway lists “The Willows 
Ranch” and “Floyd Grimes Ranch” as check-
points.9 There is also some evidence that seems 
to indicate that it was this route over the Toquima 
Mountains that earned the nickname of “Ford’s 
Defeat.” In 1925, construction began on a new 
section of the Lincoln Highway farther to the 
north. This new road crossed Hickison Summit 
at the same place that the Simpson expedition 
crossed it during the outbound journey. A cap-
tion on a photograph of the new road at Hickison 
Summit states that it had been constructed to 
replace Ford’s Defeat,10 which, it follows, means 
that Ford’s Defeat was somewhere other than 
Hickison Summit, and it can probably be safe to 
conclude that it was on the ridge of the Toquima 
Mountains, about three miles to the south. The 
new Lincoln Highway route would become US 
50, and the old road was essentially abandoned.

May 2003
The washout at Stoneberger Creek, and the 

new fence at Grimes Ranch, meant that a stretch 
of about fi ve miles could not be accessed in a 
vehicle, so three years later I was back in Monitor 
Valley, prepared for a long walk. Leaving my 
SUV on the west side of the dry streambed of 
Stoneberger Creek, I crossed the wash on foot 
and headed eastward toward Grimes Ranch. For 
the entire distance, I found myself walking along 
a road that could be easily driven if only I could 
have gotten past the wash or the fence. As I was 
going through a low pass in the Grimes Hills, I 
found one of the metal signposts that had been 
used to mark the route of the Lincoln Highway 
during the early 1920s.

July 9, 1859

July 9, Camp No. 14, Wons-in-dam-me 
(or Antelope) Creek [Willow Creek].—
Moved at 7.… After proceeding on outward route 
1.6 miles, we diverge to left slightly around some 
foot-hills [Twin Spring Hills], and in 5.1 miles 
come to a couple of springs, which I call Twin 
Springs.11



Looking east from the road to Pete’s Well toward the Toquima Mountains. The expedition went through the 
pass near the center of the photo. This route was later used by the early Lincoln Highway, and 

the pass earned the nickname of “Ford’s Defeat.”

July 9, 1859
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As they left camp that morning, the expedi-
tion headed in a northeasterly direction, back-
tracking along their outbound trail. A well-trav-
eled two-track follows this route today, but at 
about one mile from the ranch, it begins to turn 
toward the southeast. The older route, now noth-
ing more than a faint track, continues straight 
ahead for another half mile, then begins to turn 
toward the north. After traveling 1.6 miles from 
the campsite, the expedition left the outbound 
trail and veered off in a more northerly direc-
tion. Continuing along the western base of the 
Twin Spring Hills, the expedition crossed the 
route of US 50 and came to Twin Springs.

August 2000
During my fi rst visit to this area, I drove right 

by the fi rst fork without noticing it. After follow-
ing the well-used road for a couple more miles, 
I realized that it was leading me too far to the 
south so I stopped and turned around. As I was 
heading back toward Willow Creek Ranch, I 
found the abandoned road and began to follow 
it. After about a mile, I came to an ungated fence 
and was forced to turn around again and return 
to the ranch. From there I headed north for a 
couple of miles and got onto another well-trav-
eled road that headed east. I followed that road 
for two miles and found where the abandoned 
road that was the expedition’s route crossed it. 
Turning north onto the abandoned road, I fol-
lowed it for about a mile, but because I did not 
know if it would take me all the way to US 50, 
and because it was getting quite late in the day, I 
turned around once more and left the area.

May 2003
Three years after fi nding the southern end 

of the section of the trail that skirts the western 
base of Twin Springs Hills, I came back to cover 
the northern section. Since I had been unable to 
fi nd a way to drive into this area from the north, 
I parked on the side of US 50 near Twin Springs, 
and hiked the four miles of the old road to the 
spot where I had been in 2000. As I hiked along 
the abandoned road, it was very apparent that 
it had seen a lot of traffi c in the past. In some 
places, the roadbed is from two to three feet 
lower than the surrounding terrain. In many 

places the sides of the road are littered with rusty 
cans and broken glass.

Two miles further we cross our old road, and leave 
it, not to get into it again, probably, until near 
Camp Floyd. One mile further reach a spring, 
which I call Fountain Spring, on account of its 
welling up like a fountain. Here is an abundance 
of water of good quality, but the grass is scant and 
alkaline. There are, however, two or three acres 
of rush-grass about it, which would answer for 
a small party.… Six and three-tenths miles fur-
ther across the valley (Ko-bah) we come to a creek, 
which, on account of the color of the water, I call 
Clay Creek [Slough Creek]. The water exists in 
holes, but is pronounced constant by the Indians. 
There is a great deal of grass on different portions 
of it. Train got into camp at half past 2.… Journey 
16.1 miles.12

At Twin Springs, the expedition turned to 
the east and began paralleling US 50 across the 
southern end of Kobeh Valley. The place where 
they crossed their outbound trail was probably 
just a little less than two miles from Twin Springs, 
and it is only another half mile to where two 
artesian wells can be found today. Simpson’s 
Fountain Spring was probably somewhere near 
these wells. For the next several miles, their trail 
was never more than a half mile from today’s 
highway. Continuing east from Fountain Springs, 
the expedition’s route followed an abandoned 
roadbed that was used for a time by the Lincoln 
Highway. Re-crossing US 50 near the southern 
base of Lone Mountain, the expedition made 
camp on the north bank of Slough Creek, a 
short distance upstream from where it enters a 
bend to the north. Lone Mountain is a very large 
knoll located near the southeast corner of Kobeh 
Valley. Simpson named it Mount Lowery, in 
honor of Walter Lowery, the consumptive news-
paper correspondent who had joined the expe-
dition at Genoa.

July 10, 1859

July 10, Camp No. 15, Clay Creek, Ko-bah 
Valley.—Intending to travel only about 5 miles 
to reach a better camp-ground, we did not move 
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till half past 6.… Immediately at camp, cross Clay 
Creek by an excellent crossing, and traveling in 
a northeasterly direction, a range of mountains 
lying off to our right about 2 miles [Mahogany 
Hills], in 5.2 reach some fi ne springs (three or four 
in number), which I call after Mr. William Lee, 
one of my assistants.13

The expedition began this day’s march by 
fording Slough Creek at a point just east of the 
campsite. From the ford, they moved toward the 
northeast, climbed to the top of the hill, and 
merged with US 50. There is good evidence of 
an abandoned road leading from the campsite 
to the top of the hill, and it is quite probable that 
it was used by the early Lincoln Highway. After 
traveling a little over fi ve miles, they came to a 
small group of springs, which Simpson called 
Lee’s Springs after his young assistant, William 
Lee. During the Lincoln Highway period, this 
place was known as the Hay Ranch. When the 
expedition reached these springs, they found 
two members of the scouting party who, much 
to Simpson’s displeasure, reported that they had 
been unable to fi nd a passable route to the east.

The guides persist in representing the mountain 
range ahead impracticable, and it would seem 
that I am after all forced to join my old route, and 
go through Cho-kup’s Pass [Telegraph Canyon], 
which, on account of its steepness, is not so good as 
I could like. To strike off from these springs would 
make the turn in the road too abrupt. I have, there-
fore, ordered the party to return immediately to our 
old camp ground of last night, on Clay Creek, so 
as to make the divergence to old road as slight as 
possible. Train reached old camp at 15 minutes to 
11 P.M.14

This decision to go back to the previous night’s 
campsite illustrates once again that Simpson’s 
objective was not simply to travel through the area, 
but to establish the best route for future travelers 
to follow. When he made his decision to go back 
to the previous campsite, he was thinking that 
the road would be turning to the north, probably 
along the eastern base of Lone Mountain, rather 
than going west to Lee’s Springs. He took the 
expedition back to the Slough Creek campsite so 

that when they started toward Telegraph Canyon, 
they would be taking the most direct route across 
Kobeh Valley. But Simpson was not the sort of 
person who gave up easily, and even after making 
the decision to return to their previous campsite, 
he was still thinking about his plan to return to 
Camp Floyd by a route that would be well south 
of his outbound route.

After returning to camp, I called Stevenson 
again, and had another talk with him and Mr. 
Reese about the prospect ahead. He (Stevenson) 
is not so decided about the new pass in the We-a-
bah Mountains [Diamond Mountains] being so 
impracticable as he this morning represented it. I 
have, therefore, some little hope that we may yet, by a 
more thorough examination, get through the moun-
tains ahead of us, without being forced to take our 
old road through Cho-kup’s Pass. I have accord-
ingly ordered Mr. Reese, Stevenson, Lambert, and 
Private Collamer, with two pack-animals and 10 
day’s provisions, to go again forward and make a 
more thorough and conclusive examination of the 
passes. If a practicable pass is found Collamer is 
immediately to return and report the fact.15

One has to wonder about what was said dur-
ing this late-night discussion. Earlier that morn-
ing, Stevenson and the other guides seemed to be 
quite convinced that there was no way to get the 
wagons through the mountains that were directly 
to the east. But before this discussion was over, 
probably sometime around midnight, Stevenson 
had changed his mind and was ready to concede 
that there just might be a useable pass in the south-
ern part of the Diamond Mountains. In other 
words, he had waffl ed. So what was this whole 
situation really about? Could it have been that 
the guides simply did not like the idea of return-
ing by a different route? Were they attempting to 
manipulate Simpson into getting back onto the 
outbound trail? If so, their scheme did not work, 
because Simpson remained steadfast in his deter-
mination to fi nd a southern route.

Whatever the reason for the guides’ apparent 
reluctance to fi nd a new route, Simpson did per-
suade them to look again. They left early the next 
morning, with two pack mules and provisions for 
ten days. The other members of the expedition 



Camp 15-E. On the north bank of Slough Creek, about one hundred yards south of US 50. The stream is 
marked by the lighter horizontal line across the center of the photo. “We come to a creek, which, on account of the 

color of the water, I call Clay Creek.”

July 10 and 12, 1859
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spent that day in camp. Simpson spent the day 
making a number of astronomical observations 
and waiting impatiently for some word from the 
scouts. None came during the day, but probably 
well after he had turned in for the night, he was 
rousted out with some good news.

July 12, 1859

July 12, Camp No. 15, Clay Creek [Slough 
Creek].—Private Collamer came in just after 
12 o’clock, (midnight,) and reported to our joy, 
a practicable pass in the range ahead of us, on 
the proposed course of our new return-route. The 
pass had been found by Ute Pete, who, though he 
had been four days and three nights without food 
except roots, yet had been the instrument of fi nd-
ing us a pass, and thus enabling us to keep on our 
course.16

A few hours later, shortly after daybreak, Simpson 
had the expedition headed east again.

Retrace our steps to Lee’s Springs, 5.2 miles, and 
turning to the right around the point of some 
low rolling hills, and threading a narrow valley 
thickly clothed with different kinds of grass of lux-
uriant growth, in 2.5 miles get into a plain cañon 
or pass [Devil’s Gate] of Colonel Cooper’s range 
which in 1.5 miles, leads us into Pah-hun-nu-pe 
Valley [Diamond Valley]. The rocks of this cañon 
are quite fi ne, on account of their abrupt height 
and well-defi ned stratifi cation.… In consequence 
of the number of swallows which build their nests 
in its walls, I call it Swallow Cañon.17

The expedition returned to Lee’s Springs 
along the same trail they had used two days 
earlier. After passing the springs, they came to 
Slough Creek again and followed it through 
what Simpson called Swallow Canyon, but is now 
known as Devil’s Gate.

Leaving this cañon we cross Pah-hun-nu-pe Valley 
[Diamond Valley], the cross range of mountains 
closing it at the south being about 5 miles dis-
tant.… Six miles from mouth of Swallow Cañon 
brings us to the sink of a fi ne creek [Simpson 
Creek], which comes from the pass through the 

We-a-bah Mountains [Diamond Mountains] to 
which we are tending, which creek I call after Mr. 
Charles S. McCarthy, the indefatigable taxider-
mist of the party. We turn southwestwardly up 
along this creek, and in 2.1 miles, at 1.15, reach 
a locality where, amid excellent and super abun-
dant hill and bottom grass and good wood fuel, 
we encamp.… Road, to-day, excellent; journey 
17.3 miles.18

After passing through Devil’s Gate, the expe-
dition continued in a straight line in an easterly 
direction across the southern end of Diamond 
Valley. Today’s US 50 veers to the southeast from 
Devil’s Gate, but the early Lincoln Highway trav-
eled the same straight line that the expedition 
followed. Aerial photos from the late 1990s show 
the trace of an old road cutting through the sage-
brush in the western portion of the valley, but in 
2002, this old trail was destroyed when this area 
was plowed for farmland expansion. Near the 
center of the valley, the old road can still be seen, 
but it has been abandoned.

Nearing the eastern side of the valley, the 
expedition came to a small creek that was fl ow-
ing in a slightly west-of-north direction. Here they 
turned and began to follow the creek upstream. 
Although Simpson reported that they followed 
the creek in a “southwestwardly” direction, they 
were actually heading a little to the east of south. 
After following the stream for a couple of miles, 
they made camp for the night at a point about 
three miles northeast of the town of Eureka. 
Simpson named the stream after the expedition’s 
taxidermist, but within a few years it had become 
known as Simpson Creek.

July 13, 1859

July 13, Camp No. 16, McCarthy’s Creek 
[Simpson Creek], We-a-bah Mountains.—
Decamped at 5 minutes of 5. Continue up 
McCarthy’s Creek.… The creek continues to within 
a mile of summit, which is 6.2 miles from last 
camp. Pass rocky near summit; grade all the way 
up very good.… We fi nd the descent from pass to 
valley, east side of We-a-bah range, steeper than we 
have just come up.19



Camp 16-E. On Simpson Creek, northeast of the town of Eureka. “We turn southwestwardly up 
along this creek, and . . . reach a locality where, amid excellent and super-abundant hill 

and bottom grass and good wood fuel, we encamp.”

July 13, 1859
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August 2001
When I made my fi rst attempt to follow the 

expedition’s trail across the south end of the 
Diamond Mountains, I missed it completely. I 
started into the mountains on a well-traveled dirt 
road, and was well over halfway to the top of the 
ridge before I realized that I had been traveling 
in the wrong direction for several miles. Turning 
around and heading back down the mountain, I 
was still unable to fi nd the correct canyon. After 
a while I gave up and went back up the moun-
tain, crossing Newark Summit, and dropping 
down into Newark Valley. I later learned that my 
problem was that I had not started looking soon 
enough. During my next trip to the Eureka side 
of the mountains, I discovered that the canyon 
I was looking for begins before the road I had 
been traveling on even enters the mountains.

July 2002
During this trip, I approached the Diamond 

Mountains from the east. This time I was 
equipped with my new GPS receiver, and I had 
decided to see if I could locate the pass from the 
eastern side. I found a road that led toward the 
correct pass, and was doing just fi ne until I ran 
into a securely locked gate about a mile short of 
the summit. As it was late in the afternoon and 
I needed to get home that night, I left the area 
without doing any additional exploring.

August 2002
Nancy was with me on this trip, and we 

approached the Diamond Mountains from the 
western side. With the aid of my GPS receiver, I 
was able to locate the mouth of the correct canyon 
this time. It was at the very bottom of the moun-
tain, where the main road turns to the east to go 
over the summit, but once again we were stopped 
by a locked gate. We drove back to Eureka and 
stopped at the county courthouse and made 
some inquires. I learned that the western gate 
was under the control of a rancher named James 
Baumann, whose residence was near the mouth 
of the canyon. We had already driven by the 
Baumann place twice, and when we went back, 
there was no answer to my knock on the door.

After returning home, I made a telephone 
call and talked to Mr. Baumann’s wife, Vera. I 

explained a little about my research and told 
her what I was trying to do. She seemed very 
interested and said she would talk to her hus-
band about it. I followed up on the phone call 
with a letter, but time went by and I received no 
response. About a year later, I called again and 
Mrs. Baumann apologized for not getting back 
to me, explaining that there had been a couple 
of deaths in their families, and they had simply 
not gotten around to it. She hastened to add that 
there would be no problem in letting me travel 
up the canyon, and, as a matter of fact, the gates 
were all unlocked at that time because of a big 
power-line construction project that was taking 
place in the canyon.

October 2003
Two days after my telephone call, Nancy and I 

made another trip to Eureka. After checking into 
the motel, we drove past the Baumann ranch to 
Simpson Canyon, and got onto the dirt road 
that follows Simpson’s route across the Diamond 
Mountains. Part of the time we were traveling on 
an essentially abandoned two-track, and part of 
the time on a well-used construction road. We 
made it over the summit and down the eastern 
slope to the Pinto Creek Ranch, where we turned 
around and returned to Eureka.

About a mile from summit strike a small, swift 
mountain stream [Pinto Creek]; 3 feet wide, 
¼ deep, which we follow down into main val-
ley [Newark Valley], which I call after Maj. Don 
Carlos Buell, assistant adjutant general.… The 
stream I call after Capt. Thomas H. Neill, Fifth 
Infantry. Grass continues abundant in the cañon 
of this stream. At mouth of cañon, about 1.25 
miles from summit, turn northwardly up west side 
of Buell Valley.20

There appears to be a minor discrepancy 
between Simpson’s description of the route down 
the eastern side of the mountain and what is shown 
on his map. In the report, he stated that at about 
a mile below the summit they came to a stream, 
and then followed it until they reached the valley. 
But his map shows his trail crossing the stream at 
a right angle. Modern maps show a stream called 
Pinto Creek in this area, and there can be little 
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doubt that Pinto Creek and Simpson’s Neill’s 
Creek are one and the same. It also appears to 
me that the expedition would have no choice but 
to follow the creek down the canyon for close to 
a mile before being able to leave it at the mouth 
of the canyon. This would have been just above 
today’s Pinto Creek Ranch, where, after crossing 
the creek, they could have made a turn to the 
northeast. Today a utility road for the power line 
crosses Pinto Creek at about the spot where the 
expedition reached the stream.

July 2005
I wanted to check out some additional infor-

mation that I had noticed while studying aer-
ial photos of the Pinto Creek area. Nancy and I 
drove to the Pinto Creek Ranch, and then fol-
lowed the utility road until we came to the creek 
about a mile above the ranch. Parking at this 
spot, I began hiking downstream. I crossed the 
creek and immediately found myself on an aban-
doned roadbed. This old road follows the west 
bank of the creek until it reaches the mouth of 
the canyon just above the ranch. This was exactly 
the route that I felt the expedition would have 
used. It would be my guess that the old road was 
abandoned when the power company cut the 
utility road into the north side of the canyon.

Turn northwardly up west side of Buell Valley 
through an extensive grove of cedars, and in 7.9 
miles reach a small stream which I call Bluff Creek 
on account of the imposing bluffs of the cañon 
through which it debouches from the We-a-bah 
range [Diamond Mountains] into the valley. We 
encamp on this creek at quarter of 1 o’clock, after a 
journey of 15.5 miles.21

The stream that Simpson called Bluff Creek 
must have been the stream that fl ows out of 
Water Canyon, which is located on the eastern 
side of the Diamond Mountains, about twelve 
miles north of US 50. The campsite was proba-
bly about a quarter mile east of State Route 892, 
on the south bank of the usually dry streambed. 
Simpson also remarked that there was another 
small stream about three-quarters of a mile to 
the north of the camp, which may have been the 
stream that fl ows out of Sadler Canyon.

July 14, 1859

July 14, Camp No. 17, Bluff Creek [Water 
Creek].—Raised camp at 10 minutes of 5. Strike 
eastward across Buell Valley [Newark Valley].… In 
6.4 miles reach a point in mid-valley, where I 
put a ☞ pointing to mouth of Neill’s Cañon, as 
follows:

TO GOOD CAMP AND ROAD, 8 MILES.

☞
(A Short cut)

By this cut-off about 6 miles can be saved.22

Although Simpson said they began the day’s 
march by heading eastwardly, his map shows that 
they actually started out by traveling in more of 
a southeasterly direction. His placement of the 
sign along the trail once again makes it clear that 
he was fully expecting that westbound travelers 
would soon be following his route. His purpose 
in erecting the sign was to let these travelers know 
that they would be better off to ignore the trail he 
had made from Water Canyon, and head straight 
to Pinto Creek. This raises a question however. 
If the lower end of Pinto Creek was such a good 
place to camp, why had Simpson taken the expe-
dition all the way north to Water Canyon?

The journal of Charles Tuttle, one of the few 
emigrants known to have traveled Simpson’s 
return route through western Utah and eastern 
Nevada, indicates that his party reached “Niell’s 
Creek” on August 21, 1869. He mentioned noth-
ing about the sign, but it seems quite likely that 
the small group that he was with passed by it and 
took the shortcut to the Pinto Creek area.23 On 
the other hand, a few days later, on August 26, 
the Edward James Mathews party passed the place 
where the sign had been erected and either failed 
to see it, or simply ignored it. Instead of taking 
the shortcut to Pinto Creek, this group of emi-
grants turned northwest and followed the expe-
dition’s trail to Water Canyon. Mathews called 
this stream Bluff Creek, the name that Simpson 
had used.24



Camp 17-E. Water Canyon, on the east side of the Diamond Mountains: “reach a small stream, which I call Bluff 
Creek, on account of the imposing bluffs of the cañon, through which it debouches from the We-a-bah range.”

July 14, 1859
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Looking west toward the Diamond Mountains from the spot where Simpson erected a sign for future travelers:  
“reach a point in mid-valley where I put up a (sign) pointing to mouth of Neill’s Cañon.” Water Canyon is the

cleft in the mountain slightly to the right of center.

October 2002
By plotting what seemed to be the most likely 

route across Newark Valley, I was able to deter-
mine the approximate latitude and longitude of 
the place where the sign had been erected. On a 
brisk October morning, I left US 50 at the west-
ern base of Little Antelope Summit and headed 
north on a well-traveled dirt road. At nine miles 
from the highway, I came to a seldom-used two-
track and turned to the southwest. I was now on 
Simpson’s route. After driving six miles in a per-
fectly straight line, I came to the spot that I felt 
was the site where the sign had been erected. It 
turned out to be near the northwest corner of 
a good-sized knoll that rises abruptly from the 
valley fl oor. From this spot, the two-track turned 
to the south, heading in a direction that I did 
not want to go. I did a little scouting around, 
but was unable to fi nd any road or trail head-
ing toward Water Canyon, so I put on my hiking 
boots and set off on foot across the western part 
of Newark Valley. When I reached State Route 

892 near the mouth of Water Canyon, I turned 
around and retraced my steps to where I had 
left my SUV. This is fairly level country, and it 
would have presented no diffi culties for the wag-
ons. The only exception to this may have been 
a fairly deep wash, about a mile west of the sign 
site. However, the soil in this area is all lakebed 
silt, and is very soft. A few minutes of pick-and-
shovel work by the troopers would have gotten 
the wagons across this wash. After erecting the 
sign, the expedition turned to the northeast and 
continued across Newark Valley toward a pass in 
a low ridge known as Dry Mountain.

Proceeding 6.7 miles farther, we commence going 
up pass over a low ridge dividing Buell Valley 
from the adjoining valley lying east of it which I 
call Phelps Valley [Long Valley], after Capt. John 
W. Phelps, Fourth Artillery. In 1.8 miles reach 
summit by a gentle grade, and in 1 mile east foot, 
also by an easy descent. Then striking northeast-
wardly, 8.1 miles across Phelps Valley, brings us 
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to the west foot of the Too-muntz range of moun-
tains [Butte Mountains], dividing Phelps Valley 
from Butte Valley.25

July 2001

A little over a year before making the hike 
from the sign site to Water Canyon, I had driven 
the expedition’s route going east from the east-
ern side of Newark Valley. Just as I had done on 
my way to the sign site in October of 2002, I drove 
north on the well-traveled dirt road that leaves 
US 50 at the western base of Little Antelope 
Summit. After driving the same nine miles, I 
came to where the expedition’s route crosses the 
road. Turning to the east this time, I soon began 
to climb into the foothills of Dry Mountain. 
After dropping down the eastern side of this low 
mountain, the road continues in a slightly north-
of-east direction across the southern end of Long 
Valley. Near the eastern side of the valley the old 
trail crosses White Pine County Road Number 3, 
which leads from US 50 to Ruby Valley.

Ascending this range [Butte Mountains] 8.3 miles, 
by an excellent grade through a winding cañon, 
we attained the summit of the pass, a quarter of a 
mile below which, on east side, we encamp, at the 
foot of a conspicuous bluff called by the Indians, 
on account of its dark basaltic color, Black Head, 
or Too-muntz Mountain [Sugarloaf]. Here is 
an icy-cold spring, and about half a mile far-
ther down, or to the east, a small stream to which 
we drive our stock. Good grass in vicinity. The 
spring I call Summit Spring.… The journey has 
been 32.8 miles, too long a day’s travel, but neces-
sary to get water. Road good. Train reached camp 
at 8.30 P.M.26

The expedition continued almost due east 
from the county road, got into Long Valley 
Canyon, climbed up and over the summit, and 
made camp at Summit Spring. They remained at 
this campsite for an extra day while the guides 
went ahead to look for water. While they were 
waiting, Simpson hiked to the tops of two nearby 
peaks to make observations. One of these hikes 
probably took him to the top of the bluff that 
the local Indians called Black Head, and which is 
now known as Sugarloaf.

July 16, 1859

July 16, Camp No. 18, Summit Spring, 
Too-muntz Mountain range [Butte 
Mountains].—Move at 5, and continue east-
wardly down cañon to Butte Valley. In 1 mile from 
camp pass a fi ne gushing spring, which gives rise 
to the small stream referred to before, which after 
running a third of a mile, sinks. This spring, 
creek, and cañon [Thirty-Mile Wash] I call after 
Pete, the Ute Indian, who has been of so much ser-
vice to us in our explorations.… In three-quarters 
of a mile from Pete’s Spring reach mouth of cañon 
by gentle descent, and in 10.9 miles more cross 
Butte Valley, with low range of mountains, 5 miles 
off, limiting it at the south, and strike a stream of 
pure cold water [Combs Creek] which I call after 
Dr. Garland Hurt, the late accomplished Indian 
agent for the Ute Indians.27

Today a well-traveled dirt road goes past 
Summit Spring, heading northeast, then drops 
into the southern end of Butte Valley. In a lit-
tle less than a mile, the road passes Thirty-Mile 
Ranch, where the spring that Simpson named 
for the Indian guide can be seen at the bottom 
of a steep hill. After another mile, the road forks 
and Simpson’s route turns to the east. In another 
three-quarters of a mile, the main road begins a 
turn to the southeast, while the expedition’s trail 
continues to the east on a seldom-used two-track 
that skirts the southern base of an isolated knoll 
known as Red Pepper Butte. When the expedi-
tion reached the eastern side of this knoll, they 
turned slightly to the south and headed across 
the sagebrush fl ats of the southern part of Butte 
Valley. Reaching the eastern side of the valley, 
they came to Combs Creek, which Simpson called 
Hurt’s Creek, and began following it upstream 
into the Egan Mountains.

August 2001
I left US 50 near the western edge of Jake’s 

Valley and headed north on Long Valley Road. 
After driving about sixteen miles, I turned east 
on Simpson’s trail, and followed it past Summit 
Spring and the south side of Red Pepper Butte. 
I then spent the better part of an afternoon in a 



Camp 18-E. Summit Spring, near the southern end of the Butte Mountains. “Here is an icy-cold spring, and about 
half a mile farther down. . . a small stream to which we drive our stock. . . . The spring I call Summit Spring.”

July 16, 1859
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fruitless attempt to fi nd where the trail crossed 
the valley. I did fi nd a very faint two-track that 
crosses the valley in a due east-west direction, but 
as I was quite certain it was not Simpson’s route, I 
did not spend any time trying to follow it. I fi nally 
managed to get to the eastern side of the valley 
by following a good dirt road that loops down to 
the south end of the valley, then turns back to 
the north. I found the mouth of Combs Canyon, 
but because it was getting late in the evening, I 
did not try to follow the creek into the moun-
tains. Turning back to the south, I made by way 
back to US 50 and left the area.

July 2002
I returned about a year after my fi rst trip into 

the southern end of Butte Valley, but this time 
I followed the expedition’s route in the reverse 
direction, traveling north from Ely and over 
the Egan Mountains. After leaving the mouth 
of Combs Canyon, I spent some time looking 
for the expedition’s trail across Butte Valley, but 
once again, I was unable to fi nd it. I fi nally gave 
up and decided to cross the valley on the sel-
dom-used, east-west two-track that I had noticed 
during my fi rst trip. Although this abandoned 
trail does not follow the route of the expedition, 
it is never far from it. In fact, it appears to me 
that the routes cross each other near the center 
of the valley.

Ascending the cañon [Combs Canyon] by a good 
grade, albeit in some places a little sidling and 
rocky, 3.2 miles brought us to the summit of the 
pass of the Mon-tim range [Egan Mountains] 
dividing Butte and Steptoe valleys.… There is an 
old beaten trail down this cañon, about the larg-
est we have seen on the trip. The Indians say it 
is the trail of the To-sa-witch band of the Sho-sho-
nees, living about the Humboldt River, who yearly 
take this route, to trade horses with the Pahvant 
Indians about Fillmore.28

In his report, Simpson states that he named 
the stream after Garland Hurt, but on his map, 
he shows the canyon through which it fl ows 
as “Horse Cañon.” Obviously, this name came 
from the well-worn horse trail that they followed 
through this area.

Descending the eastern slope by a winding 
cañon of pretty steep grade for 200 or 300 yards, 
near summit, 3 miles more in a south direction 
brought us to a spring [Archie Spring], where we 
encamped.… The guide also reports four more 
springs within the compass of half a mile from 
camp. I have therefore called this cañon Spring 
Cañon.… Journey, 19.1 miles.29

What Simpson called Spring Canyon is the 
upper end of today’s Smith Valley, where a num-
ber of springs are located. There is something of 
a problem here, because none of the springs are 
exactly three miles from the summit. However, 
it appears to me that the most likely spot for 
the campsite would have been Archie Spring. 
Although this spring is about four miles from the 
summit, it is the most accessible of all the springs 
due to its location in the bottom of the canyon. 
In addition, the area around Archie Spring is rel-
atively level and would make a good campsite, 
while the others are all located higher up on the 
slope of the canyon.

July 17, 1859

July 17, Camp No. 19, Spring Cañon.—
Decamped at 25 minutes of 6; continued in an 
east of south direction down Spring Cañon, the 
grade of which, except near summit, is exceedingly 
slight. This cañon gradually opens to 2.5 miles 
wide as you descend to Steptoe Valley, and the 
cedar on either side is almost inexhaustible.… Just 
at outlet of Spring Cañon into Steptoe Valley, 8.2 
miles from camp on north side of cañon, there is 
a spur from the north wall or mountain of the 
cañon, through which there is a gap, gate, or 
cañon, which for sulimity, on account of its con-
fi ning walls, equals, probably, anything we have 
seen on the route.… I call the place the Gate of 
Hercules [Hercules Gap], on account of its stu-
pendous walls. The echo in it is very fi ne, and 
our fi re-arms have startled a great number of 
swallows and hawks.30

Near the south end of Smith Valley, a state 
prison facility has been built directly on top of 
an abandoned road, and today’s road passes the 
prison about a hundred yards to the east. It is 



Camp 19-E. Archie Spring, at the upper end of Smith Valley, north of Ely. “3 miles more in a south direction 
brought us to a spring where we encamped.”

July 17, 1859
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my assumption that the expedition followed the 
route of the abandoned road.

About seven miles north of the city of Ely, the 
expedition came to a gap that cuts through the 
low ridge that extends southward from the foot-
hills of the Egan Mountains. Simpson called this 
gap the Gate of Hercules, but today it is known 
as Hercules Gap.

Although the wagons passed by the gap about 
a half mile to the west, some members of the 
party, including Simpson himself, rode over to 
it and fi red off a few rounds from their rifl es or 
sidearms. Today a paved highway, State Route 
490, goes through the gap,

The road leaves this gate to the left about 0.5 mile, 
and 1.7 miles further down Spring Cañon brings 
us to Steptoe Valley, which we follow, on its western 
side, for 4 miles, in a southeasterly direction, and 
encamp on a noble creek, which I call after Lieut. 
Alexander Murry, the energetic offi cer in command 
of the escort of my party. This stream heads some 
12 miles off in the mountain range, is rapid, and 
after running in a northeasterly direction, sinks 2 
miles below camp.31

The expedition continued in a south-
erly direction along the west side of the ridge, 

crossing SR 490 about a mile and a half north of 
Lackawanna Spring, then dropping down to the 
fl oor of Steptoe Valley. It appears to me that the 
campsite for that night was located on the east 
bank of Murry Creek, near the northern end of 
the White Pine County Golf Course.

September 2006
After spending a night in Ely, Nancy and I 

drove to the pro shop of the White Pine County 
Golf Course, where I contacted the manager 
and asked for permission to walk across the 
course. He was reluctant at fi rst because it was 
a frosty morning, and he was concerned that I 
might do some damage to the putting greens. I 
assured him that I had no reason to get onto the 
greens, and would stay on the cart trails until I 
got the far side of the course. He fi nally agreed 
to my request and I set off, following the prob-
able route of the expedition as closely as I could 
while staying on the cart paths. At the western 
side of the golf course, between Hole Number 
Six and the perimeter fence, I found the dry 
streambed of Murry Creek and the spot where I 
believe the expedition camped. Although there 
is some water in the creekbed about a mile to 
the southwest, it no longer fl ows past the camp-
site area.

Hercules Gap, about seven miles north of Ely: “there is a spur. . . through which there is a gap, gate, 
or cañon, which for sublimity. . . equals, probably, anything we have seen on the route. . . . I call the place 

the Gate of Hercules, on account of its stupendous walls.” 
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Camp 20-E. The Sixth Hole of the White Pine County Golf Course now occupies the campsite. The old 
channel of Murry Creek is just beyond the trees, but the stream is now diverted before it reaches this point. 

“Encamp on a noble creek, which I call after Lt. Alexander Murry, the energetic offi cer in command of my party.”

July 18, 1859
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July 18, Camp No. 20, Murry’s Creek, 
Steptoe Valley.—Moved at 20 minutes after 
5; course, southeastwardly, across Steptoe Valley. 
Two miles and eight-tenths from camp get into and 
follow a wagon-road, which, an Indian who lives 
in this valley says, was made by the Mormons in 
the spring of last year.1

As mentioned previously, Simpson had
 fi rst heard about this wagon road just two 

months earlier, when the expedition was still west-
bound, and was camped in the northern end of 
Butte Valley. Lot Huntington, the Chorpenning 
agent, told him that the trail had been made by 
a group of emigrants from the town of Fillmore, 
who were on their way to California.2 At that 
time, Simpson may have been somewhat skep-
tical about its actual existence, but now he was 
seeing it for himself. He was very interested in 
the origin of this road, and he wanted to know 
what it was doing in a part of the country that 
the army still regarded as unexplored territory. 
Simpson seems to have discounted some parts of 
Huntington’s story after talking with the Indian 
who lived here in the lower part of Steptoe Valley. 
This unidentifi ed Indian told Simpson that a 
group of Mormons had made the road just a lit-
tle more than a year earlier, and that there had 
been about fi fty wagons that had traveled north-
ward through this area. After continuing up the 
valley a few miles, they turned back and returned 
to the Mormon settlements. Simpson’s conclu-
sion was that this wagon train was probably made 
up of Mormons who were fl eeing from the ap-
proach of the Utah Expedition. This was a fair-
ly good guess, although the party that made the 
trail was not actually fl eeing. It was a scouting 
party, looking for a place where other Mormons 
could fi nd refuge if it became necessary for sur-
vival. Shortly after his return to Camp Floyd, 
Simpson received information that confi rmed 
his conclusion. He also learned that he was very 
well acquainted with one of the group’s leaders.

On August 10, a week after getting back to 
Camp Floyd, Simpson had an opportunity to talk 
to George Washington Bean, who had been his 
guide during his October reconnaissance trip. 
Bean told Simpson that he had been a member of 
a group that Brigham Young had sent to explore 

the area west of Fillmore during the early part 
of 1858. The purpose of this exploration was to 
fi nd a place that could be used as a refuge if the 
residents of Salt Lake City should be forced to 
fl ee from the city.3

A thorough account of the exploration that 
Bean had been involved in can be found in 
Clifford L. Stott’s Search For Sanctuary; Brigham 
Young and the White Mountain Expedition. Bean 
and a group of about twenty men left Fillmore 
and headed west across the Sevier Desert. 
Somewhere near the present Utah-Nevada bor-
der, the group split into two smaller groups. 
Bean’s contingent headed south. The other 
group, led by Orson B. Adams, turned north-
west, crossing Sacramento Pass and the Schell 
Creek Mountains. In Steptoe Valley, they turned 
to the north and passed the site of present-day 
Ely, which is where Simpson picked up their 
trail. Some distance north of Ely, probably near 
Duck Creek, Adams’s party turned around and 
headed back to the south, retracing their trail 
to the mouth of Steptoe Canyon, then continu-
ing south for another forty miles to Cave Valley, 
where they rejoined Bean’s party of explorers.4

Stott’s account of this exploration is well 
researched and well written, and it solves the 
mystery of the Mormon road, but he did get one 
important fact wrong. The paragraph below shows 
that Stott was under the mistaken impression that 
Bean was traveling with Simpson in 1859.

Indeed, Capt. James H. Simpson, the army engi-
neer who explored the Great Basin in 1859 in 
search of a wagon route to Carson Valley, could 
not, at fi rst, account for a portion of the White 
Mountain trail he discovered in Steptoe Valley. 
Ironically, Simpson had hired George W. Bean to 
guide him, and although Bean was leading the 
engineers over a segment of his own trail from the 
previous year, Bean told the captain nothing about 
its origin until after their return to the settlements, 
allowing Simpson to believe a story concocted by a 
Mormon mail agent in Ruby Valley that the trail 
had been forged by a California-bound emigrant 
train which had not been heard from since leaving 
Fillmore. Until he was enlightened by an Indian 
in Steptoe Valley who had witnessed the White 
Mountain Expedition, and Bean later confi rmed 
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the story after their return, Simpson was as igno-
rant as was the rest of the world concerning the 
Mormons’ efforts to explore the Great Basin’s inte-
rior in 1858. Bean’s lack of candor with Simpson 
and the mail agent’s outright falsehood is clear evi-
dence of the covert nature of the expedition.5

This clearly indicates Stott’s mistaken belief 
that Bean was with the expedition as it traveled 
the Mormon road in July of 1859. And he sug-
gests that Bean was consciously withholding 
information about it from Simpson. The facts 
are, however, that although Bean had been with 
Simpson in October of 1858, he was not with 
the 1859 expedition, and therefore could not 
have been with Simpson when he was attempt-
ing to fi gure out the origin of the Mormon road. 
On the other hand, the mail agent that Stott 
refers to was Lot Huntington, who probably did 
attempt to mislead Simpson about the identity of 
the travelers.

As will be seen, Simpson’s expedition fol-
lowed the trail made by the White Mountain 
Expedition all the way from Ely to the eastern 
base of the House Mountains.

About a mile from where we struck the Mormon 
road, we cross a fi ne creek [Steptoe Creek] which 
I call after Capt. Carter L. Stevenson, of the Fifth 
Regiment of Infantry. This stream comes from the 
Un-go-we-ah [Schell Creek] range, and after getting 
into Steptoe Valley, runs northwardly in it for 3 or 
4 miles below where we crossed it and sinks.… After 
crossing Stevenson Creek we left the Mormon road 
(which goes around by the way of the mouth of the 
cañon, through which the creek fl ows,) and cut 
across some short and rather steep hills, crossing 
the river again 7.5 miles from last crossing, up in 
the cañon, and joining again and following the 
Mormon road up the cañon from this point.6

It appears that the Mormon road remained 
fairly close to the stream all the way into the can-
yon, while the expedition took a shortcut across 
the southeastern part of the valley and through 
the foothills of the Schell Creek Mountains. 
Because of this shortcut, Simpson failed to dis-
cover that there was another branch of the 
Mormon road that continued in a southerly 

direction past the mouth of Steptoe Canyon. 
This branch was the route that Adams and his 
group of Mormon explorers had followed to the 
White Mountain area where they rejoined the 
group that was being led by Bean.

May 2002
Nancy and I made our way into the area to 

the east of Steptoe Creek, and attempted to fi nd 
the route that the expedition followed across the 
“short and rather steep hills.” A short distance 
from the crossing, we located an old road that 
seemed to be heading in the right direction. 
Following this seldom-used two-track in a south-
easterly direction for about three miles, we came 
to an area that is crisscrossed by a veritable maze 
of old mining roads. I was satisfi ed that we had 
located the expedition’s route from the creek to 
the mining area, but its trail through the mining 
area eluded me during this trip.

July 2004
After spending more time studying maps and 

aerial photos, we made another trip to the min-
ing area and Steptoe Canyon. This time we were 
able to work our way through the mining area 
and down a shallow canyon to where the creek 
fl ows through Steptoe Canyon. But I still did not 
feel that I had the route exactly right, because 
it was reaching the stream too soon. According 
to Simpson’s mileage fi gures, they reached the 
creek after traveling seven and a half miles from 
where they had fi rst crossed it near Ely. The route 
that I had traveled came to the creek at six and 
a half miles.

After returning home, I spent some more 
time studying the maps and aerial photographs 
of this area, and found what appeared to be a 
more likely route between the mining area and 
the stream. On the photos, I was able to make 
out a faint trace of a trail that crossed another 
ridge before dropping down to the creek at the 
correct distance. If this was their route, it would 
mean that the expedition had skirted the north-
ern edge of the mining area, had crossed two low 
ridges, and then dropped down to today’s paved 
road near what is now a developed camping area. 
It was also evident that this section of the route 
would not be drivable.
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August 2005
Returning to the mining area once again, I 

parked the SUV and hiked eastward through the 
low hills until I reached the campground. During 
this hike, I found abandoned trails all through 
this area, and it does not appear to me that this 
route would have presented any serious diffi cul-
ties for the wagons. I was fi nally confi dent that I 
had located and traveled the correct trail through 
the hills between the mining area and the creek.

The stream at this last crossing was so miry as to 
make it necessary to take the teams over by hand. 
In one-half mile we crossed it twice again.… This 
cañon discovers some splendid rocks of the most 
massive character, some of them being isolated 
and looking like castles. In one instance, on 
right side of cañon, high up, I noticed a very 
pretty arch, through which I could see the blue 
sky.… A mile and a quarter from where we last 
struck Stevenson’s Creek, we again leave it and 
take up a branch ravine, which we follow for 2 

miles, and encamp at a fi ne spring, the source of 
the branch, among good luxuriant grass and tim-
ber.… Journey 14.5 miles.7

Today the Cave Lake Recreation Area, which 
includes a small man-made lake, occupies the 
mouth of the branch ravine. The pretty arch that 
Simpson mentioned is very easy to see on the sky-
line as you drive south from the lake.

Simpson did not mention it, but at the base of 
the ridge below the arch there is a large cave, pre-
sumably the source of the names Cave Springs, 
Cave Creek, and Cave Lake. The expedition made 
camp in the area just below Cave Springs.

July 19, 1859

July 19, Camp No. 21, Stevenson’s Cañon, 
Un-go-we-ah range.—Sent out guide-party 
early this morning, with particular instructions to 
send back a man daily to inform me of the coun-
try ahead. We are approaching, doubtless, the most 

The arch in the ridge above Cave Creek. “On right side of cañon, high up, I noticed a very 
pretty arch, through which I could see the blue sky.”



Camp 21-E. Cave Springs, near the southern end of the Schell Creek Mountains. “We take up a branch ravine, 
which we follow for 2 miles, and encamp at a fi ne spring, the source of the branch, among good luxuriant grass and timber.”

July 19, 1859
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diffi cult portion of our route, and I feel anxious 
that there shall be no faux pas. The party goes out 
with ten days’ provisions, and, besides the usual 
persons (Reese, Stevenson, and Lambert), I have 
ordered three soldiers to accompany them. Pete 
also accompanies them for a distance, and then 
is to push on with all dispatch with my report to 
General Johnston, at Camp Floyd.8

At this point, Simpson did not provide an 
explanation of why he felt that the next part 
would be the most diffi cult part of the journey. 
He knew, of course, that except for the myste-
rious wagon road, this territory was essentially 
unexplored, and what little was known about 
it indicated that there would be several moun-
tain ranges to cross, and that there were serious 
questions about the availability of water. He was 
attempting to leave nothing to chance, but as it 
turned out, the guides did not follow his instruc-
tions very well, and a few days later the party did 
become involved in what Simpson felt was a seri-
ous faux pax.

Main party moved at 5.45. Course eastwardly up 
branch of Stevenson’s Cañon, 1.7 miles to sum-
mit of Un-go-we-ah or Pine range [Schell Creek 
Mountains], and thence down a cañon [Cooper 
Canyon] I call after Capt. Henry Little, Seventh 
Infantry, 7.4 miles to its debouchment into 
Antelope Valley.9

The most prominent peak in this part of the 
Schell Creek Range is Cave Mountain, which is 
located to the southeast from Cave Springs. A 
slightly lower peak, known as Cooper Summit, 
lies about a mile and a quarter to the west of 
Cave Mountain. A fairly well-used mountain road 
crosses the ridge at the western base of Cooper 
Summit, and since I have been unable to fi nd 
an offi cial name for this spot, I call it Cooper 
Pass. The mountain road continues south from 
Cooper Pass, then drops down the eastern slope 
of the Schell Creek Range through Cooper 
Canyon. Just west of Cooper Pass is another, but 
much lower and apparently unnamed peak, and 
then another pass. And because I have been 
unable to fi nd a name for this second pass, I have 
decided to refer to it as West Cooper Pass. West 

Cooper Pass is seven tenths of a mile due west 
from Cooper Pass and today’s road.

July 1999
As the last leg of my fi rst major trip on 

Simpson’s route, I drove up Steptoe Canyon, over 
Cooper Pass, and down the east side of the Schell 
Creek Mountains. At that time, I was assuming 
that the expedition’s route followed today’s road. 
Later, after additional study of Simpson’s map 
and the distances given in his text and the table 
of distances, I became convinced that the expe-
dition did not follow today’s road across Cooper 
Pass. It is my conclusion that the expedition and 
the Mormon road crossed the mountain by going 
across West Cooper Pass.

The most signifi cant factor involved in reach-
ing this conclusion is Simpson’s fi gure of 1.7 
miles for the distance between the campsite 
at Cave Springs and the summit of the pass. 
According to my measurements, it is 2.4 miles 
from Cave Springs to Cooper Pass, but from Cave 
Springs to West Cooper Pass it is almost exactly 
1.7 miles. If this was the only factor involved, I 
would be tempted to pass it off as simply another 
mileage error, but there are some other persua-
sive arguments, one of which is the altitude of the 
two passes. Simpson listed the altitude at the sum-
mit he crossed as 8,140 feet above sea level. My 
GPS receiver gave me altitude readings of 8,680 
at Cooper Pass, and 8,280 at West Cooper Pass. It 
must be kept in mind that Simpson’s altitude read-
ings were never exactly right, but the difference 
of 540 feet between Simpson’s reading and the 
elevation at Cooper Pass is well beyond his aver-
age range of error. On the other hand, the differ-
ence between Simpson’s reading and the eleva-
tion at West Cooper Pass is only 140 feet, which is 
within the normal range of Simpson’s errors.

Simpson also mentioned that one of the men, 
a Sergeant Barr, who must have been doing a lit-
tle scouting, ran across a couple of springs after 
crossing the summit.

A spring and fi ne grass are reported by Sergeant 
Barr, 1.5 miles down the cañon and a quarter of 
a mile to right, in a branch cañon, and another 
spring about 3 miles down the cañon to the right, 
also in a branch cañon.10
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Maps of this area show springs that could fi t this 
description. If you begin at West Cooper Pass and 
head south for a mile and a half, then turn to the 
right and go up a shallow side canyon, in just a 
little less than a half mile you will come to Aspen 
Spring. This fi ts very well with Sergeant Barr’s 
description of the fi rst spring. On the other 
hand, at 1.5 miles south of Cooper Pass, there is 
no branch canyon and no spring. At three miles 
from the summit, Sergeant Barr’s second spring 
would have been in the Cooper Meadows area, 
which is reached after the two routes come back 
together, so its location has no bearing on which 
of the two possible routes is the correct one.

July 2003
Today there is no road across West Cooper 

Pass, and I calculated that the roundtrip hike 
would be about fi ve miles, but I had no clue as 
to how steep or rugged the trail might prove to 
be. After staying overnight in Ely, I drove to the 
Cave Spring area, reaching it just as the sun was 
coming up. Leaving the road at a point about 
a half mile south of the springs, I began hiking 
up the shallow side canyon that leads to West 
Cooper Pass. It was immediately apparent that 
the fi rst quarter-mile of this small canyon would 
have been impassable for wagons. In addition 
to being very steep, the bottom of the canyon 
is simply too narrow and choked with boulders 
for the wagons to have gotten through it. This 
was not an auspicious beginning. However, after 
looking around a little more, I noticed that the 
ridge on the eastern side of the canyon might 
have offered another possibility. It appeared 
to me that by utilizing one or two switchbacks, 
it might have been possible for the wagons to 
bypass the mouth of the canyon. By leaving 
today’s road at some point a short distance to 
the south of the mouth of the canyon, the trail 
could have climbed up the eastern side of the 
ridge that forms the eastern side of the canyon, 
and then dropped into the canyon somewhere 
above the problem area. Later in the day, as I 
was returning to my vehicle, I followed the top of 
this ridge, and it looked to me as if it would have 
been possible for the wagons to have followed 
such a route. It may not have been easy, but I 
think it could have been done.

After passing the problem area, I contin-
ued up the canyon and soon found myself on 
a trail that has the appearance of having been 
made by wheeled vehicles. Although they were 
extremely faint, I could make out two parallel 
tracks that were the correct distance apart for 
wagon tracks. This trail begins to show up at 
about a half mile from the mouth of the can-
yon, and continues for about a mile, with the 
tracks being most evident in the area of the 
summit of the pass. At about three-quarters of a 
mile beyond the summit they start getting faint, 
and then fade out entirely.

After crossing the summit of the pass, I con-
tinued down the south slope of the mountain 
for another mile, and came to the upper end 
of a jeep trail. At that point, I turned around, 
retraced my steps back over the summit, and 
returned to my SUV. I then drove over Cooper 
Pass and dropped down the south slope of the 
mountain until I came to where the jeep trail 
I had encountered during my hike leaves the 
main road. Turning onto this trail, I followed 
it for about a mile to its upper end, where I 
had fi rst encountered it. I had now traveled 
the entire route across West Cooper Pass, and I 
was convinced that it would have been a practi-
cal route for the wagons. I am quite certain that 
the White Mountain explorers and the Simpson 
expedition used West Cooper Pass to surmount 
the Schell Creek Range.

A couple of years after this hike, I came across 
another item that seems to support the idea of the 
West Cooper Pass route. On August 17, 1859, just 
a month after the Simpson expedition had crossed 
the Schell Creek Mountains, emigrant Charles 
Tuttle made the following entry in his journal:

Wednesday Aug 17. We came today about 23 miles 
and encamped in about a mile of the summit of 
Ungo-we-ah or Pine Range.… The road to day has 
been very good considering the newness of it.11

Since these were the names that Simpson used 
for the Schell Creek Mountains, it is clear that 
Tuttle was relying on information that came 
from Simpson. A couple of days after returning 
to Camp Floyd, Simpson gave a written itinerary 
of his return trail to a small group of emigrants, 
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which included Tuttle. During my hike through 
this area, when I was about a mile south of West 
Cooper Pass, I found a small stream fl owing 
through a level area that would make a very good 
place for a camp. On the other hand, on today’s 
road, at a mile south of Cooper Pass, you are in a 
very narrow and steep-sided canyon, where there 
is no water and no level areas. This would be a 
terrible place to make a camp.

After passing Cooper Meadows and the sec-
ond spring that had been reported by Sergeant 
Barr, the expedition made its way down the east-
ern slope of the Schell Creek Mountains through 
Cooper Canyon. Simpson noted that as they were 
moving down this canyon, the mountain that he 
called Union Peak could be seen directly in front 
of them. I have driven down Cooper Canyon 
three times, and have found the view of Wheeler 
Peak to be spectacular.

Thence 6.6 miles, or about two-thirds of the way 
across Antelope Valley, to some springs [Layton 
Spring], which, by being opened, may be made 
to serve a large command. We encamp at these 
springs at 2.15.… Journey 15.7 miles.12

April 2002
During my fi rst trip across the Schell Creek 

Mountains in July of 1999, when I reached the 
lower end of Cooper Canyon, I left Simpson’s 
trail and turned to the southeast until I reached 
State Route 893, where I turned south to US 50 
and left the area. Three years later, I returned to 
this spot and found the place where the expedi-
tion had crossed SR 893. Turning to the east, I 
got onto a power line service road and followed 
it across Spring Valley to Layton Spring. A couple 
of years later, while examining aerial photos of 

Wheeler Peak, which Simpson called Union Peak, from Cooper Canyon on the eastern slope of the Schell 
Creek Range. “As you descend Little’s Cañon, the Go-shoot, or Tots-arrh range, looms toweringly in 

front of you, the most conspicuous portion being Union Peak.”



Camp 22-E. Layton Spring, in Spring Valley: “about two-thirds of the way across Antelope Valley, to some springs, 
which, by being opened, may be made to serve a large command.”

July 20, 1859
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the area, I discovered the faint trace of an old 
trail that leaves the utility road about a quarter 
mile east of the highway, and follows a straight 
line to Layton Spring. Convinced that this faint 
trace was the expedition’s route, in 2005 Nancy 
and I took a trip to the area with the intention of 
driving the old trail. Leaving SR 893, we turned 
east and made our way to the spot where the 
trail leaves the service road. We found that the 
trail is clearly visible, but we also found that it 
has become so overgrown with greasewood that 
it is impassable. I had to be satisfi ed with having 
crossed the valley on the service road, which in 
most places is no more than a quarter of a mile 
away from the trail.

William Lee described the Layton Spring area 
as “a fi ne spring; with good grass but no wood.” 
He also mentioned that John Reese left the expe-
dition at that point, intending to travel ahead 
of them all the way to Camp Floyd.13 Lee either 
misunderstood the plan, or circumstances inter-
vened, because the main party caught up with 
Reese eight days later at Chapin’s Spring, in the 
interior of the House Range.

July 20, 1859

July 20, Camp No. 22, Springs, Antelope 
Valley.—Decamped at 20 minutes past 5. 
Course east of north, 5.8 miles up Antelope Valley 
[Spring Valley], to mouth of cañon, which I call 
after Capt. P. T. Turnley, assistant quartermaster 
at Camp Floyd, and which leads us to the pass over 
the Go-shoot or Tots-arrh range.14

Simpson evidently felt that Spring Valley was 
the southern end of Antelope Valley, which the 
expedition had crossed on May 11 during its west-
bound journey. When the expedition left Layton 
Spring, they turned north and merged with US 
50 at a point about three miles south of the bend 
that takes the highway into Turnley Canyon.

Our road turns up this cañon southwestwardly, 
and 2.2 miles from mouth we fi nd some fi ne copi-
ous cold springs, which I call also after Captain 
Turnley. Grass and wood-fuel found in vicinity. 
Persons traveling our route will fi nd a road to the 
north of ours, and move direct from near the mouth 

of Little’s Cañon to the mouth of Turnley’s Cañon, 
which will cut off several miles. In that case they 
will make their encampment at these springs, and 
not where we did in Antelope Valley.15

Here Simpson is advising future travel-
ers to take a direct line between the mouth of 
Turnley’s Canyon and the mouth of Cooper 
Canyon, which would bypass Layton Spring. He 
added that if they follow this shortcut they “will 
fi nd a road to the north of ours.” This proba-
bly means that the Mormons’ wagons had taken 
this shortcut the previous year, leaving a discern-
able trail. If this is true, it also means that as the 
expedition traveled from the mouth of Cooper 
Canyon to Layton Spring, and from there to the 
mouth of Turnley Canyon, they were breaking 
their own trail and not following the Mormon 
road. Simpson’s map shows the Mormon road as 
a dotted line, and indicates that it is “Practicable 
for wagons.”

Proceeding up Turnley’s Cañon 1.8 miles by a 
remarkably easy grade, the cañon being amply wide, 
we reach summit of pass [Sacramento Pass] of the 
Go-shoot or Tots-arrh range [Snake Mountains], 
whence we had toward the east a fi ne view of some 
distant mountains, Union Peak [Wheeler Peak] 
of the Tots-arrh range [Snake Mountains] to the 
east of the summit towering far above every other 
height, and showing a great deal of snow and 
apparently depending icicles in its recesses. Indeed, 
I think this peak the highest we have seen on either 
of our routes.16

Simpson erred when he said that his Union 
Peak was east of the summit of Sacramento Pass. 
It actually lies almost due south from the pass.

Descending from pass on east side, by a cañon of 
very easy inclination, in 7.2 miles reach a fi ne 
spring of fl owing water, where we encamp. This 
cañon I call Red Cañon, on account of its red-
colored rocks. The spring is called by the Indians 
Un-go-pah or Red Spring. Plenty of grass exists 
near and in vicinity, and I notice also some springs 
to the south of us, in the cañon, about 2 miles off. 
Union Peak, which lies some 10 or 15 miles to the 
west of south of us, the Indians call Too-bur-rit; 



Camp 23-E. Strawberry Creek Ranch, on Weaver Creek, about nine miles west of the Utah-Nevada border. 
“Descending from pass on east side. . . in 7.2 miles we reach a fi ne spring of fl owing water, where we encamp.” 

July 21, 1859
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but I cannot learn its meaning.… Journey 17.1 
miles. Train got into camp at 12.45.17

This time, the direction to Wheeler Peak is exactly 
right. This campsite was located on the south 
bank of Weaver Creek, about three miles west of 
the junction of State Route 487 and US 50. Today 
this site is occupied by the Strawberry Ranch.

July 21, 1859

July 21, Camp No. 23, Un-go-pah or Red 
Springs.—Resumed journey at 25 minutes 
after 4. Course eastwardly. Continue to descend 
Red Cañon to valley on east side of Tot-arr 
range [Snake Mountains], which valley I call 
after Deputy Quartermaster-General George H. 
Crosman, stationed at headquarters Department 
of Utah. The road we are following, and have been 
since we left Steptoe Valley, is the Mormon road 
referred to July 18. The indications are that some 
fi fty wagons have been over it. The tracks of the 
cattle are still visible, and the dung yet remains 
on the road. About 3 miles from camp we leave the 
road, to cut off a bend of it. About 2.5 miles far-
ther cross a dry branch [Silver Creek] just below its 
sink. Cottonwood at crossing.18

In the area below the Strawberry Ranch, 
Weaver Creek fl ows in a fairly deep ravine along 
the southern base of some low hills. As the expe-
dition left the campsite, they were following the 
south bank of the stream. At about three miles 
from Strawberry Ranch, the ravine disappears 
and the hills on the north side of the stream fl at-
ten out. A well-maintained graveled road comes 
from the northeast, crosses Weaver Creek, and 
joins US 50 a short distance south of the stream. 
At one time, this graveled road was designated 
as US Highway 6, but it lost that designation in 
the mid-1950s when the paved highway that is 
now US 50 and 6 was completed between the 
town of Hinckley and the Nevada border. At this 
point, the expedition crossed to the north side 
of Weaver Creek and started across Snake Valley, 
heading in a slightly north-of-east direction.

It would appear that the Mormon road con-
tinued to follow the south bank of Weaver 
Creek for some distance, then turned north to 

follow Baker Creek toward the town of Eskdale. 
Simpson decided to take a shortcut by cutting 
diagonally across the valley. The dry branch that 
they crossed at fi ve and a half miles from camp 
was Silver Creek, a small stream that fl ows in an 
easterly direction out of the Snake Mountains. 
An irrigated alfalfa fi eld now occupies the creek 
bottom in the area where the expedition crossed 
the dry streambed.

Five and a half miles farther brings us to a rush 
spring of tolerable water, which, by excavation, 
could be made to serve a pretty large command. 
There is a great deal of grass about it, and in the 
vicinity.19

About fi ve and a half miles northeast of Silver 
Creek Reservoir, lying directly on the Utah-
Nevada border, and surrounded on all sides by 
sagebrush fl ats, is a pleasant little oasis known 
as Caine Spring. When I fi rst started looking at 
this section of Simpson’s route, I assumed that 
this would have been the spring that Simpson 
described as a “rush spring.” Acting on this as-
sumption, I hiked the four miles between Caine 
Spring and Baker Creek, thinking that I was fol-
lowing the expedition’s route. Sometime later, 
after obtaining a better copy of Simpson’s map, 
I discovered that the expedition’s trail followed 
a perfectly straight line all the way across Snake 
Valley, passing about three miles south of Caine 
Spring. This meant that I had to look for an-
other spring, one that was on a straight line be-
tween the Weaver Creek crossing and Eskdale. 
While studying aerial photos of the area, I lo-
cated what appeared to be a vegetated area at 
about the correct distance. Although this spot 
is not marked as a spring on the USGS maps of 
the area, it does have the appearance of a spring 
on the aerial photos. As I continued to study the 
photos, I noticed a faint trail extending both 
east and west from the spring. This turned out 
to be an important discovery. I soon found that I 
could trace this line in an absolutely straight line 
all the way from the Weaver Creek crossing to a 
point just a short distance north of Eskdale.

Three and a half miles farther we join and follow 
again the Mormon road. Half a mile farther we 



Camp 24-E. The campsite was in the middle of this alfalfa fi eld. Baker Creek once fl owed through here but 
the water has been diverted and the streambed plowed and leveled: “we come to a creek. . . which 

comes from the south, and sinks a quarter of a mile below camp.”

July 22–25, 1859
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come to a creek [Baker Creek], 3 feet wide, 1 deep, 
which comes from the south, and sinks a quarter 
of a mile below camp. In places it is lined with 
rushes and willows. On this creek, which I also 
call after Colonel Crosman, we encamp at half 
past 12, amid abundance of grass.… Journey, 
14.8 miles. 20

About a mile northwest of the small commu-
nity of Eskdale, aerial photos show a bend in the 
trail that comes from the spring, and the faint 
trace of another trail coming from the south. 
This fork in the abandoned trail could very well 
be where the expedition rejoined the Mormon 
road. A short distance from the fork, the old 
trail joins a modern ranch road. This road goes 
past a cluster of ranch houses and sheds, and 
at a half mile northeast of the fork, it reaches 
the edge of an irrigated alfalfa fi eld, which now 
covers the old Baker Creek streambed. It was at 
this point that the expedition made camp for 
the night. The campsite was on the west bank 
of Baker Creek, about fi ve miles north of US 
50, and about a mile and a quarter northwest 
of Eskdale.

May 2005

Nancy and I spent the better part of a day 
attempting to follow the abandoned trail across 
Snake Valley. Between the Weaver Creek crossing 
and the old Silver Creek crossing, we found that 
we could drive on the old roadbed. The junk that 
we noticed on the sides of the old trail in this 
area seems to indicate that it had been used for 
some time by people traveling in automobiles. 
When we reached Silver Creek, we could fi nd no 
way to cross it anywhere near the old trail, so we 
headed northwest and crossed it on the old US 
6 bridge. From there we were able to drive down 
the east side of the stream and pick up the trail 
again. However, we soon found that in the area 
east of Silver Creek, the trail was so overgrown 
with greasewood that we were unable to drive 
on it. We backtracked to old US 6, and found a 
power line service road that seemed to be going 
in the right direction. Three miles to the east we 
found where the old trail crossed the utility road. 
It was still not drivable. Another three miles to 
the east brought us to the Utah-Nevada border 

and a gated fence that was clearly marked with 
prominent No Trespassing signs. Reluctantly, we 
turned around and retraced our path all the way 
back to US 50, then returned to the east until 
we came to a graveled road that goes north to 
Gandy, Trout Creek, and Callao. Three miles 
north of US 50, we reached the spot where the 
old trail crosses the road at a point that is only 
about a half mile east of where we had turned 
around at the No Trespassing signs. A short dis-
tance to the east of the road, we could see the 
spring that I had discovered on the aerial pho-
tos. Simpson called it a “rush spring,” but today 
it is surrounded by a thick growth of willows. A 
fence prevented us from driving on this section 
of the old trail, so I started walking. I found some 
traces of the trail, but also found that it is impass-
able for vehicles due to the greasewood that has 
invaded it. After walking about a mile and a half, 
I returned to the SUV and we drove north for a 
short distance, then headed east on a road that 
leads to Eskdale. When we came to where the 
trail crosses this road, I parked again and hiked 
another two and a half miles to where the old trail 
meets the well-used ranch road. Turning around 
at that point, I hiked back to the SUV, and we 
drove to the ranch and the site of Simpson’s east-
bound camp number 24.

I am quite certain that Simpson’s expedition 
was the fi rst to travel the trail that I found across 
Snake Valley, but it is very apparent that a signifi -
cant number of other travelers used it later, and 
did so for many years.

July 22, 1859

July 22, Camp No. 24, Crosman Creek.—
Moved at 5, and continue on Mormon road. 
Course, northwardly in valley for 10.2 miles, 
when we come to a number of small springs [Knoll 
Springs], which I call after Lieut. Peter V. L. 
Plympton, Seventh Infantry.21

When the expedition began this day’s march, 
they headed almost due north along the west 
bank of Baker Creek. At about a quarter of a 
mile they passed the creek’s sink, then crossed 
the dry streambed and began bearing a little 
to the east. Simpson said that when they were 
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10.2 miles from camp, they came to the fi rst of 
a group of springs. Some of these springs have 
formed large mounds on the otherwise level 
valley fl oor. Although they are scattered over a 
fairly large area, it appears that Simpson referred 
to the entire group as Plympton Springs. The 
most prominent of the springs have since been 
renamed as Knoll Springs, North Knoll Spring, 
and Horse Trap Springs, but the name Plympton 
survives as the name of a low ridge that lies to the 
northeast of the springs.

June 2002
Maps of the area north of Eskdale show a dirt 

road that follows the Baker Creek streambed for 
some distance. Although this road does not fol-
low what I believe to be the expedition’s route, it 
appeared that it would be as close as I could get 
to it in a vehicle. When I attempted to get onto 
the road, I found that I would have to go right 
through a group of ranch buildings. I drove into 
the yard and knocked on the door of the ranch 
house to see if I could get permission to drive 
through the property. I was a little apprehensive, 
being well aware that, undeserved or not, the folks 
who live in this area have a reputation for being 
antagonistic toward strangers. My apprehension 
proved to be groundless. As soon as the rancher 
was satisfi ed that my reason for being there had 
nothing to do with either law enforcement or the 
news media, he made me quite welcome. After a 
brief conversation, we got into his pickup truck 
and headed north on the old road for a couple of 
miles as he showed me the unmapped side roads 
that I should avoid. Returning to the ranch house, 
I got back in my SUV and headed north again. By 
following the map and the rancher’s instructions, 
I drove up the valley, paralleling the dry creek bed 
until it disappeared completely. Although I was 
not directly on the expedition’s route, I was never 
more than a half mile from it. At about seven and 
a half miles from the ranch, the road made an 
abrupt turn and left Simpson’s route altogether. 
Heading in an easterly direction, the road soon 
began to climb out of the bottomland, and came 
to the main road that traverses the east side of 
Snake Valley. Turning north again, I drove to 
Knoll Spring, where I parked my SUV and hiked 
back along the last three-mile section of the trail.

Although Simpson says nothing about stop-
ping at Plympton Spring, one can assume that 
the expedition spent enough time there to 
allow the animals to drink their fi ll. But because 
Simpson believed that there would be more 
water a short distance ahead, the party soon 
pushed on. As things turned out, it would have 
been much better for them if they had remained 
here for the night. The remainder of this day, 
and the next couple of days, would turn out to be 
diffi cult and confusing.

The soldier who last joined us at Un-go-pah Springs 
[Red Springs] was directed by the guide to conduct 
us to a spring 12 miles distant from our last camp, 
but as these are only 10 miles distant, and the sol-
dier has not been to the place, we continued on 
in the hope of seeing the springs referred to within 
about a couple of miles and camping at it.22

This statement shows that when they were at 
Knoll Springs, Simpson believed that they would 
come to another spring after traveling about two 
more miles. Later, he was to learn, much to his 
displeasure, that they were already at the spot 
where Reese intended for them to camp.

It proved, however, that at this distance there were 
no springs, so I was lured on in hope of fi nding 
them a little farther on. At 13, 14, and 15 miles 
from camp we saw none, and then, according to 
the notes of the guide, which he had shown me, 
feeling confi dent that they were beyond, in strik-
ing distance, I continued on till, at quarter to 5 
o’clock, we had traveled 30.1 miles, when we were 
obliged to encamp near some puddles of water, 
which had been made by the rain, just before we 
reached the spot.23

They were relying on a guide who had never 
been anywhere near the spot to which he was sup-
posed to guide them, and Simpson was obviously 
very unhappy about it. It becomes apparent that 
Reese had simply told the soldier who was acting 
as the guide that there would be some springs 
at about twelve miles from the previous night’s 
camp. Reese must have been talking about Knoll 
Springs. But because they had traveled only ten 
miles to get to Knoll Springs, Simpson was certain 
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that the springs Reese was talking about were 
another two miles ahead. After leaving Knoll 
Springs, they traveled another twenty miles, all 
the time expecting that they would soon come 
to some other springs. Late in the afternoon, 
Simpson fi nally gave up on fi nding these other 
springs, and they stopped and set up camp for 
the night. This camp was located near the center 
of Tule Valley, where there was neither water nor 
any decent forage for the animals.

William Lee described this day’s journey as 
follows:

Friday, July 22nd. Marched thirty-one miles and 
came to camp on the desert, miles from any water; 
but fortunately for us it rained all day (a very rare 
thing by the way in this country) and the water lay 
in pools on the ground so that we secured enough 
for cooking.24

Lee was wrong when he said they were miles 
from water. If they had continued on for only 
another mile and a half, they would have come 
to South Tule Spring, where there was plenty of 
water and grass. Simpson must have been exas-
perated, indeed, two days later, when he learned 
that this spring was such a short distance from 
where they had stopped for the night of the 
twenty-second.

Before he concluded his writing for the day, 
Simpson added a more detailed description of 
the day’s journey.

After reaching, as above stated, Plympton’s 
Springs, our route lay eastwardly 6.7 miles to 
foot of pass, across a low, thirsty mountain-ridge, 
which I call Perry Range [Confusion Mountains]; 
thence 3.1 miles by a good grade up a broad cañon 
to summit [Cowboy Pass], the rocks on the left side 
being buttress or bluff like; and thence, by gentle 
descent 10.1 miles to camp.… From the summit of 
the pass, could be seen, some 25 or 30 miles off, on 
west side of range of mountains, quite remarkable 
on account of its well-defi ned stratifi cation and 
the resemblance of portions of its outline to domes, 
minarets, houses, and other structures. On this 
account I call it the House range. Between it and 
the ridge forming our point of view is a very exten-
sive valley [Tule Valley], very generally white with 

alkaline effl orescence, and I have therefore called 
it White Valley.… It is in the middle of this valley 
we have encamped, and on account of the guides 
having neglected to send back a man, as he was 
wont, according to orders, to point to me a camp of 
which he was personally cognizant, the party is in 
its present uncomfortable situation.25

The expedition now found itself right in the 
middle of the faux pax that Simpson had ear-
lier emphasized that he wanted to avoid. They 
had gone right by a good source of water, and 
after an extra long march, they had been forced 
to go into a dry camp. Simpson was not at all 
pleased with his guide. He would become even 
less pleased during the next few days.

July 23, 1859

July 23, Camp No. 25, White Valley.—
Koenig, the dragoon, did not come in from the 
guide party in the night as was anticipated. I do 
not understand the guide’s movements. It was 
enjoined upon him over and over again to send us 
back a man daily, to guide the party with certainty 
to water and grass, and he has still Pete, Lambert, 
Stevenson, and Private Koenig with him. It will be 
hazarding too much to persist in going forward at 
a venture, though Sanchez, who was with the guide 
when he examined to the northeast of the House 
range, on our outward trip, says there is water on 
the east side of the House Mountains. The route to 
the water, however, is not known to be practicable, 
and it would consume nearly the whole day to have 
it examined, and in the meantime the animals are 
without grass and water, and we cannot afford to 
give them another feed of forage, it being necessary 
for the desert stretch, which we may possibly have to 
pass before reaching Rush Valley. I have, therefore, 
determined to fall back to Plympton’s Springs, where 
we can get grass and water, and await there the 
arrival of some one from the guide’s party. Leave at 
7 A.M., and retrace our steps to Plympton’s Springs, 
where, at 2, we encamp. Journey 18.7 miles.26

Because of his lack of information about con-
ditions in the country ahead of them, Simpson 
decided to return to the last place that he knew 
for certain that there was an adequate supply 
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Camp 25-E. Near the center of Tule Valley. The road to the right leads to South Tule Spring, which, not yet 
known to Simpson, was only another mile and a half away. “we were obliged to encamp near some puddles of 

water, which had been made by the rain, just before we reached the spot.”

of water. Accordingly, they turned around and 
headed west again, crossing back over the 
Confusion Mountains and Cowboy Pass, and 
made camp at North Knoll Spring. This retreat 
explains how camp number 26 got to be to the 
rear of camp number 25.

Cowboy Pass is located near the center of the 
Confusion Range. Some people say that these 
mountains got their name from the area’s rug-
ged topography, but I have to believe that it has 
something to do with Simpson’s experiences in 
this region. In Utah Place Names, John Van Cott 
gives this area a Simpson connection when he 
says that the name of the Disappointment Hills, 
which are located about ten miles to the north, 
is “associated with the frustrations and disap-
pointments endured by Captain Simpson and 
his party during the 1850s while surveying and 
exploring the region.”27 That could very well be, 
but it seems more logical that the name of the 

Confusion Mountains was a result of Simpson’s 
problems in this area.

The expedition remained camped at North 
Knoll Spring the following day, waiting for some 
word from the guides. Sometime during that day, 
Simpson sent Sergeant Barr and two soldiers, 
Privates Collamer and Sanchez, eastward again 
in an attempt to locate some water and the miss-
ing guides.

July 25, 1859

July 25, Camp 26, Plympton’s Springs.—
Sergeant Barr came in at 11 last night, having 
ridden 40 miles, and reports that 2 miles beyond 
our rain-puddle camp (No. 25) he found a note 
from the guide to me stuck in a cleft-stick near a 
rush pond, informing me that the Indian with him 
says there are water and grass 10 miles beyond that 
locality. This mode of guiding me by notes stuck 
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up, depending upon the contingency of my reach-
ing or getting them, is a new feature introduced by 
the guide since I have approached the desert, and is 
entirely unauthorized. It is true that he sent word by 
Private Nune, the last man he sent in, that I could 
continue to follow the Mormon road, and that if 
anything was wrong he would send back a man 
to notify me. But this is placing me entirely at his 
mercy, and this I do not choose to sanction. I must 
know what lies before me. The sergeant alone came 
back. Collamer and Sanchez continued on to exam-
ine the water and grass ahead, and are to return 
to us at Rush Pond, where the note was found. I 
have concluded, therefore, to again move forward. 
Started at 5.45 and retraced our track to our old 
camp-ground, No. 25. A mile and a half farther 
brought us, at 1 o’clock, to the Rush Pond reported 
yesterday by Sergeant Barr. Journey 20.3 miles.28

When I began looking at this section of the 
route, I started out by assuming that the expe-
dition had followed today’s well-traveled road 
across this section of Tule Valley. This, in turn, 
led me to assume that this evening’s campsite was 
located at Tule Spring. Later, after making more 
accurate distance measurements and re-examin-
ing Simpson’s description of the route and his 
map, I changed my mind and concluded that the 
camp was at South Tule Spring, about a mile to 
the south of Tule Spring and some distance off 
the main road.

The mileage fi gures reported by Simpson 
for the distances the expedition traveled during 
the three trips between Snake Valley and Tule 
Valley deserve some detailed explanation. At fi rst 
glance, these fi gures appear to be as confusing 
as everything else about this part of the journey. 
However, these numbers do provide clues that 
help to determine the location of the three camp-
sites involved. First, it should be noted that in the 
area to the west of Cowboy Pass, there are several 
groups of springs, which are scattered over a fairly 
large area, and it appears that Simpson considered 
them all to be a part of what he called Plympton’s 
Springs. The most prominent of these are now 
known as Knoll Springs and North Knoll Spring. 
Knoll Springs is found just slightly north of old 
US 6, and North Knoll Spring is 1.3 miles north-
northeast of Knoll Spring. Simpson reported that 

on July 22, the expedition left the camp on Baker 
Creek, and after traveling 10.2 miles, they came to 
Plympton Springs. At this point, they would have 
been at Knoll Springs. As they traveled east from 
here, they went past North Knoll Spring, which 
would have been about a half mile to their left. 
From Knoll Springs, they traveled 6.7 miles to the 
base of the Confusion Mountains, 3.1 miles to the 
summit of Cowboy Pass, and then 10.1 miles to 
Camp 25-E, which Simpson called the “rain-pud-
dle” camp. All of this adds up to the 30.1 miles that 
Simpson gave as the total distance traveled that 
day. Using Simpson’s fi gures, the distance from 
Knoll Springs to Camp 25-E would be 19.9 miles. 
However, the next day Simpson stated that they 
traveled only 18.7 miles to get back to Plympton’s 
Springs. This apparent discrepancy of 1.2 miles 
would be explained if they had returned only 
as far as North Knoll Spring. I have visited this 
spring a couple of times, and have found plenty 
of water. There seems to be no good reason for 
the expedition to have gone past it and all the way 
back to Knoll Springs. Finally, when they headed 
east again on July 25, Simpson reported that the 
distance from Camp 26-E to Camp 27-E was 20.3 
miles, which is almost exactly the distance between 
North Knoll Spring and South Tule Spring. All of 
this leads me to the conclusion that Camp 26-E 
was at North Knoll Spring.

September 1998

The fi rst time that I ever traveled any section 
of Simpson’s route with the conscious intent of 
exploring a part of his trail was in September 
of 1998. Phil Miller, a fellow Lincoln Highway 
enthusiast, and I had stopped at Knoll Springs 
after having spent part of a day exploring the 
route of old US Highway 6. This was shortly after 
I had obtained a copy of Simpson’s report, and 
I had studied it only enough to know that his 
expedition had traveled through this part of the 
country. We picked up the trail at Knoll Springs 
and began to follow it toward the east. Staying 
on today’s well-traveled road, we unknowingly 
bypassed the section of Simpson’s route that 
goes past South Tule Spring, but we soon got 
back on the actual trail and followed it through 
Dome Canyon and down the east side of the 
House Mountains.
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Camp 26-E. North Knoll Spring. Failing to fi nd water in Tule Valley, the expedition returned to Snake Valley 
and set up camp here. Like a number of springs in this area, the water fl ows out of the top of the mound.

On the morning of July 25, the expedition 
headed east again, traveling the 18.7 miles back 
to the spot where they had camped during the 
night of the twenty-second. After passing this 
spot, they continued to the east for another mile 
and a half, then came to South Tule Spring, 
where they set up camp for the coming night. The 
past few days had been diffi cult and discourag-
ing, and it would seem that Simpson might have 
been getting more than a little irritated with the 
performance of his guide and the scouts. But his 
problems were not over; even more diffi cult days 
were coming.

July 26, 1859

July 26, Camp No. 27, Rush Pond [South 
Tule Spring], White Valley.—Decamped 
at 5.30 o’clock. Continue on old Mormon road, 
north of east to mouth of cañon, leading to pass 
through House range. To get to it, cross an alkali 
fl at, 3 miles wide, which in wet weather, must cut 
up very much.… After crossing fl at, pass through 

a mile of sand knolls, where pulling is diffi cult. 
Reach foot of cañon, 8 miles from camp.29

The expedition’s route rejoins the main 
valley road about three and a half miles east of 
Tule Spring. About fi ve miles east of the spring, 
there are a number of sand dunes, many of them 
ten to fi fteen feet high. After passing the dunes, 
the road begins to climb into the foothills of the 
House Mountains, and enters Dome Canyon, 
which on some maps and road signs is identifi ed 
as Death Canyon.

April 2002
Nancy and I drove to South Tule Spring, 

reaching it by following old US 6 to Tule Valley, 
then getting onto a narrow two-track that leaves 
the main valley road at a point that is very close 
to the site of the expedition’s “rain-puddle” 
camp. The road appeared to stop at the spring, 
so we parked and I began hiking to the east. 
After a short distance, I began to see indications 
that a well-traveled road had once continued to 
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the east from the spring. The road is not driv-
able now, but I found myself walking in a defi -
nite swale, which would occasionally appear and 
then disappear in the sagebrush. About a mile 
from the spring, I came to the edge of a large 
playa, and at about a hundred yards into this fl at 
I began to notice what looked like the marks of 
wagon wheels.

I have visited the mudfl ats of the Great Salt 
Lake Desert near the Silver Island Mountains, 
and have seen the tracks made by the wagons 
that had traveled the Hastings Road. The marks 
that I found in Tule Valley look very much like 
those that can be seen near Floating Island and 
Pilot Peak. Because Nancy was waiting for me 
at the spring, I was unable to spend much time 
examining these tracks, but a few weeks later, I 
returned by myself and spent several hours tak-
ing photographs and obtaining GPS readings 
at various places where the tracks can be seen. 
There are so many tracks in this area that it is 
quite certain that this route had been used for 
a long time before being abandoned in favor of 
today’s road, which goes past Tule Spring.

…and 4.1 miles further, by a good grade, except 
near summit, where for about 100 yards it is 
rather steep, we reach the culminating point of 
pass. The bluffs at the entrance of this cañon 
are tremendously high and massive; that on the 
right very high, probably 1,500 feet, and like a 
dome. Call the cañon, therefore, Dome Cañon. 
Ascended a high point to right of pass to get an 
extensive view. To the south, some 20 miles off, 
lies a lake of sky-blue color, apparently some 10 
or 15 miles long, and less broad. This is doubt-
less Sevier Lake, the sink of the Sevier River, on 
which Captain Gunnison and party were mas-
sacred in 1853, and to which he was tending 
for the purpose of examining it when the catas-
trophe occurred. The valley lying to the north of 
this lake exhibits one extended low, fl at, desert 
plain, showing many spots of a whitish alkaline 
character.30

In 1998, when Phil Miller and I reached the 
Dome Canyon summit we parked next to a small 
sign that was fastened to a wooden post.

UTAH
HISTORICAL TRAIL

SIMPSON’S RETURN TRAIL
1859

Carson City, Nevada
To

Camp Floyd, Utah

BSA HISTORICAL TRAILS
TROOP 340

3-20-88

According to the date on the sign, it had been 
ten years since it had been placed at the sum-
mit by a Boy Scout troop. When Phil and I saw 
it, there were perhaps a dozen bullet holes in it. 
I have driven past it several times since, and each 
time there have been another ten to fi fteen holes 
added. At this rate, in another four or fi ve years, 
this scout project will be completely obliterated.

While Phil and I were parked at the summit, 
I took off on foot and hiked a short distance to 
the south in an effort to duplicate the hike that 
Simpson had taken. While it is doubtful that I 
was at the exact viewpoint that Simpson found, 
I did get to a spot where I had an excellent view 
of Sevier Lake.

After descending from summit on east side, about 
two miles, met Collamer, who conducted us up a 
cañon to the left about half a mile, when we came 
to a fi ne cold spring of good water, where, at 12.45, 
we encamp.… Animals driven to the creek, up the 
cañon about a mile from camp, where there is a 
considerable quantity of fi ne grass and a growth of 
pines. Journey 14.5 miles. This spring, creek, and 
cañon I call after Lieut. Gurden Chapin, Seventh 
Infantry.31

About one and a half miles east of the Dome 
Canyon summit, the road begins a sweep-
ing loop that takes it around the north side of 
a prominent, steep-sided knoll. This knoll is 
located in the lower part of a large cove, known 
as Wheeler Amphiteater, in the southwest side of 
Swasey Mountain. About halfway into this loop, 
the expedition came upon Private Collamer, 
one of the dragoons who had been sent ahead 



Camp 27-E. South Tule Spring. Returning to Tule Valley, Simpson found this spring a mile and a half to the 
east of where they had camped two nights before. “Retraced our track to our old camp-ground, No. 25. 

A mile and a half farther brought us. . . to the Rush Pond reported yesterday by Sergeant Barr.”

July 26, 1859
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when they were camped at North Knoll Spring. 
Collamer led them to a small spring that was 
located a short distance to the north of the road. 
Their camp for the night was next to the spring, 
which Simpson named after Lieutenant Chapin, 
who had been in command of the escort that 
had accompanied Simpson during his recon-
naissance the previous October.

In an article that appeared in the Utah 
Historical Quarterly in 1984, Dr. Owen Bennion, 
then an associate professor at Brigham Young 
University, suggested that Chapin Spring was 
probably the same as the Antelope Spring 
that is located on the southwest side of Swasey 
Mountain.32 However, according to Simpson’s 
description of the location, and what he shows 
on his map, it is quite apparent that Chapin 
Spring was just a short distance off the main 
road, while Antelope Spring is a mile and a half 
from the main road and higher up in the canyon. 

During one of my fi rst trips to this area, I located 
a small spring that was a little less than a quarter 
mile off the road, at the foot of a skinny poplar 
tree. Since then I have visited it several times. 
On two or three occasions, I have observed a 
meager fl ow of water coming out of the ground 
and running down the slope, but most of the 
time it is just a damp seep. I have been unable to 
fi nd a modern name for this spring, and I think 
it is quite possible that Bennion was unaware of 
its existence.

There are several factors involved in my con-
clusion that the small spring near the road is 
Chapin’s Spring. According to Simpson, the 
expedition had traveled two miles from the 
Dome Canyon summit when they found Private 
Collamer. He also stated that it was a half mile 
from that point to the spring, which would make 
it two and a half miles from the summit to the 
spring. My measurements indicate that this is the 

Wagon ruts in the fl ats east of South Tule Spring. “Cross an alkali fl at, 3 miles wide, in which
wet weather, must cut up very much.”
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exact distance from the summit to the little spring 
by the tree. On the other hand, it is slightly over 
four miles from the summit to Antelope Spring. 
Another factor is Simpson’s comment that after 
they reached the campsite, the animals were 
“driven to the creek, up the cañon about a mile 
from camp.”33 All of the water from Antelope 
Spring now goes into a pipe, but there is a dry 
streambed extending down the canyon from the 
spring area. This would have been the creek to 
which the animals were driven. An additional fac-
tor is the altitude. Simpson obtained a reading of 
6,530 feet above sea level at the Chapin’s Spring 
campsite. My reading at the small spring near the 
poplar tree is 6,637 feet; 107 feet higher than 
Simpson’s reading. The altitude of Antelope 
Spring is 7,480 feet, which is 950 feet higher 
than Simpson’s reading, well outside the range 
of Simpson’s average error.

William Lee made a short entry in his journal 
that evening.

Tuesday, July 26th. Marched fi fteen miles and 
came to camp at a spring of fi ne water with plenty 
of wood and grass. There is a fi ne view of Lake 
Sevier from the mountains near camp. Met Reese 
here, his mules having given out.34

John Reese had not made it back to Camp 
Floyd as had been planned. He was waiting for 
the expedition at Chapin’s Spring. The guide 
reported that he had found water and grass 
at a spot about fi fteen miles ahead. This was 
Simpson’s fi rst meeting with Reese since the 
fi asco of the Tule Valley camps, but he remains 
silent about whether or not he mentioned his 
displeasure with Reese’s actions during the last 
few days.



Ten

Swasey Mountain to Triple Peaks

Camp 28-E. A small spring bubbles up at the foot of this poplar tree near the southwest base of Swasey 
Mountain. Simpson called it Chapin’s Spring. “Collamer conducted up a cañon to the left about half a 

mile, when we came to a fi ne cold spring.”

July 27, 1859
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July 27, Camp No. 28, Chapin’s Spring.—
Marched at 20 minutes past 5. Retraced our steps 
one-fourth of a mile to old Mormon road, and 
then leave it and cut off an unnecessary detour, by 
winding in the cañon to the left.1

Upon leaving camp that morning, the expe-
dition followed its earlier track back to the 

Mormon road, then turned to the left and began 
to follow it down the southeast slope of Swasey 
Mountain. Simpson’s description makes it sound 
as though they left the road almost immediately 
after getting onto it, but it is more likely that they 
stayed on it for about two miles before taking the 
shortcut. When Simpson said they were “winding 
in the canyon to the left,” he seems to have meant 
that they took a route that went somewhere to 
the east of the Mormon road. At two miles from 
the spring, today’s road makes a sharp turn and 
goes past the eastern side of a small knoll. Traces 
of an abandoned road can be found on the west 
side of the knoll. It appears to me that today’s 
road probably follows Simpson’s shortcut.

Three and a half miles further get into it again, 
in Sevier Valley, and after following it a few yards, 
leave it entirely, we turning to the left around 
a southeast spur of the House range, and the 
Mormon road continuing in an easterly direction 
to Fillmore and crossing the Sevier, it is said, at the 
Government bridge on the main southern road to 
Los Angeles.2

When the expedition reached the valley, they 
came to what is now a four-way intersection. One 
of the branches heads southwest to join old US 
6, which soon enters Marjum Pass. The branch in 
the center continues in a southeasterly direction, 
crosses old US 6, and hits today’s US 50 and 6 near 
the north shore of Sevier Lake. This was the route 
of the Mormon road, and it eventually led to the 
city of Fillmore. The third branch heads east, then 
turns north to go through Whirlwind Valley and 
Swasey Bottom. The expedition began to follow 
this route. When Simpson mentioned the “main 
southern road to Los Angeles,” he was referring 
to the old Mormon Corridor that is now followed 
by Interstate 15, but I have been unable to deter-
mine the location of the “government bridge.”

After following the route of today’s well-traveled 
road for about a mile and a half, the expedition 
left it and began to veer a little to the north, stay-
ing closer to the base of the mountain. The faint 
remains of an abandoned road can be found in 
this area, but after another two and a half miles, it 
is cut by a deep washout that cannot be crossed in 
a vehicle. In order to get to the far side of the wash-
out, it is necessary to approach it from the north.

Continuing around along the east base of House 
range our route, after proceeding northwardly up 
the valley about 11 miles, turns to the left up a 
cañon a quarter of a mile, where we reached some 
good springs, and at 12 meridian, encamped. In 
this vicinity there are other springs, and about half 
a mile further up toward the mountain, there is a 
small creek, 4 feet wide, 1 deep, which after running 
a short distance, sinks. The springs, creek, and 
canyon I call after Lieut. Charles H. Tyler, Second 
Dragoons. To this creek, along which there is an 
abundance of grass, we drive our mules.… Journey 
to-day 15.5 miles.3

After passing the washed out area, the expedi-
tion continued along the base of the mountain 
by following what is now an almost totally aban-
doned trail. When this trail reaches the northeast 
corner of Swasey Mountain, it turns to the west 
and comes to the area of Mud Spring, where the 
expedition set up camp for the night.

April 2002
While exploring the area near the southeast 

base of Swasey Mountain, I discovered a narrow 
two-track that leaves the Whirlwind Valley Road 
about two miles north of where it makes its major 
bend. Following this two-track toward the moun-
tain, I came to where it intersects the abandoned 
road and the expedition’s trail near the base of 
the mountain. Turning south on the abandoned 
road, I was able to make my way back to the 
washed-out section. Turning around again, I fol-
lowed the abandoned road northward along the 
eastern base of Swasey Mountain until I reached 
Mud Spring and the expedition’s campsite.

In the article that appeared in the Utah 
Historical Quarterly, Owen Bennion speculated 
that this camp was located at Swasey Spring, which 
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is about a mile and a half farther to the west and 
a lot higher on the mountainside.4 Several fac-
tors have convinced me that the camp was at Mud 
Spring instead. The fi rst, and most important, 
consideration is distance. In Simpson’s table, 
the distance between what he called Chapin’s 
Spring and what he called Tyler’s Spring is listed 
as 15.5 miles. When I use the Google Earth map 
program to measure between these two springs, 
along what I believe was the expedition’s route, 
I get the same distance. But it is another mile 
and a half to Swasey Spring. A second factor is 
Simpson’s statement that to get to the spring, they 
turned to the left and went up a canyon a quarter 
of a mile. This is a reasonably good description 
of the route to Mud Spring, but a route to Swasey 
Spring would not have made a turn. Simpson also 
mentioned that there was a fl owing stream about 
a half mile up the mountain from the campsite. 
Most of the water fl owing out of Swasey Spring 
now goes into a pipe, but it previously fl owed 
down a streambed that passes about a half mile 
above Mud Spring. There appears to be no sig-
nifi cant streambed above Swasey Spring. A fi nal 
factor is the altitude. Swasey Spring is probably 
too high. Simpson’s reading at the campsite was 
5,992 feet above sea level. Using my GPS receiver, 
I obtained a reading of 6,060 feet at Mud Spring, 
which is only 68 feet higher than Simpson’s fi g-
ure. Swasey Spring is about 6,640 feet above sea 
level, 648 feet higher than Simpson’s reading.

July 28, 1859

July 28, Camp No. 29, Tyler’s Spring.—
Remained in camp till 2.30 P.M. for the purpose of 
recruiting the animals, preparatory to crossing the 
desert, and traveling all night.5

Getting a little extra rest for the men and 
animals was a very good idea, because the next 
forty-eight hours were going to be the most diffi -
cult of the entire journey. And Simpson’s descrip-
tion of the route through this region proved to 
be the most diffi cult for me to understand.

There is little doubt that Simpson’s return 
route is even less well known than his outbound 
route, and it is also quite certain that the trail the 
expedition followed between Swasey Mountain 

and Rush Valley has been the least under-
stood section of all. Virtually all of the maps of 
Simpson’s route that I have been able to exam-
ine show that the return route in this area fol-
lows a generally northeasterly direction, with 
little or no regard for actual geographical fea-
tures. Even Dale Morgan’s otherwise excellent 
trails map ignores the existence of Keg Mountain, 
which had a signifi cant effect on the route. The 
most probable explanation for this lack of accu-
rate detail is the fact that no long-lasting or 
well-traveled roads were ever established along 
Simpson’s route through this area. Simpson him-
self dismissed a forty-mile section of the trail the 
expedition traveled as having been the wrong 
route for a wagon road. Furthermore, Simpson’s 
descriptions of the route were becoming increas-
ingly diffi cult to follow. It seems that he may have 
been getting tired of traveling, tired of dealing 
with his unpredictable guide, and tired of mak-
ing detailed journal entries.

Take a course northwardly for about 15.6 miles up 
a branch of arm of Sevier Lake Valley [Whirlwind 
Valley], where we, about 11 o’clock, stopped to take 
supper and bait the animals with some grass we 
had brought with us.6

During the fi rst leg of this part of its journey, 
the expedition traveled in a slightly east-of-north 
direction, slanting across Whirlwind Valley, then 
turning a little closer to due north as they crossed 
Swasey Bottom, which lies to the northeast of the 
House Range. No road or trail of any description 
follows the fi rst sixteen and a half miles of this 
day’s journey today. It is doubtful that anyone 
ever used this section of the trail again. The few 
emigrant journals that have been found all indi-
cate that they traveled the route that Simpson rec-
ommended, not the one he actually followed.

After studying this area for some time, it 
became apparent that if I wanted to follow the 
expedition’s exact route, I would have to do it on 
foot. This was going to be an extra long hike, and 
I decided to get some help.

July 2003
It did not take much to persuade Lou Dunyon 

to make a trip to Whirlwind Valley with me. We 



July 28 and 29, 1859
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traveled to the area in his pickup truck, and he 
dropped me off at a spot where a narrow two-
track crosses the expedition’s trail at the north-
ern end of Swasey Bottom. He then continued 
along the two-track until it joined the main val-
ley road, and turned south to wait for me at the 
road that leads to Mud Spring. I headed south on 
foot, traveling the expedition’s route in reverse. I 
covered about ten miles of the route during this 
hike. It was a long day, but for once, I did not 
have to hike the same trail twice.

Simpson did not mention it in the text of his 
report, but the table of distances lists a “summit 
of Thomas’s range” at 14.6 miles from the camp. 
This summit is on a ridge that is not a part of 
what is known as the Thomas Mountains today. 
The ridge in question runs east and west between 
Drum Mountain and the north end of the House 
Mountains, dividing Whirlwind Valley from Fish 
Springs Flat. On a greater scale, this relatively 
low ridge is the division between the Sevier Lake 
basin and the Great Salt Lake basin.

At 11:00 p.m., when the expedition had 
reached a point one mile beyond the summit 
of the low ridge, they stopped for a short time 
to have some supper and give the animals some 
of the grass they had cut while camped at Mud 
Spring. Simpson did not say how long they 
remained at this location, but due to the fact that 
they fi xed some supper and fed the animals, it is 
probably safe to assume that they were there for 
about an hour.

From this point we bore off northeastwardly to a 
pass through Colonel Lorenzo Thomas’s range, 
3 miles, by an easy grade, bringing us to the 
summit.7

After driving through this area several times, 
and spending a considerable amount of time 
studying the maps, I fi nally concluded that the 
site of their supper break was about a mile and 
a half from the nearest road, which called for 
a short cross-country hike. I also noticed that 
in this area there seems to be a slight discrep-
ancy between Simpson’s description of the route 
and what is shown on his map. In the text of the 
report, Simpson states that when they left the site 
of their supper break, they went in a northeasterly 

direction, but an examination of his map shows 
that at about this point the trail turns to the 
northwest for a short distance, possibly about a 
mile, before turning again and heading north-
east. I needed to fi nd out why there was a differ-
ence between the map and the text.

July 2005
My friend Jim Hall decided to take another 

desert trip with me, and we drove to the low 
ridge near the base of Drum Mountain. Leaving 
his SUV near the road, we hiked to the spot 
where I believe the expedition had stopped for 
supper. We approached this location from the 
southwest, following what I believe to be the 
expedition’s route. When we reached the site, 
the reason for the turn to the northwest became 
obvious. We found ourselves on the western 
edge of a deep wash with almost perpendicular 
banks, and could see that it would have been 
very diffi cult, if not impossible, to continue to 
the northeast from that point. To make matters 
even more diffi cult, on the far side of the gully 
they would have been forced to begin climbing 
into some steep hills that make up the northern 
tip of Drum Mountain. By turning to the north-
west, the trail could remain on fairly even ter-
rain, with a gradual downhill slope. After travel-
ing in this direction for about a mile, they would 
have reached the bottom of the slope, where it 
would become possible to turn to the northeast 
again. From there they began to climb up a gen-
tle slope as they approached the south end of the 
Thomas Mountains. It would appear that when 
Simpson said they went northeast from where 
they had stopped for supper, he was speaking 
in broad, rather than specifi c, terms. I was now 
satisfi ed that the puzzle of the kink on the map 
had been solved.

I was also able to determine that the place 
where they made their turn back to the north-
east was the same point that is listed in the table 
as the “base of Thomas’s range.” For quite some 
time I had a question about why Simpson had 
described this point as the base of a mountain 
range. Although during my fi rst few visits to the 
area I had not determined the exact location, I 
had noted that it was nowhere near any sharply 
rising mountain slopes. When I did discover the 
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location of this point, the answer became clear. 
From this particular spot, the terrain begins to 
slope upwards toward the north. Although the 
slope is quite gradual for the next few miles, it is 
continuous. Simpson’s statement that they were 
at the base of the mountain now made sense. It 
should be kept in mind that the expedition trav-
eled through this area during the night, and that 
particular night was darker than usual. Simpson 
mentioned that there was no moon, and to make 
matters even worse, there was a cloud cover that 
even blocked out the starlight. It is a wonder that 
he was able to provide any description of the 
country at all.

The spot that Simpson called the base of the 
Thomas Range is located in the bottom of a shal-
low drainage, a little less than a mile east of an old 
government well. The well is just south of a grav-
eled and well-maintained road that is known as 
the Weiss Highway. This road leaves US Highway 
6 near Jericho, then heads west across the desert 
all the way to the Deep Creek Mountains. After 
making the turn to the northeast, the expedition 
started up the slope, and after traveling a little less 
than a half mile, they joined the Weiss Highway. 
After another mile and a half, they came to the 
summit of what Simpson described as “a pass 
through Colonel Lorenzo Thomas’s range,” where 
they paused long enough for someone to take an 
altitude reading. Whoever did this may have been 
hampered by the darkness, because the reading 
was more inaccurate than usual, being about 400 
feet higher than the actual elevation of this sum-
mit. Because of this error, I spent quite a bit of 
time attempting to fi nd a higher spot that could 
have been crossed by the expedition, but I fi nally 
concluded that this summit is the only place that 
fi ts Simpson’s description of the route. Although 
Simpson said the pass was in the Thomas Range, 
it actually lies southwest of those mountains, and 
northwest of Drum Mountain. It is the highest 
point on a very low ridge, and I doubt that many 
people would describe it as a pass. But once again, 
it must be remembered that Simpson never did 
see this area in daylight.

Descending on east side by a good grade, 2.2 miles 
more, we halted, at 3 o’clock in the morning, to 
take breakfast, and feed the animals with barley.8

East of the low summit, the Weiss Highway 
slopes slightly downward for about a half mile, 
then begins to head upslope again. At a mile and 
a half from the summit, the expedition’s trail 
crosses today’s State Route 174, sometimes called 
Brush Road. This paved highway leaves US 6 a few 
miles south of Lynndyl, and leads to some beryl-
lium mines that are located on the southwest side 
of the Thomas Mountains. Turning to the east 
near this intersection, the expedition continued 
to follow the future route of the Weiss Highway. 
The site of the 3:00 a.m. breakfast stop was about 
three-quarters of a mile east of the intersection.

While the expedition was stopped for break-
fast, Simpson inserted some comments into the 
report about the route they had just traveled and 
his feelings about Reese’s recent actions;

The route we have come from Tyler’s Springs, evi-
dently a crooked one, in Colonel Thomas range; 
and besides, it makes too great a detour to the north. 
The true route should evidently pass the range 4 or 
5 miles to the south of us, and the indications are, 
there would be no diffi culty. The guide, though he 
has examined these passes twice, has bungled a 
great deal to-day.9

This route that Simpson decided they should 
have followed, and which he referred to as the 
“true” route, would have taken them farther to 
the east. Leaving Mud Spring, the other route 
would have gone northeast, rather than north-
northeast. After crossing Whirlwind Valley, it 
would have gone through a pass that is located 
near the center of the Drum Mountains. This 
route would have taken them past the deserted 
mining town of Joy, and then past the northwest 
side of Mount Laird. Evidently someone, possibly 
Reese, told Simpson that there was water along 
this route. Without ever traveling this route 
himself, Simpson decided to add it to his map. 
Immediately after the expedition returned to 
Camp Floyd, Simpson sent Lt. Smith back to this 
area, instructing him to travel this other route, 
and to fi nd and develop Marmaduke Spring, 
which was supposed to be somewhere along this 
route. Smith, who also referred to this spring as 
Big Horn Spring, reported that he had found no 
fl owing water. There was some water, but it was 
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in a small basin where a small amount of runoff 
water had collected. Attempts to dig a well were 
fruitless.10 Charles Tuttle’s emigrant journal indi-
cates that his party was traveling just behind Lt. 
Smith’s detail through this area, and he and other 
members of his party had assisted the soldiers in 
their futile attempts to excavate the spring.11

Ironically, there is a good spring not far from 
where they were digging. It is known as Laird 
Spring, and is located at the southern base of 
Mount Laird. On the day that I had hiked across 
Whirlwind Valley, Lou Dunyon and I drove by 
it on our way back home. For some time I won-
dered if it might be the same as Marmaduke 
Spring, but after making some careful measure-
ments and comparing them to the distance fi g-
ures in Smith’s report, I have concluded that 
Laird Spring would be too far away from his 
route. In order to get to Laird Spring, Smith’s 
detail would have had to have gone around the 
south side of Mount Laird, and an analysis of his 
distance fi gures show that his route passed at 
least a mile and a half to the north of this moun-
tain. Another argument against Laird Spring is 
that it has too much water. Although it could 
have been different in 1859, today there is a 
large pool surrounded by a lush growth of reeds 
and rushes.

When Phil Miller and I traveled through 
Whirlwind Valley in 1998, we knew next to noth-
ing about the expedition’s route. We simply 
stayed on the better-traveled road, and unwit-
tingly followed the route that Simpson decided 
would have been the better one. Crossing the 
valley in a northeasterly direction, we passed the 
abandoned mining camp of Joy and entered the 
canyon that leads to the base of Mount Laird.12

At 4.15 A.M., July 29, we left our place of biv-
ouac, and in 2 miles reached second summit of 
range, whence, bearing magnetically north 25 E., 
could be seen the Champlin Mountains [Simpson 
Mountains], for the water in which we were 
aiming.13

In the text of his report, Simpson said they 
came to a “second summit.” The table lists this 
spot as “Summit east of Thomas’s range.” This 
second summit is so slight that it is diffi cult to be 

certain about its highest point, but it is located on 
the Weiss Highway, a little east of the southeast-
ern base of Topaz Mountain, which makes up the 
southern tip of the Thomas Range. Looking a lit-
tle to the north of east from this summit, one can 
see Keg Mountain and, beyond that, the upper 
peaks of the Simpson Range. The members of 
the expedition could see the place they wanted 
to get to, a place where they knew they could fi nd 
water. But they still had to fi nd a route that would 
take them past Keg Mountain, and they still had 
a long way to go. They were beginning to realize 
that if they did not fi nd some water soon, the live-
stock, and perhaps even some of the men, might 
start dying from thirst.

From the base of Topaz Mountain, the Weiss 
Highway continues toward the east, and it 
appears to me that it is at this point that trails 
researchers have lost Simpson’s route. The maps 
that I have seen do not show very much detail, 
but they all seem to indicate that the trail con-
tinued in an easterly direction until reaching the 
area of the Sheeprock Mountains. (There is one 
exception to this, and there will be more about it 
later.) I have become convinced that this concept 
of the route is wrong, and the main reason that 
this error has occurred is because Simpson failed 
to mention a critical change in the expedition’s 
direction of travel.

I have become quite certain that when 
Simpson left the second summit, he made an 
abrupt turn to the north in an attempt to get 
back to his outbound route. Although he prob-
ably did not know exactly where he was, he must 
have been aware that he was getting relatively 
close to the expedition’s outbound trail, and I 
think he now wanted to get back to it as soon as 
possible. If the expedition had not been so des-
perate to fi nd water, they may have followed the 
eastern base of the Thomas Range for fourteen 
miles, where they would have intersected the out-
bound trail a few miles east of Dugway Pass.

When Simpson left the second summit, he 
decided to leave the wagons behind and do a little 
scouting on his own. This may be an indication of 
how desperate he was getting, because it is one of 
only two instances in the entire report where he 
mentions that he did his own scouting. Turning 
to the north, he headed up the valley toward what 
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he described as a pass. Simpson failed to mention 
this change in direction, and not being aware of 
this turn, trails researchers have assumed that the 
expedition simply continued in an easterly direc-
tion along the Weiss Highway. Although this turn 
in the trail is shown on Simpson’s map, without 
any mention of it in the text of the report, it seems 
to have gone unnoticed.

At half past 9 A.M., being about 5 miles in advance 
of column, hurrying on alone over the desert to the 
east of Thomas range to examine a pass ahead, 
I heard a halloa from some one in rear, whom I 
found to be Mr. McCarthy.14

Simpson had traveled about fi ve miles from 
where he left the wagons, and would have been 
near the northern tip of Antelope Ridge, when 
McCarthy caught up with him. At this point 
Simpson was only about nine miles from the out-
bound trail, but his plan for getting back to it was 
quickly discarded when he learned that there was 
water to be found back toward the south and in 
the mountains to the east.

He brought me the intelligence that Stevenson had 
returned and reported a small spring and some 
grass to the right of the route we were pursuing, and 
about 6 miles from the train; also another spring, 
or rather a couple of springs, 6 miles beyond that 
again, in the mountains. In consequence of this, 
I immediately sent word to Lieutenant Murry to 
divert the train to the fi rst mentioned spring, going 
there also myself. I found, however at the locality 
two trifl ing springs of no value, the water even by 
digging not being suffi cient for half a dozen men. 
Besides, it had a very poor taste.15

Acting on the information brought to him 
by McCarthy, Simpson altered his direction of 
travel and headed southeast until he came to 
two small springs. As it turned out, these springs 
were not very important to Simpson, and he did 
not bother to give them a name or even list them 
as springs in the table of distances. He realized 
right away that these meager seeps would never 
provide enough water to be of any use to future 
travelers, and it would serve no purpose to tell 
anyone how to fi nd them. Not only did he fail 

to describe their location, he did not even mark 
them on his map. However, it was important 
for me to know where they were. As valueless 
as they were to the expedition, they were never-
theless an important turning point on the trail, 
and the actual alignment of the trail could not 
be determined until the location of the springs 
had been identifi ed.

Simpson said the springs were to the right 
of his position when McCarthy overtook him, 
but he neglected to say how far away they were. 
However, his map shows that the trail made a 
little open-topped loop that drops to the south, 
turns back to the north, and then turns to the 
east again. It seems reasonable to assume that 
Simpson was at the top of the western leg of 
the loop when McCarthy arrived. After learn-
ing about the springs, he would have turned to 
his right and traveled in something of a south-
easterly direction until he reached them. Upon 
determining that the springs were inadequate 
for the expedition’s needs, he changed direc-
tions again and headed back to the north, thus 
forming a loop with the springs located at its low-
est point. This scenario seemed to explain the 
general alignment of the route, but it did not 
provide an accurate location for either the loop 
or the springs. For reasons that will be described 
shortly, I was confi dent that I had already deter-
mined the location of the next campsite, and 
I was also aware that Simpson said it was three 
miles from the trifl ing springs to this camp. I 
therefore felt that I should be able to fi nd the site 
of the springs by working back from the campsite.

March 2002
I traveled to the west side of Keg Mountain, 

left my SUV near Kane Spring, and, relying on my 
new GPS receiver to tell me where it was, hiked 
to a spot that I had calculated to be three miles 
southwest of Camp 30-E. Then I spent almost an 
entire day wandering around in ever-expanding 
circles, working my way outward from where I 
thought the springs should have been. This was 
the fi rst time that I had an opportunity to use 
my GPS, and it was good practice for that, but I 
found nothing that looked like a spring. By the 
end of this day, I had concluded that there was 
something seriously wrong with the information 
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I was relying on, and fi nally concluded that it 
was Simpson’s three-mile fi gure that was the 
problem. Although I later learned that Simpson 
made several other fairly serious errors in his dis-
tance fi gures, this was the fi rst time that I had 
discovered one, and I expended a great deal of 
effort in making certain that it was Simpson’s 
error rather than mine.After failing to fi nd the 
springs from the east, I began to examine the 
western approach again. I started by going all 
the way back to where Simpson made his turn 
to the north, and soon decided that I had been 
looking at the wrong side of Antelope Ridge. Up 
until this time, I had assumed that after Simpson 
made this turn he began traveling along the 
eastern side of Antelope Ridge. He said that he 
was east of the Thomas Mountains, and I had 
assumed that he was also east of Antelope Ridge. 
But as I was taking another look at the maps of 
this area, I noticed a faint road traveling through 
the small valley that lies between the Thomas 
Range and Antelope Ridge. After reaching the 
northern tip of Antelope Ridge, this faint road 
turns to the southeast along its eastern base. As 
I studied it further, I began to realize that the 
alignment of this road is very similar to the align-
ment of the trail on Simpson’s map. It occurred 
to me that if Simpson had gone through this val-
ley, he would have been very close to the north-
ern tip of the ridge when McCarthy caught up 
with him. This scenario would also fi t better with 
Simpson’s statement that he was going to exam-
ine a pass. The valley becomes quite narrow at 
its northern end, and can clearly be described as 
a pass. There is nothing to the east of Antelope 
Ridge that can be described as a pass.

Assuming that Simpson had been at the 
northern tip of Antelope Ridge when McCarthy 
reached him, and had then turned to his right, 
he would have been traveling in a southeasterly 
direction, along the eastern base of Antelope 
Ridge. Looking at Simpson’s map, I attempted 
to estimate the distance from the beginning 
of the loop to its lowest point, and came up 
with about a mile and a half. Now going back 
to my USGS 7.5-minute map, I plotted a line 
that resembled the fi rst half of Simpson’s loop, 
and marked a spot that was 1.5 miles from the 
northern tip of Antelope Ridge. I felt that this 

was as close as I was going to get. I found that 
this spot is in a low area, a little less that a half 
mile north of an unnamed and isolated knoll 
that lies about midway along the eastern side of 
Antelope Ridge. My next step was to recheck the 
distances between the various segments of the 
day’s journey. To my surprise, I discovered that 
the distance between Simpson’s second summit 
and the possible location of the springs was 6.7 
miles. I was surprised because I recognized that 
this was the fi gure that appears in the table of 
distances as the distance between the second 
summit and the spot that Simpson designated 
as “In the valley.” This could hardly have been a 
coincidence, and everything fell into place. The 
trifl ing springs and the “In the valley” site were 
the same. Simpson did not think the springs 
were important enough to be mentioned in the 
table, but they were at a spot that could be used 
as one of his “in the valley” locations.

The next thing that I needed to do was to 
locate the route between the trifl ing springs and 
the next campsite. Working on my USGS map 
and referring to Simpson’s map, I plotted a line 
that resembled the second half of his loop, and 
then continued on to the location of Camp 30-E. 
I found that part of the probable route corre-
sponded to a well-traveled dirt road that crosses 
the valley between the Thomas Range and Keg 
Mountain. I also found that the distance along 
this segment of the trail is 7.2 miles, which is the 
fi gure that is listed in the table as the distance 
between the “in the valley” site and the next 
camp. This was the clincher for the location of 
the trifl ing springs. I was now certain that I had 
found the location of the springs, and just as cer-
tain that when Simpson said it was three miles 
from the springs to the campsite, he should have 
said 7.2 miles.

August 2003
Nancy and I took a trip to the area between 

Topaz Mountain and Keg Mountain to take 
a look at the section of the route that I now 
believed the expedition had followed during 
the late morning and early afternoon of July 
29. We found the two-track that leaves the Weiss 
Highway near Simpson’s second summit, and 
headed north on it as it traveled through the 
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valley following a narrow two-track between 
Topaz Mountain and Antelope Ridge. After cir-
cling the northern tip of Antelope Ridge, we 
turned to the southeast until we reached the 
northern base of the isolated knoll. We were 
unable to fi nd any springs, but we did see two 
or three grassy areas, which usually indicate the 
existence of some subsurface moisture.

These springs proving of no value, after resting the 
mules and putting in fresh ones for those broken 
down, we attempted to reach with our wagons the 
springs reported by Stevenson, 6 miles farther on. 
The teams, however, were too much fagged out to 
accomplish it, and the consequence was that late 
in the afternoon, after proceeding 3 miles, we were 
obliged to halt and encamp for the night in a local-
ity near some triple peaks, where there was neither 
grass nor water.16

In the text of the report, Simpson again fails 
to indicate the direction they took after leaving 
the trifl ing springs, but the map clearly shows 
that the trail went north for a short distance, 
then began a sweeping turn that had them head-
ing slightly north of east until they reached the 
western base of Keg Mountain. In order to under-
stand the expedition’s movements through the 
interior of Keg Mountain, it helps to realize that 
when looking down from above, the mountain 
resembles the shape of the letter H. There are 
two main ridges, nearly equal in size, running 
north and south, and they are connected near 
their centers by a ridge that runs east and west. 
After crossing the valley between Antelope Ridge 
and Keg Mountain, the expedition reached the 
base of the western ridge at a point about midway 
along its length.

November 1998
I drove to the west side of Keg Mountain, and 

spent the best part of a day exploring the area. 
I was specifi cally looking for the triple peaks 
that Simpson mentioned in his report. I had 
approached this area by driving north from the 
Weiss Highway, skirting the western base of the 
mountain. I was taking my time, driving slowly 
along the narrow road, looking for a formation 
that included three separate peaks. After driving 

the entire length of the ridge and seeing nothing 
that would fi t that description, I turned around 
and headed back to the south, intending to get 
back on the Weiss Highway and leave the area. 
When I was about halfway back to the highway, 
the road topped a small rise and there they were, 
three tipi-shaped peaks, rising up from a com-
mon base, and standing in a row. It surprised me 
to realize that I had driven right by this forma-
tion while on my way north. Driving back and 
forth a couple times to view the peaks from dif-
ferent angles, I soon realized that it is very easy to 
miss them when facing to the north, but equally 
diffi cult to miss them when looking south.

This formation is very distinct, the peaks are 
of nearly equal size, and they are spaced equal 
distances apart. But is it truly the formation that 
Simpson called the Triple Peaks? I am quite cer-
tain that it is. I will readily concede that three 
mountain peaks, in fairly close proximity to each 
other, is not a rare occurrence, and I am sure 
that there might be any number of places in Keg 
Mountain itself where one might look around and 
see three peaks. However, I am just as certain that 
anyone who has seen this particular formation 
would agree that it could have inspired the name 
“triple peaks.” I made no effort to determine the 
exact location of the campsite during this trip, 
but since then I have been back to this area sev-
eral times. After doing a lot more measuring and 
trail plotting, I have concluded that the campsite 
was directly north of the triple peak formation, 
and about a mile from the well-traveled road. 
The fi rst time that I made my way to the location 
of the campsite was about a year after fi nding the 
triple peaks formation. I parked on the side of 
the main road and hiked to the general area of 
the campsite. When I was about halfway there, I 
came across a very faint two-track coming to the 
area from the southwest, but I did not explore it 
any further at that time. A couple of years later, 
I came back to get a GPS reading and take some 
photos. At that time, I found where the two-track 
leaves the main road, and was able to drive to a 
point about a quarter mile from the campsite. It 
was during this trip that I explored the area to 
the north of the campsite, looking for the route 
that the expedition would have used when it left 
the triple peaks camp.
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At about sundown the mules were driven to the 
water and grass supposed to be 3 miles distant, in 
two herds.… We have been traveling since yesterday 
at half-past 2, or for about 30 hours; the weather 
has been warm, and the mules have had no water. 
The consequence is that all are fagged out, and we 
feel that we must reach water soon, or the expedition 
become demoralized and we fail of getting through 
to Camp Floyd across the Great Salt Lake Desert 
by a new return-route, as I had hoped.… Journey 
from Tyler’s Springs 36.9 miles.17

The end of this very long day found most of 
the men resting in this waterless camp, while a few 
others and almost all of the livestock were some-
where in the mountain to the east, still trying to 
reach the elusive springs that had been reported 
by Stevenson. Although Stevenson had indicated 
that the other springs were only six miles beyond 
the trifl ing springs, the actual distance turned 
out to be closer to twelve miles. Nothing was 
heard from the men who had been sent to fi nd 
the springs until the following morning.
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Eleven

Triple Peaks to Camp Floyd

Camp 30-E. The campsite was in the foreground. This area is in a large cove about midway along the western 
base of Keg Mountain. “Late in the afternoon...we were obliged to halt and encamp for the night in a locality near some 

triple peaks, where there was neither grass nor water.” 

July 30, 1859
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July 30, Camp No. 30, near Triple 
Peaks.—We strike our course northeastwardly 
to one of the springs we hoped to reach yesterday. 
The animals look sorry enough, and if they do not 
get water soon, must perish. On our way we were 
met by Mr. Reese with the remaining animals. He 
reports he found the other spring through the happy 
circumstance of meeting a crippled Indian, who 
showed it to him, just at the time he was despair-
ing of fi nding it. It is about a mile to the northwest 
of the fi rst spring. After proceeding in a general 
northern direction 5.6 miles, or 2.6 miles farther 
than Stevenson said it would be, we came to one of 
the springs and encamped.1

Previous to setting out that morn-
ing, Private Kennedy, at about 9:00 o’clock 

returned to the camp and reported that the 
group he had been with had not been able to 
fi nd the spring they were looking for until after 
it had gotten light. When they fi nally found it, 
they discovered that it was just a small seep, and 
they would have to do some digging before the 
animals would be able to get any water from it. 
The problem was, they did not have anything 
to dig with. Simpson immediately instructed 
Sergeant Miller to take some shovels to the 
spring so that the men who had remained there 
could dig it out. This apparently did some good, 
because at about noon the herd that had been 
at this spring arrived back in camp. Someone in 
this group reported that the other herd, which 
included Simpson’s own horse, had strayed away 
during the night. Reese and the other men who 
had been with that herd were now searching for 
the missing animals.

Simpson ordered the returning mules to be 
hitched to the wagons immediately so that they 
could get moving again. At that time there were 
not enough animals at the camp to make up 
teams for all the wagons, so one of the wagons 
had to be left behind until a team could be sent 
back for it.

Simpson made some additional comments 
about the crippled Indian and the efforts 
the men were making to get water out of the 
springs. He returned to the subject of the day’s 
journey, and added some further information 
about the route.

Our route to-day was across a divide about a mile 
from last camp, and then down a cañon, to within 
a mile of Sevier Lake Desert on southeast side of 
these mountains, and then up a ravine across the 
crest again of the mountain to the north slope of 
cañon, leading down to Salt Lake Desert, or Sevier 
Lake Desert, as the dividing rim is scarcely percep-
tible. Road Good. Journey 5.6 miles.2

This proved to be a diffi cult description to fol-
low. A major part of the diffi culty was caused by 
Simpson’s mileage fi gures. After studying these 
descriptions at length, plotting various alter-
nate routes on the map, and making a number 
of trips to the area, I have concluded that the 
route they followed during this day’s travel was 
as described below.

Upon leaving the camp, they headed in 
a northerly direction, climbing up the slope 
through a shallow draw. There is no road or trail 
in this area today, but I have hiked it a couple 
times in both directions, and do not believe that 
this route would have presented any problems 
for the wagons. After about a quarter of a mile, 
they rounded the point of a low ridge and made 
a turn to the northeast. After crossing a low spot 
on the ridge, they descended its northern slope 
through another draw. At about six-tenths of a 
mile from the camp, they reached the bottom of a 
shallow canyon that runs down the western slope 
of the mountain. Today, a seldom-used jeep trail 
follows the almost-always-dry streambed along 
the bottom of this canyon. When the expedition 
reached this streambed, they turned to the right 
and began climbing toward the main ridge of 
the western half of Keg Mountain. After traveling 
another half mile, they reached the summit of a 
low pass that is just slightly over a mile from the 
campsite. Immediately after crossing this summit, 
they turned to the southeast. Following a route 
that went down another shallow canyon, they 
came to a relatively fl at area that forms a large 
cove in the south side of the mountain. This was 
the section of the route that Simpson was talking 
about when he said they went “down a cañon, to 
within a mile of Sevier Lake Desert on southeast 
side of these mountains.” Here they turned in an 
easterly direction, keeping as close to the south-
ern base of the rugged foothills as they could. At 
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about four and a quarter miles from camp, they 
came to the mouth of a narrow canyon that leads 
northward to Keg Pass. Simpson was referring to 
this canyon when he said they went up a “ravine.” 
Turning into this canyon, they crossed the sum-
mit at Keg Pass and, after descending the north-
ern slope for a short distance, came to a small 
spring and began to set up a camp.

June 1999
Knowing that my father-in-law had spent a 

lot of time in this part of the country when he 
worked as a government trapper, I asked him 
if he knew of any trails that crossed the west-
ern ridge of Keg Mountain. He said that he was 
aware of only one way to get across this ridge, and 
he would be happy to show it to me. A few days 
later, we drove to the west side of Keg Mountain 
by following a road that comes from the north. 
When we reached a point about midway along 
the ridge, we turned eastward into the moun-
tain, following the bottom of a narrow ravine. It 
was plain to see that during a heavy rainstorm, 
the ravine would be fi lled with water, but it was 
also apparent that it was regularly used as a jeep 
trail. After about a mile and three-quarters, we 
crossed the ridge and began to drop down into 
the large cove on the south side of the moun-
tain. It was quite apparent that the expedition’s 
wagons could have followed this route across 
Keg Mountain’s western ridge. Today’s jeep 
trail does not cross the ridge at the same place 
that the expedition did, but makes a turn to the 
north a short distance before reaching the sum-
mit, and then goes another two-tenths of a mile 
before crossing the ridge at a slightly lower spot. 
This little variation in the route makes a less 
steep approach to the top of the ridge, but the 
spot where it crosses the ridge is too far from 
the campsite. Simpson said the summit was a 
mile from the camp. The summit that is on the 
trail that is used today is 1.3 miles from where 
I believe they camped, while the summit that I 
believe was crossed by the expedition is slightly 
less than 1.1 miles.

I am quite certain that this route is the only 
way that the expedition could have gotten to the 
interior of Keg Mountain from its western side. 
But Simpson’s distance fi gures for this section of 

the route do not work. In the text of the report, 
Simpson stated that the distance between the two 
camps was 5.6 miles. Differing only slightly, the 
table of distances lists the mileage as 5.7 miles. 
When I measure it, I get 8.6 miles. Feeling that 
this discrepancy was too much to simply ignore, 
I spent a considerable amount of time and effort 
attempting to fi nd a shorter route through this 
rugged terrain. I fi nally had to conclude that there 
is no other feasible route, and that Simpson’s fi g-
ures for this section of the trail were wrong.

When the expedition reached what Simpson 
called the ravine, they turned to the north and 
climbed to the summit of Keg Pass. From there 
they dropped down the north slope of the ridge for 
about two-tenths of a mile, and came to the small 
spring where the soldiers had been digging. Upon 
reaching this spot, they immediately went about 
setting up camp, but it did not take them long to 
realize that their problems were far from over.

Greatly to our disappointment I found it affording 
but a very small quantity of water; scarcely enough 
for cooking purposes. Every effort was made, how-
ever, by cleaning out the cavity, to collect the water 
with the greatest possible economy; but after all we 
could do we could only water the animals by suc-
cessive bucketfuls, and that at intervals of several 
minutes. At this rate it was evident that the ani-
mals would die before we could satisfy them.3

During my many visits to this area over the past 
few years, I have never found any surface water 
at the spot where this spring must have been. 
However, it must be kept in mind that all of these 
visits have taken place during a period of fairly 
serious drought. Even though I have never seen 
any water here, I have observed a good growth of 
a type of bunch grass that is usually found where 
there is some subsurface moisture.

I then visited, with Lieutenants Putnam and Murry, 
the other spring, about a mile to the northwest, and 
found scarcely a pint of water in it. Notice, bear-
ing magnetically N. 20 E., probably 12 miles off, in 
the Champlin Mountains [Simpson Mountains], 
what appears to be a creek [Death Canyon Creek] 
and plenty of grass.4
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The fi rst sentence of the above comment 
makes it very clear there were two different 
springs in this area. The fi rst one was the slow 
seep just below the Keg Pass summit. The sec-
ond, which Simpson at fi rst referred to as the 
“other spring,” was located about a mile to the 
northwest, and it was the one that the crippled 
Indian had shown to Reese. There can be little 
doubt that this second spring was today’s Keg 
Spring, and it is the one that Simpson named 
Good Indian Spring in honor of Quah-not, the 
crippled Indian, who lived near it. 

At fi rst glance, Simpson seems to contradict 
himself regarding the location of the camp. First, 
he states that immediately after reaching the fi rst 
spring they set up camp: “After proceeding in a 
general northern direction…we came to one of 
the springs and encamped” (emphasis added). But 
on his map, in the table of distances, and in two 
separate places in the text, he indicates that the 
camp was at Good Indian Spring, which was the 
second spring that he came to. After wondering 
about this apparent contradiction for quite some 
time, it fi nally occurred to me that they could 
have camped at both places. Since neither of the 
springs provided much water, it would make sense 
for the expedition to have used both of them. 
Perhaps some of the men stayed at the fi rst spring, 
while others moved on to Keg Spring. Although it 
is doubtful that the exact circumstances will ever 
be known for certain, I think it is quite likely that 
the main camp was at Keg Spring.

Now to get back to the events that occurred 
after the expedition arrived at the fi rst spring. 
When Simpson realized that this small spring 
was never going to provide enough water for 
their needs, he took Lieutenants Putnam and 
Murry and went to Keg Spring. Although they 
found very little water, their trip was not com-
pletely fruitless. When they reached the spring, 
they could look across the valley to the east and 
see the Simpson Mountains and a stream fl ow-
ing down its southwestern slope. They were look-
ing at Death Canyon, which is in clear view from 
the ridge just above Keg Spring, but out of sight 
behind the eastern ridge of Keg Mountain from 
the fi rst spring. An unlimited source of water was 
now within sight. The next thing to do was to 
get the animals to the water. The three offi cers 

immediately returned to the fi rst spring, where 
the main body of the expedition was waiting.

As soon as possible send all the mules except the 
weakest; which can be watered here, to said creek, 
under care of four dragoons and eight teamsters, 
Mr. Reese and the old crippled Indian we have 
found here going along as guides.… The spring 
which he showed us, and near which he has his 
wick-e-up, I call the Good Indian Spring, after this 
Good Samaritan Indian.… The mountains in 
which we are encamped I call after Major Irvin 
McDowell, assistant adjutant-general.… The 
springs near us are represented by the good Indian 
as having been made by some horse-thieves (white 
men) about a year and a half ago.5

When Simpson returned to the fi rst spring, 
he immediately detailed a few of the soldiers and 
teamsters to take most of the animals to the water 
at the base of the Simpson Mountains. It was 
probably at about this time that Simpson decided 
to move at least a part of the expedition to Keg 
Spring. Due to the fact that the two springs were 
providing enough water for the men’s needs, the 
main body of the expedition remained at these 
camps for an extra day and night. Someone was 
sent back to retrieve the wagon that had been left 
behind at the triple peaks campsite. Everyone else 
settled down to spend some time recovering from 
the rigors of the past few days. William Lee’s jour-
nal gives a brief description of this day’s events:

Saturday, July 30th. Did not leave camp until 
afternoon, the mules having stampeded in search 
of water, not having had any all night. We at last 
started with a majority of the mules, and having 
to put in a part of the riding mules, we left one of 
the wagons behind, and marching fi ve and two-
thirds miles, came to camp at a small spring with 
just enough water for cooking purposes. The mules 
were driven twelve miles to a spring for water. It 
seems this place has been used as a hiding place 
for horse thieves and stolen animals. Some of the 
men found a fi ne large stone corralle up in the 
mountains near here, which Pete, our Indian, 
thinks was built by Tintic (a Ute Indian) for a 
large number of stolen horses.6
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The concept that I had developed relating to 
the expedition’s route through Keg Mountain 
had been based solely on my own reading of 
Simpson’s report, and my visits to the area. It was 
not until much later that I learned that someone 
else also believed that the expedition had trav-
eled into the interior of Keg Mountain. In 2002, 
I was looking at the index for the Utah Historical 
Quarterly, and noticed a reference to an article 
about Good Indian Spring. I immediately fol-
lowed up on this, and learned that in 1984, 
the Quarterly had published an article written 
by Owen Bennion, in which he concluded that 
Simpson’s Good Indian Spring was the same as 
today’s Keg Spring.7 Bennion had spent several 
years living and working on a family ranch in the 
Old Riverbed area, just east of Keg Mountain, 
and had traveled into the interior of the moun-
tain on numerous occasions.

Although Bennion and I had both concluded 
that Good Indian Spring and Keg Spring are one 
and the same, our theories about how the expe-
dition got to this location are different. The map 
that accompanies his article shows the trail as fol-
lowing the Weiss Highway from Topaz Mountain 
to the south side of Keg Mountain, then turning 
north to go over Keg Pass, instead of crossing the 
western ridge of the mountain, as I believe it did. 
(See map for July 28 and 29.) As I see it, the prob-
lem with Bennion’s theory of the route is that 
he does not account for the trifl ing springs loop 
on Simpson’s map, the location of the Triple 
Peaks camp, the divide that was crossed at one 
mile from this campsite, and the fact that after 
crossing the divide, they traveled in a southeast-
erly direction down a canyon. Bennion’s route 
and my route come together at the point where 
the expedition started up the ravine that leads to 
Keg Pass.

Also of interest is a footnote to Bennion’s 
article that relates to the origin of Keg Spring’s 
name:

My father, Glynn S. Bennion (a historian and 
rancher), once told me that Keg Spring was so 
named because of a keg, half buried in the mud 
of the spring, found by the California immigrants 
who camped there on their way to the gold fi elds. 
Keg Mountain got its name from the spring.8

It is certainly possible that this local legend has 
some basis in fact. Although they were not nec-
essarily going to the gold fi elds, we do know 
that some emigrants did follow Simpson’s route 
to Keg Spring. In his 1859  journal, Edward 
Mathews indicated that his small party camped 
at what he called “Indian Springs” on the night 
of August 15.9 A few weeks later, Bolivar Roberts, 
a Chorpenning employee, reported that he had 
found an emigrant party camped at “Indian 
Spring.”10

August 1, 1859

August 1, Camp No. 31, Good Indian 
Spring.—9 A.M. The mules which were sent to 
water night before last are momentarily expected, 
but we think it best to get the mules we have with 
us to the next water as soon as possible, since the 
spring where we are is so small that, without the 
use of troughs to collect and economize the water, 
but few can be watered satisfactorily. The civil 
portion of my party, with three wagons, therefore, 
move forward, leaving the balance to follow us as 
soon as the other mules arrive.11

On the morning of August 1, even though 
some of the animals had not yet been brought 
back to the camp, Simpson decided to start mov-
ing again. The men hitched up the teams that 
were available, and began moving down the 
north slope of Keg Mountain.

Pass down cañon, in a northwardly direction, 
through a thick grove of cedars, over a rolling coun-
try, skirting McDowell Mountains to our right, and 
in about seven miles reach a desert valley or plain 
running southeastwardly from Great Salt Lake 
Valley into Sevier Valley. In about two miles more, 
reach west foot of bench of Champlin Mountains, 
and encamp at half past 2 within about two miles 
of good and abundant water and grass in cañon 
of the mountains to which the mules are driven. 
Journey 9.2 miles.… The spring, creek and can-
yon near our camp I call after Assistant Surgeon 
Thomas H. Williams, United States Army.12

The expedition was following what is now a 
fairly well-traveled road down the north slope 



Camp 31-E. Keg Spring. This was the second spring and the second place that they set up camp after crossing 
Keg Pass. “I then visited, with Lieutenants Putnam and Murry, the other spring about a mile to the 

northwest. . . . I call [it] Good Indian Spring, after the Good Samaritan Indian.”

August 1, 1859
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of Keg Mountain. This road soon begins to cir-
cle toward the east, and eventually to the south. 
The expedition left this road when they were 5.6 
miles from the camp, just before it makes a bend 
to the south. After leaving today’s road, the expe-
dition’s route took them along the north side of 
a shallow draw until they reached the valley fl oor. 
The very bottom of this valley was once the chan-
nel of a sizeable northward-fl owing stream, and 
is now known as Old Riverbed. After crossing 
this area, they began climbing the southwestern 
slope of the Simpson Mountains. After climb-
ing up the slope for about a mile, they went into 
camp a short distance to the south of a long and 
narrow knoll that projects into Old Riverbed, 
and is aptly named the Snow Plow. This camp-
site was about two miles southwest of the mouth 

of Death Canyon, and about a half mile north-
west of the streambed that is now known as 
Death Canyon Wash. Simpson gave the name of 
Williams to the creek, the canyon, and a spring. 
Both Simpson and William Lee mentioned that 
the camp was about two miles from Williams 
Spring. In his report relating to his post-expedi-
tion work detail, Lt. Smith said the campsite was 
three miles from Williams Spring.13 This spring 
must have been located in Death Canyon Wash, 
about two miles from the campsite, and about a 
mile from the mouth of Death Canyon. It is not 
marked on modern maps, and I have not been 
able to fi nd it. The nearest spring that can be 
found in this region today is Antelope Spring, 
which is up high on the bench, and nearly four 
miles from the campsite.

Wagon ruts found by the author and Jim Hall about a tenth of a mile west of Camp 32-E. The cut-downs are 
diffi cult to see in the photo but are very distinct when looking at them on-site. Jim stands at the spot

where the wagon road crosses the bottom of the gully.
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September 2004
I had been examining some aerial photos 

of the eastern side of Keg Mountain when I 
observed a faint trail that I had never noticed 
before. This trace begins at the bend where the 
expedition’s route leaves today’s road, and con-
tinues down the slope to the bottom of the val-
ley. I had previously believed that the expedi-
tion had followed the bottom of the drainage, 
and I had hiked this route about a year before. 
The track I now saw on the photo is on the 
ridge on the north side of the wash. A few days 
later, Nancy and I drove to this area and, after a 
little searching, found the almost totally aban-
doned two-track at the point where it crosses 
Riverbed Road. 

Turning west onto this trail, we headed up 
the slope toward Keg Mountain. The going was 
very slow, and on two or three occasions, I had 
to get out of our SUV and scout ahead to make 
sure we were still on the trail. We eventual-
ly reached today’s well-traveled road near the 
bend. Another section of the trail had been lo-
cated and traveled.

March 2007
Jim Hall and I made a trip to the southwestern 

base of the Simpson Mountains to visit the site of 
Camp 32-E. I had been in this general area sev-
eral times before, but after some additional study 
of Google Earth images, I decided that I had 
placed the campsite too far from the base of the 
mountain. The purpose of this trip was to make 
an on-site visit to the new location, to see if it was 
a place where they could have camped and, if so, 
to take photographs and GPS readings. Relying 
on my GPS to take us to the site, we left Riverbed 
Road and began following a faint two-track in an 
easterly direction. We were able to drive to a spot 
that was just a little over a half mile from the new 
location. Leaving my SUV on the old two-track, 
we set off on foot in a southeasterly direction and 
soon arrived at the campsite. We found that it 
was a smooth and almost level area that would 
have been a good location for a camp. Looking 
to the east, we could see a gap in the old lake-
level bench, through which the stream coming 
out of Death Canyon would have fl owed. Looking 
to the west, we could see the old two-track that 

marks the expedition’s trail as it comes down the 
east slope of Keg Mountain. The trail was head-
ing straight toward us, but it disappeared after 
crossing the bottom of the valley. Since Simpson’s 
map shows that this section of the trail traveled a 
straight line, we decided to walk toward the sec-
tion of the trail that we could see. There were no 
traces of a trail near the campsite, but we wanted 
to see if we could fi nd anything farther to the 
west. It did not take long. After walking for a little 
over a tenth of a mile, we came to a shallow gully 
and found clearly visible road cut-downs on both 
banks. After another hundred yards, we came 
to a slightly deeper gully, and it also had cut-
downs on both banks. Although no trail is visible 
approaching or leaving either of the gullies, the 
cut-downs clearly mark the expedition’s route as 
it approached the campsite.

August 2, 1859

August 2, Camp No. 32, William’s 
Spring.—At 5 A.M., after getting breakfast, the 
whole party moved forward; general course east-
wardly, around the southwest base of Champlin 
Mountains [Simpson Mountains].… At half past 
12 we reach a creek [Judd Creek] fl owing from the 
Champlin Mountains, upon which we encamp.… I 
call it after Maj. Henry Prince, paymaster United 
States Army. The road to-day, in places, stony 
and rough, and occasionally hilly, on account of 
ravines.… The animals have been scarcely able to 
get the wagons to camp, so much have they suffered 
for the past few days on account of the absence of 
water and incessant traveling.14

This was one of the few times that Simpson 
failed to mention the distance traveled in the nar-
rative portion of the report. But it is found in the 
table of distances, and it was 8.7 miles. A straight 
line between the two camps would measure six 
and a half miles, but the nature of the terrain 
forced them to take a route that circled around 
the southern base of the Simpson Mountains. 
Although there are several roads crisscrossing 
this area, except for the last mile and a half, 
none of them follows the route that the expedi-
tion traveled during the fi rst seven miles of this 
day’s journey.



Camp 32-E. Near the southwestern base of Simpson Mountains: “reach west foot of bench of Champlin Mountains, 
and encamp. . . within about two miles of good and abundant water and grass.” The animals would have been taken 

through the gap in the center of the photo.

August 2, 1859
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The stream that Simpson called Prince’s 
Creek is now known as Judd Creek. Several aban-
doned ranch buildings can be found near the 
mouth of Judd Canyon, and an occasionally used 
two-track road comes from the southeast and 
crosses the stream at this point. Simpson’s map 
indicates that the campsite was on the east bank 
of the stream. It appears to me that it was about a 
quarter of a mile downstream from today’s cross-
ing, and about the same distance upstream from 
where traces of a completely abandoned road 
crossed the creek at one time. Between the two 
crossings, and for a couple of miles below the 
abandoned crossing, steep banks make access to 
the stream diffi cult, if not impossible. But at the 
abandoned crossing, the banks on both sides are 
considerably less steep, and the old road is still 

visible. After fording the creek, the expedition 
made its way upstream for about three-tenths of 
a mile and made camp for the night.

This camp would be Simpson’s last. The next 
day he and Ute Pete would leave the wagons and 
ride all the way to Camp Floyd without stopping 
for an overnight camp. The other members of 
the expedition members would spend two more 
nights on the trail. Simpson’s report does not say 
anything about the two remaining camps, but 
their locations are listed in the table of distances.

August 3, 1859

August 3, Camp No. 33, Prince’s Creek.—
Start at quarter to 6, in advance of party for Camp 
Floyd, Pete accompanying. Continue up Prince 

Judd Creek is marked by the band of dark willows in the center of the photo. An old
two-track can be seen approaching the crossing.
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Creek for half a mile, and then leave it to left, and 
pass up a branch cañon, fi lled with cedars, one-
half mile more, to summit of pass, These cañons are 
of good grade. From summit of pass by pretty good 
descent, get into a valley, which I call after Maj. 
Fitz John Porter, assistant adjutant-general.15

From the southeast corner of the Simpson 
Mountains, a relatively low ridge extends even 
further southward for about two miles. Judd 
Creek fl ows through a shallow canyon that lies 
between the main part of the mountain and this 
ridge, and Camp 33-E was located about midway 
along its length. A two-track road circles around 
the southern tip of the ridge, and I had traveled 
on it a number of times before I ever started 
researching Simpson’s trail. When I began study-
ing Simpson’s route, I assumed that this road 
around the south end of the ridge would have 
been the expedition’s route. However, as soon as 
I started making measurements of the distances, 
it became apparent that this assumption was 
wrong. I found that a route around the tip of this 
ridge would be at least three miles longer than 
the distance given by Simpson, so I began look-
ing for possible alternatives. As I carefully re-read 
Simpson’s description of the route he traveled 
that day, I realized that I had overlooked his state-
ment that after leaving the camp, he had trav-
eled upstream. His exact words were “continue 
up Prince Creek for half a mile, and then leave it 
to left, and pass up a branch cañon” (emphasis 
added). This statement eliminated the possibility 
that he had gone around the southern tip of the 
ridge, because in order to do that he would have 
had to have traveled downstream from the camp-
site. So I began looking at the area to the north of 
the campsite, and soon found a small canyon cut-
ting into the ridge in a northeasterly direction. 
Taking some measurements along this route, I 
found that the distance matched Simpson’s mile-
age fi gures almost exactly.

July 2000
During my next trip to the Judd Creek 

area, I drove past Desert Spring and around 
the southern tip of the ridge, as I had done 
many times in the past, but this time I kept to 
the right instead of crossing the creek near the 

abandoned ranch buildings. After a short dis-
tance, I reached the mouth of the little canyon. 
To my surprise, I found myself on an old road 
that was heading into the canyon. Although it 
was rough and rocky, and I had to keep dodg-
ing the juniper trees that overhang the narrow 
road, I soon found myself at the summit of the 
ridge. This road appears to have seen a lot of use 
in the past, but has obviously been abandoned 
for many years. Just below the summit, on the 
north side of the slope, an ungated fence has 
been built across the road, and just beyond that, 
the road has been completely washed out for 
several yards. Turning around at the summit, I 
drove back down the canyon, then back around 
the southern tip of the ridge, then north again 
along its eastern base. A little exploring in this 
area failed to turn up a road that would take me 
back to the trail, so I parked at Black Spring and 
began hiking the three and a half miles back to 
the summit of the little canyon. I headed south-
west on an abandoned road that turned out to 
be the same as the road that crosses the ridge 
above Judd Creek. Near the center of the val-
ley, I lost the old road for a short distance, but 
it reappeared as I approached the foothills, and 
I was able to follow it all the way to the summit. 
Modern USGS maps show a jeep trail between 
the summit and Meadow Creek, but the sections 
of the road that I found between Judd Creek 
and the summit, and between Meadow Creek 
and Black Spring, do not appear on the maps.

Simpson referred to the area lying east of 
the Simpson Mountains and south of Erickson 
Pass as Porter Valley, naming it after a major in 
the US Army. Although this name is not in com-
mon use today, many of those who are aware 
of it are under the mistaken impression that it 
came from Orrin Porter Rockwell, who lived for 
some time on a ranch that was located about 
fi ve miles to the north, in the south end of Skull 
Valley. But Rockwell did not stake out his ranch 
until several years after Simpson had named the 
little valley after the offi cer who was General 
Johnston’s adjutant.16

Proceeding northwardly through this valley, in 2.3 
miles cross Porter’s Creek; 2.7 miles more brings us 
to the slight rim or divide [Erickson Pass] between 



Camp 33-E. On the east bank of Judd Creek. The pass that the expedition used to get into
Erickson Valley can be seen in the center of the photo.

August 3, 1859
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Skull Valley and Porter Valley, and 3.2 miles more 
to a spring, which I call after Assistant Surgeon 
Charles Brewer, United States Army.17

In Porter Valley, at about two miles north-
east of the summit of the ridge, Simpson’s 
trail crossed a rather sizable streambed that is 
marked on the maps as Meadow Creek. This was 
not the creek that he mentioned in the report. 
After another half mile, he came to the stream 
that he called Porter’s Creek. Meadow Creek is 
almost always dry, but Porter’s Creek is fed by a 
couple of small springs, and always has at least 
a small amount of water fl owing in it. Perhaps 
this explains why Simpson did not mention 
Meadow Creek. After crossing Porter’s Creek, 
Simpson and Ute Pete continued in a north-
easterly direction until they reached today’s 
Erickson Pass Road near Black Spring. Turning 

directly north here, they crossed Erickson Pass 
and dropped down the northern slope into the 
southern end of Skull Valley, where they came 
to Brewer’s Spring. Lee’s journal does not men-
tion a name for the spring, but he does say that 
it was in Tintic Valley, which seems to have been 
the name for the entire area to the south of 
Rush Valley at that time.18

In the text of his report, Simpson stated that 
after crossing a rim or divide, which is clearly 
Erickson Pass, he traveled 3.2 miles and came 
to a spring, which he named for the assistant 
surgeon, Charles Brewer. The table gives a dif-
ferent mileage fi gure, indicating that it was 2.8 
miles from the summit to the spring. I have 
been unable to fi nd a reasonable explanation 
for this discrepancy, but I am quite certain that I 
have found Brewer’s Spring. At 2.8 miles north-
west from Erickson Pass, right in the channel of 

The author believes that this spring in the channel of Government Creek is the one that
Simpson named Brewer’s Spring. 
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Government Creek, there is a spring that produc-
es a constant and fairly substantial fl ow of water.

Simpson mentioned the spring in his re-
port, but did not say anything about a stream. 
However, Lt. Smith did mention the existence 
of a creek in the report of his return trip to the 
Drum Mountain area. Two weeks following the 
completion of this assignment, Smith addressed 
a report to Simpson in which he said that he 
had followed “Brewer’s Creek” while traveling 
southward on a new trail. This new trail left the 
expedition’s outbound route at the western base 
of Lookout Pass, and eventually brought Smith 
to Brewer’s Spring, which was where Simpson 
and the expedition had made an abrupt turn to 
the east. Smith’s report included a description 
of the route he followed to Brewer’s Spring.

On the morning of the 7th I moved west, through 
Johnston’s Pass, to its west foot. Here, as directed 
by you, I left the beaten road, and turning to the 
left, moved up a ravine which leads into Johnston’s 
Pass from the south [Little Valley], and furnishes 
a path thence into the ravine of Brewer’s Spring 
and Creek. The distance by the odometer from the 
point where I left Johnston’s Pass to the point where 
I struck the ravine of Brewer’s Creek is eight miles 
and four-tenths.… From the point where I struck 
the ravine of Brewer’s Creek I moved up that ravine 
to your recent return trail from California, a dis-
tance of three miles.19

It appears that Smith’s route took him south 
through Little Valley, then southwest until he 
struck Government Creek. Following Government 
Creek upstream for three miles, he came to the 
expedition’s trail at the point where it turned to 
the east. This was also the place where the expe-
dition camped on the night of August 3, and I 
am certain that this campsite was near the pres-
ently-unnamed spring that I found in the stream-
bed of Government Creek. Although there is an 
abandoned road that leads from Erickson Pass 
Road to the area where this spring is located, a 
locked gate prevents vehicular access.

September 2001
Louis Dunyon and I drove to the Government 

Creek area in an attempt to fi nd Brewer’s Spring. 

We had examined a USGS 7.5-minute map 
of the area, and had found the symbol for a 
spring in the Government Creek channel, and 
it appeared that this spring was located at the 
correct distance from Erickson Pass. When we 
reached the area, we found a four-wheel-drive 
trail that took us to the creek at a spot about 
a quarter mile downstream from the spring. 
We walked upstream along the east bank of 
the creek until we came to the general area of 
the spring. We had a GPS receiver with us, pro-
grammed with the approximate coordinates 
of the spring, but we could not be entirely cer-
tain that we ever arrived at the right place. The 
problem was that on that day, there was a sub-
stantial fl ow of water coming down the creek, 
and we could not tell whether or not there 
was a spring in the channel. Three years later, 
near the end of a very dry summer, I returned 
to this area again. There was no water in the 
streambed above the spring, and this time the 
existence of the spring was obvious. As soon as 
I saw it, I realized that Lou and I had been at 
the correct place during our earlier trip. In the 
very bottom of the streambed, I found a pool 
of water about six feet in diameter and about 
three or four feet in depth. Flowing out of the 
pool was enough water to produce a stream that 
was nearly a foot deep.

The names Brewer’s Spring and Brewer’s 
Creek did not survive for long. By 1864, emi-
grant journals were mentioning a Government 
Spring, which I believe was about three miles to 
the north of Brewer’s Spring.20 Some maps from 
the mid-1860s show a Government Spring in 
this general area.20 It is probably safe to assume 
that the nearby stream had begun to be called 
Government Creek at about this same time. 
What might be a clue to the origin of this name 
is found in Charles Tuttle’s journal. On August 
8, 1859, he wrote: “We encamped for noon on 
a small stream where there was a large herd of 
cattle kept they are principally cattle which have 
been brought through by government trains and 
Freight Trains” (emphasis added).21 The earli-
est map showing Government Creek that I have 
seen is an 1873 mining district map that I found 
in the Hutchings Museum in Lehi, Utah, but it 
does not show Government Spring.
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Camp 34-E. The campsite was in the foreground, on the east bank of Government Creek. Brewer’s Spring is in 
the streambed at the end of the fence that slants across the left side of the photo.

August 3 and 4, 1859
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August 3 and 4, 1859

On August 3, Simpson and Ute Pete passed by 
Brewer’s Spring and climbed over the Sheeprock 
Mountains to the east. The main body of the 
expedition traveled this section of the route on 
August 4, 1859.

Turning northeast, or to the right, in 2.3 miles 
you reach, by a pretty good ascent, the summit of 
the Guyot range [Sheeprock Mountains], by what 
I call Oak Pass [Government Creek Pass], about 
5 miles south of General Johnston’s Pass [Lookout 
Pass]. This pass leads, across the Guyot range of 
mountains, to Rush Valley.… Two miles from sum-
mit reach east foot of pass in Rush Valley.22

I have been unable to fi nd a name for the sum-
mit of this pass on any modern maps, but the 
1873 mining district map shows it as “Govt 
Cañon.” It is found on the ridge of the Sheeprock 
Mountains, between East Government Creek 
and Government Creek, and very close to six 
miles south of Lookout Pass. My USGS maps 
did not indicate a road going over this pass, 
and after making a couple of trips to the base of 
the mountain on both sides of the pass, I real-
ized that if I wanted to follow Simpson’s trail 
across this mountain, it would have to be on foot.

September 1999
I drove part way up the canyon of East 

Government Creek, and then hiked for about 
a mile to the summit. A few days later, I drove 
to the west side of the mountain and part of the 
way up Government Creek, then hiked about 
two miles to the summit. On both sides of the 
pass, I found indications of what appeared to 
be a long-abandoned road. On the east side, 
the trail was quite well defi ned all the way to the 
summit. On the west side, the traces were very 
faint, and almost nonexistent in some places. I 
am certain that this was the route used by the 
Simpson expedition, and it is almost certain that 
many other wagons also traveled this trail. The 
1873 mining map indicates that it was a usable 
wagon road. In the summer of 2004, I made 
another trip up the east side of the mountain to 
obtain an on-site GPS reading at the summit. I 

found that ATV riders have discovered this trail, 
and what had been a fading track in 1999 has 
now become a well-worn trail that is channel-
ing run-off water from the slopes above. The old 
trail is becoming a deep wash. I do not know 
what is happening on the western slope, but I 
fear the worst.

August 3 and 5, 1859

From east foot of pass strike northeastwardly across 
Rush Valley for Camp Floyd Pass, in 6.7 miles 
crossing Meadow Creek, a fl owing stream, 4 feet 
wide and 6 inches deep, and along which are good 
camping places.23

When I fi rst attempted to plot the trail 
across Rush Valley, I had assumed that Simpson 
had turned to the northeast at the mouth of 
East Government Canyon and had followed 
the streambed for some distance. As a result, I 
initially placed Simpson’s crossing of Meadow 
Creek a little over a mile north of the town of 
Vernon. The site of this crossing is important, 
because it is also the place where the main body 
of the expedition camped that night. Finding 
that there are no roads that follow, or even come 
close to, the route that I had plotted, I hiked all 
the way from the mouth of East Government 
Creek Canyon to where I thought the crossing 
and campsite would have been. Three years 
later, I found that I had been wrong. I was look-
ing at some aerial photos of the area, attempt-
ing to make some more precise measurements, 
when I noticed some faint marks that appeared 
to be a trail of some sort. I could see that this 
faint trail leaves today’s road at the mouth of 
East Government Creek Canyon, but instead of 
following the streambed, it continues in a fairly 
straight line for some distance. Following these 
marks on the photos, I found that they gradu-
ally turned to the northeast, and then faded out 
as they approached Vernon. By extending a line 
from the portion of the trail that is still visible, I 
found that it comes to Vernon Creek where the 
stream is the nearest to the center of the town. 
Taking some measurements on the map, I found 
that this trail reaches the creek at the distance 
that was indicated by Simpson.



214   A Route for the Overland Stage

October 2005
A few days after fi nding the marks on the aer-

ial photos, Jim Hall and I drove to the area south-
west of Vernon to see if we could fi nd the trail. 
He parked his vehicle just south of the town and 
rode with me to the mouth of East Government 
Creek Canyon. Heading east on foot, we immedi-
ately found the old road and were able to follow 
it almost all the way to Vernon. We found that in 
a few short sections, the trail has entirely disap-
peared, and in one long section, it has become 
a stream-capture channel that is nearly four 
feet deep in some places. I am certain that this 
trail was once a well-traveled wagon road, and 
because it fi ts so well with Simpson’s mileage fi g-
ures, I am convinced that it was the route he fol-
lowed through this area. When I examined the 
1873 mining district map from the museum in 
Lehi, I found that it shows what appears to be 
a usable road that comes from the Judd Creek 
area, crosses the Sheeprock Mountains through 
“Gov’t Cañon,” passes through Vernon and Five 
Mile Pass, and ends at Camp Floyd. In other 
words, the 1873 road follows Simpson’s route all 
the way from the southern base of the Simpson 
Mountains to Camp Floyd.

In the text of his report, Simpson mentioned 
that he and Ute Pete crossed Meadow Creek on 
their way to Camp Floyd, but we have to look in 
the table of distances to learn that the expedition 
made an overnight camp on this stream, almost 
certainly at the point where Simpson crossed it. 
The name of this stream has changed a couple of 
times over the years. Before the ranchers of the 
area began to divert the water for irrigation, the 
stream fl owed in a northerly direction through 
the entire length of Rush Valley. Simpson called 
this stream Meadow Creek, and it would seem 
that this name had been in use for some time. 
However, a map of western Utah that was pub-
lished by the US Army Corps of Engineers in 
1872 indicates that the name was Faust Creek.24 
The 1873 mining district map shows it as Vernon 
Creek. This stream begins in the interior of the 
Sheeprock Mountains, about fi fteen miles south 
of the town of Vernon, and before the water 
began to be diverted, it sometimes fl owed all the 
way to the northern end of Rush Valley, where 
it emptied into Stockton Lake. However, even 

then, the stream occasionally dried up before 
reaching the lake. When Simpson was camped 
on this stream on May 3, during the expedition’s 
outbound trip, he described the stream as fol-
lows: “This stream, which is of gentle current, is 
so narrow that you can jump across it, and is but 
a few inches in depth. It runs northerly about ten 
miles and sinks.”25 He knew about the location 
of the sink because he had traveled through this 
area the previous October. At that time the sink 
of Meadow Creek would have been in the vicinity 
of the now-abandoned community of Center.26

Today the stream that has been known as 
Meadow Creek, Vernon Creek, and Faust Creek 
has become two different streams. In the south-
ern part of Rush Valley, it is Vernon Creek, and it 
dries up when it reaches a point just west of the 
town of Vernon. About four miles north, the sec-
ond stream, which is now known as Faust Creek, 
comes to the surface and begins to fl ow up the 
valley, where it passes through Atherly Reservoir 
and dries up within two or three miles to the 
north. The 1858 expedition made two camps on 
what they called Meadow Creek. On October 19, 
during the westbound portion of this trip, they 
camped on the creek about two and a half miles 
north of where Pony Express Road intersects with 
SR 36.27 Eight days later, while on the way back to 
Camp Floyd, they camped somewhere near the 
site of the Faust Pony Express station.28 The 1859 
expedition also made two camps on this stream 
that they called Meadow Creek. During their 
outbound journey, they camped on the present-
day Faust Creek section. The eastbound camp 
was about six miles to the south, on the Vernon 
Creek section.

After crossing Vernon Creek, Simpson cut 
through the low pass in the Vernon Hills, then fol-
lowed a straight-line route across the eastern part 
of Rush Valley and merged with his outbound 
route at Five Mile Pass. From there he continued 
to the east, and arrived back at Camp Floyd on 
the evening of August 3, 1859. The main body of 
the expedition camped on Vernon Creek on the 
night of August 4, then traveled to Camp Floyd 
on August 5.

After I had determined that Camp 35-E was 
directly west of Vernon, rather than a mile north 
of town, I had to fi nd a new route through the 



Camp 35-E. In southern Rush Valley, near the town of Vernon, on the east bank of Vernon Creek. “From east 
foot of pass strike northeastwardly across Rush Valley, crossing Meadow Creek, a fl owing stream.”

August 3 and 5, 1859
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area to the east. This turned out to be a surpris-
ingly easy task. Simpson did not mention it in 
the text of his report, but the table of distances 
lists a “summit between Meadow Creek and Rush 
Valley,” and lists the distance from the creek 
to the summit as 3.7 miles. It had always been 
clear to me that the trail would have crossed the 
Vernon Hills at some point, but when I had mis-
takenly placed the camp too far to the north, I 
had plotted a route that went through a low pass 
near the northern end of the hills. After mov-
ing the campsite to its correct location, I found 
that this pass was about two miles too far to the 
north. As I began looking to the east from the 
new campsite location, it quickly became appar-
ent that the trail would have gone through a low 
place that lies between the two main peaks of the 
Vernon Hills, almost directly east of the town. 
The next step was to plot the route between 
this summit and Five Mile Pass. The route that 
I had earlier plotted between the wrong camp-
site location and Five Mile Pass had not corre-
sponded with any existing road or trail. I had not 
been very concerned about that because I simply 
assumed that no one else had ever followed this 
section of the return route. But when I began 
looking to the east from the southern summit, I 
found that a straight line drawn all the way from 
Vernon to Five Mile Pass would fall directly on 
top of an existing road. It became apparent that 
the road between Vernon and Five Mile Pass was 
another section of Simpson’s trail that developed 
into a well-traveled road. For quite some time, 
this road must have been used as the main route 
to Vernon. Later, when the Rush Valley section 
of Pony Express Road was improved, it became 
the main road, and this more direct route that 
went directly from Five Mile Pass to Vernon was 
almost totally abandoned. Although there is very 
little traffi c on this road today , it is occasionally 
graded by county road crews, and, with the excep-
tion of the fi rst two miles directly east of Vernon, 

and about a mile immediately west of Five Mile 
Pass, this section of the trail can easily be driven 
in any moderately high-clearance vehicle.

October 2005
A few days after I had fi nally fi gured out 

Simpson’s actual eastbound route across Rush 
Valley, Nancy and I drove to this area and got onto 
the trail near the pass in the Vernon Hills. From 
there we drove eastward across Rush Valley to Five 
Mile Pass. This left a two-mile section between the 
town of Vernon and the Vernon Hills that cannot 
be driven in any kind of vehicle. Returning to this 
area a few days later, I hiked eastward from SR 36 
toward the Vernon Hills, following this two-mile 
section of the expedition’s route.

In about 18 miles more attaining summit of Camp 
Floyd Pass [Five Mile Pass] and in about three 
miles more, at 7.15 P.M., reaching Camp Floyd. 
Road to-day, except as stated, through Oak Pass 
[Government Creek Pass], good. Journey 44.5 
miles.29

Early the next morning Simpson sent Ute 
Pete back to the main party with a number of 
hatchets that he thought the men could use to 
cut their way through the heavy brush in Oak 
Pass. However, the hatchets went unused because 
the expedition had gotten through the canyon 
and across the pass before meeting up with Ute 
Pete. That night, the expedition made camp on 
Vernon Creek at the spot where Simpson and Ute 
Pete had crossed it the previous day. William Lee 
wrote in his journal; “When we got to camp, we 
found Pete waiting for us with four days’ provi-
sions and several lariats and hatchets.”30 One has 
to wonder why Ute Pete had stopped at the creek 
instead of taking the hatchets to where they were 
needed. The following day, the expedition trav-
eled the rest of the way to Camp Floyd, arriving 
sometime during the afternoon.
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S impson arrived back at Camp Floyd on 
the evening of August 3, 1859. The following 

day General Johnston issued a set of orders that 
included the following:

HEADQUARTERS DEPARTMENT OF UTAH
Camp Floyd, Utah, August 4, 1859

Captain Simpson will dispatch a subaltern of his 
party over the last 100 miles of his new route, with 
minute instructions to straighten the portion west 
of Rush Valley, and establish guide-marks upon it.
A detail of one non-commissioned offi cer and ten 
dragoons, rationed for twelve days, will escort this 
offi cer. This detachment will be immediately pre-
pared, and held ready to march on the arrival of 
the surveying party.
The depot quartermaster will provide the necessary 
transportation and material for making stakes, 
and also for water-troughs at a particular point 
which Captain Simpson will designate.1

There can be little doubt that these orders 
were issued at Simpson’s suggestion. This action 
makes it apparent that both Simpson and 
Johnston believed that the return route would 
make a better wagon road than the outbound 
trail. Simpson made this clear when he reported 
the party’s arrival at Camp Floyd.

August 5, Camp Floyd.—Topographical party, 
with escort under Lieutenant Murry, reached this 
post this afternoon. It seems that Pete was too late 
in reaching Lieutenant Murry with the hatchets, 
the party having got through the diffi cult portion 
of Oak Pass before they met. The road through the 

pass has not been made as practicable for wag-
ons as I had intended, but, in consequence of 
the General Johnston Pass, 5 miles farther north, 
being wider and therefore not so liable to obstruc-
tion by snow in the winter, and it not lengthening 
the route a great deal, probably my return route 
should have come into Rush Valley by this pass. 
In order to make this connection with my outward 
route, Lieutenant Smith has received from me, by 
direction of General Johnston, verbal orders to this 
effect, and also the following instructions in rela-
tion to the shortening the route between Tyler’s 
Springs and William’s Spring, and establishing 
water-troughs at the Marmaduke Spring.2

Simpson had already decided to abandon the 
route that he and the expedition had followed 
over the Sheeprock Mountains, but he remained 
determined to establish a road that would follow 
his “true route” through the center of the Drum 
Mountains, rather than the route that the expe-
dition had followed through Swasey Bottom, past 
the southern base of Topaz Mountain and over 
the western ridge of Keg Mountain. This deci-
sion was made in spite of the fact that no one had 
actually traveled that route. Since the wagons did 
not arrive at Camp Floyd until sometime during 
the afternoon of August 5, and since Lieutenant 
Smith’s orders were dated that same day, it 
appears that he had hardly gotten off his horse 
when he was handed his orders to head back 
along the trail. These orders read as follows:

Sir: You will to-morrow proceed to Camp No. 32, 
near William’s Spring, on our return-route from 

Twelve

After the Return
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Genoa, for the purpose of straightening the road 
thence to Tyler’s Spring, making the Marmaduke, 
or, as it has been called, the Big Horn Spring, a 
point of the road.… You will take with you suit-
able stakes and guide-boards for marking out the 
road, as also a number of wooden troughs for the 
purpose of collecting and economizing the water of 
the Marmaduke Spring for the benefi t of emigrants 
and other travelers.3

Traveling with two wagons and escorted by 
eleven dragoons, Smith left Camp Floyd on the 
morning of August 6. The detail followed the 
expedition’s outbound trail until it reached the 
western foot of Lookout Pass. Although it was 
not mentioned in the written orders, Smith’s 
report indicates that Simpson had instructed 
him to leave the outbound trail at this point 
and turn south “up a ravine which leads into 
Johnston’s Pass from the south, and furnishes a 
path thence into the ravine of Brewer’s Spring 
and Creek.”4 From where he left the outbound 
trail to where he reached Brewer’s Spring, Smith 
would be opening up a new section of trail that 
would replace the section that climbed over the 
Sheeprock Mountains. Rejoining the return 
trail at Brewer’s Spring, Smith followed it to Old 
Riverbed, where Camp 32-E had been located. 
From that point, Smith’s trail becomes much 
less certain. One thing that is clear, however, 
is that he left the trail that the expedition had 
followed out of the interior of Keg Mountain. 
In his report he indicated that on the night of 
August 8 he had camped near the site of Camp 
32-E. After spending most of the following day 
in an unsuccessful attempt to fi nd several mules 
that had wandered away, he took up his assigned 
journey again.

I followed your trail for about a mile and a half, and 
then diverged from it to the right. Our road now lay 
through the range of hills in which Indian Spring 
is situated, and was necessarily somewhat tortu-
ous, though its general direction was nearly correct. 
I halted when the moon set (about midnight), and 
continued the march on the morning of the 10th. 
We soon emerged from the hills and moved west of 
south across the valley west of Good Indian Spring, 
reaching Marmaduke Spring about 3 P.M.5

By moving away from the old trail toward the 
right, it appears that Smith must have skirted 
the northern base of Keg Mountain rather than 
following the expedition’s trail through its inte-
rior. Smith seems to be describing the foot-
hills on the north side of Keg Mountain, and 
then the valley that lies between Keg Mountain 
and the Thomas Mountains. This route would 
have taken him to the area just north of Mount 
Laird in the Drum Mountains. Here he found 
Marmaduke Spring, and spent some time in an 
attempt to develop the springs into a reliable 
source of water. His report indicates that he felt 
this effort was mostly unsuccessful.

We found here, by digging, suffi cient water for our 
immediate wants, but the holes soon ceased to fi ll 
up, and the water gave out entirely before night. It 
seemed evident to me, on examination of the local-
ity, that the supposed spring at this point was noth-
ing more than a reservoir of rain-water, retained in 
a natural basin of rocks and protected from evapo-
ration by the sand which fi lls the basin.6

The next morning Smith headed in a west-
erly direction through the Drum Mountains and 
across Whirlwind Valley to Mud Springs. Here 
he made some improvements to the spring and 
spent the night. On August 12, he started back 
toward Camp Floyd but this time he did go into 
the interior of Keg Mountain, where he spent 
that night and the next at Keg Spring. Here he 
left the water troughs that had been intended for 
Marmaduke Spring. On August 15, he left Good 
Indian Spring and made it all the way back to 
Camp Floyd.

Simpson remained at Camp Floyd for only six 
days following his return. He must have spent 
most of that time getting things in order for his 
return trip to Fort Leavenworth, but while still 
at Camp Floyd, he learned that a number of 
emigrants were planning to travel on his newly 
explored route to California. At least some of 
them were planning to use his return route.

August 6, Camp Floyd.—A party of California 
emigrants, with seven wagons, take, also, my 
return-route. I have furnished them with an 
itinerary.
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August 7, Camp Floyd.—An emigrant train of 
about thirty wagons passed through to-day, taking 
my more southern route to California. Supplied 
them with an itinerary.
August 8, Camp Floyd.—Gave Dr. Hobbs, agent 
of Russell & Co., an itinerary of my inward route. 
He intends to send immediately over it a thousand 
head of cattle to California.7

Charles Tuttle was traveling with the fi rst 
group that Simpson mentioned. His journal 
described what occurred while his party was at 
Camp Floyd.

Saturday August 6.… There had a party just 
arrived from California. They came a new route 
which they say is about 250 miles nearer than the 
old mail route. There was a company of 14 wag-
ons (commanded by Capt Simpson) which had 
just arrived being the only ones that had come this 
route. Capt Simpson very kindly offered to let us 
have an Indian guide to lead us to the right road 
we gratefully accepted his offer and accordingly he 
sent one along.8

Following the route that Lieutenant Smith 
had taken, the Tuttle party got onto the return 
trail at Brewer’s Spring, and caught up with Smith 
where he was camped in Old Riverbed. Traveling 
just behind Smith, they helped in his efforts to 
improve the water source at Marmaduke, or 
Big Horn, Spring, then followed him to Mud 
Spring. At that point, Smith turned around and 
the Tuttle party continued westward along the 
return route.

Another emigrant party, of which Simpson 
seems to have been unaware, left Camp Floyd on 
August 14. This was a loosely organized group 
that included Edward Mathews, who was travel-
ing as a paid passenger in some sort of coach-
type wagon that was owned and driven by a Mr. 
Read of Salt Lake City. The actual number in this 
group is unknown, but in his journal, Mathews 
mentions thirty-three other persons. This group 
followed Simpson’s return route all the way to 
the southwest corner of Carson Lake, then left it 
to go north to Ragtown, where they got onto the 
California Trail.9

Simpson’s return did not go unnoticed by 
the local press. Probably under the direction of 
General Johnston, Simpson sent a press release 
to the Deseret News and the Valley Tan, newspapers 
that were being published in Salt Lake City. This 
release described the route and announced that 
John Reese was prepared to guide parties of emi-
grants to Carson Valley.

NOTICE
To California Emigrants and
Citizens of Utah Territory

The undersigned is informed that there are many 
persons at Salt Lake City, destined for California, 
who are in doubt as to the route they should take. 
He would inform all such, that by direction of 
Genl. Johnston, he has within the past three 
months, explored and surveyed two new routes 
to California, either of which is about 300 miles 
shorter than the Old Humboldt, or St. Mary’s 
river route; and from all he can hear and has 
read, incomparably better in respect to wood, 
water, and grass. Indeed, by this route the Great 
Salt Lake desert is entirely avoided, and grass 
and water may be said to abound, except at few 
points.… 

Mr. John Reese, of Genoa, and his son, have just 
come over the route with me, and will be enabled, 
and are ready, to conduct any parties of emigrants 
or herds of animals which may be heading towards 
California. The young man will doubtless be in the 
city at the time this notice appears, and Mr. John 
Reese in the course of about 12 days, as soon as 
he returns from an expedition under the direction 
of Lieut. J. L. K. Smith, top’l engineer, who has 
been charged by General Johnston with the duty of 
improving the direction of the road within the last 
one hundred miles, and establishing troughs at a 
particular spring.
The undersigned is confi dent that this route will 
be found from 25 to 50 per cent better than the 
Old Humboldt River route, and particularly fi ne 
for stock driving. It has also the advantage of 
being a later fall and earlier spring route.
He will, as soon as Lieut. Smith returns, have an 
itinerary of the route prepared, setting forth the 
distances between the camping places, and where 
wood, grass and water con be found, and will send 
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it to the papers of the Territory for publication. This 
itinerary it would be well for emigrants and others 
interested in the route to procure and keep.

J. H. Simpson,
Capt. Corps Top’l Engrs.

Camp Floyd, U. T.
August 7th, 1859 10

A second announcement from Simpson was 
dated August 7, and published by the Deseret News 
on August 27.

TO CALIFORNIA EMIGRANTS AND THE 
CITIZENS OF UTAH TERRITORY The under-
signed is informed that there are many persons 
at Salt Lake City destined for California, who 
are in doubt as to the route they should take. He 
would inform all such, that by direction of General 
Johnston, he has within the past three months, 
explored and surveyed two new routes to California, 
either of which is about 300 miles shorter than the 
old Humboldt or St. Mary’s River route; and, from 
all he can hear and has read, is comparably bet-
ter in respect to wood, water, and grass. Indeed by 
this route, the Great Salt Lake Desert is entirely 
avoided, except at a few points. The best route is 
that from Camp Floyd, through General Johnston’s 
Pass, and thence along the rim between the Great 
Salt Lake Desert and the General Johnston and 
Hastings Pass road. J. H. Simpson, Capt. Corps 
Top’l Eng’rs, Camp Floyd, U. T.11

Although George Chorpenning was strug-
gling to keep his mail business going, he was 
very much aware that Simpson had found a 
new route between the south foot of the Ruby 
Mountains and Carson Valley. For the past year, 
his mail route had turned to the northwest from 
the foot of the Rubies to join the Humboldt 
River route at Gravelly Ford. It would have been 
shortly after Simpson’s return to Camp Floyd 
that Chorpenning began making plans to adopt 
the new route. By early in 1860, a number of new 
stations had been built, or were under construc-
tion, along this central route, and the switch had 
been made.12 However, Chorpenning did not get 
to make use of this route for long. Within a few 
months, a new postmaster general had canceled 
his contract, and the mail route, along with all 

his assets and facilities, was taken over by Russell, 
Majors, and Waddell, who began operating the 
Overland Mail and soon initiated their grand 
experiment, the Pony Express.

Within a year following the expedition, emi-
grant traffi c on the outbound trail had increased 
to the point that the army was ordered to begin 
providing these travelers some protection. In 
May of 1860, an army patrol, under the com-
mand of Lt. Stephen H. Weed, began escorting 
parties of California-bound emigrants along the 
central part of the new trail.13

Simpson did not linger at Camp Floyd. Just 
six days following his return, he was on the road 
again. His immediate objective was to take a quick 
look at the country to the south of the Uinta 
Mountains. He traveled up Provo Canyon, turned 
to the east, and went as far as the present-day town 
of Duchesne.14 Turning around at that point, he 
retraced his steps back to Heber Valley, turned to 
the north once again, and resumed his trip back 
to Fort Leavenworth, arriving there on October 
15. Spending just four days at Fort Leavenworth, 
Simpson departed for Washington, DC and began 
the work of drawing up the fi nal report of his 
explorations and surveys in the West.

Not everyone was happy to hear about the new 
wagon route. There were many who, for various 
reasons, felt that it would be a serious mistake 
for California-bound emigrants to use this new, 
and so far unproven, route instead of the well-
established Humboldt River route. Perhaps some 
of the Simpson route detractors may have been 
thinking about the disaster that had occurred 
when the Donner-Reed party made their deci-
sion to follow the Hastings Road. Others had cer-
tain vested interests. One of the most vocal, ada-
mant, and infl uential opponents of Simpson’s 
route was Frederick W. Lander, the superinten-
dent of the federal government’s Pacifi c Wagon 
Road Offi ce, and the originator of the Lander 
Cutoff in western Wyoming and eastern Idaho. 
Lander had surveyed this cutoff himself, and it 
had been opened to emigrant traffi c the previ-
ous year.15 After getting his cutoff opened, he 
had been spending most of his time and efforts 
in promoting it to westbound emigrants. He per-
sonally met with many emigrants and potential 
emigrants, distributing pamphlets that contained 
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road guides featuring his new road. One of his 
projects was to hire a group of artists to make 
stereoscopic views of wagon trains, camp scenes, 
and Indians in full regalia.16

Lander was in California when he saw the 
newspaper accounts of the Simpson expedi-
tion. The local papers were heaping praise on 
Simpson and the new route, claiming that it 
would soon be carrying all of the traffi c between 
the eastern states and the west coast. This was 
disturbing news and Lander became even more 
perturbed when he returned to Washington, DC, 
and learned that the secretary of war’s annual 
report to Congress claimed that Simpson’s road 
was now the shortest and best route between the 
Missouri River and the Pacifi c coast. This was just 
too much for Lander to ignore. After all, he was 
the duly-appointed head of a federal agency, and 
he had spent the last three years locating, sur-
veying, and constructing a perfectly good road 
that would cut something like fi ve days of travel 
from the Oregon-California Trail. Now here 
was this upstart army captain, who had taken a 
three-month jaunt across the desert, urging all 
California-bound emigrants to leave the federally-
sanctioned wagon route and take a chance on an 
unproven road. He decided to go on the offensive.

First, he prepared and distributed an exten-
sive briefi ng paper, which attempted to prove that 
although the new route might be satisfactory for 
use by the Overland Mail, and maybe the com-
ing telegraph line, it would be an entirely unsatis-
factory, and potentially fatal, route for emigrants 
traveling by wagon.17

In the meantime, Simpson received a letter 
from Camp Floyd. It was written by Major Fitz J. 
Porter, at the direction of General Johnston, and 
it strongly suggested that Simpson curtail his pro-
motion of the new routes.

Since you left this Department many reports 
have been received tending, if true, to modify in 
no slight degree, the favorable impression…that 
your routes to Genoa would be available for the 
thousands of emigrants and traders with their 
vast herds who annually traverse this country to 
California. A few thousand cattle, in herds, have 
passed over your return route, and have been fol-
lowed by small parties of emigrants each having 

animals in varying numbers from ten to one hun-
dred. Hearing that some of them later were much 
inconvenienced on account of the scarcity of grass 
and water (the springs in some places having been 
exhausted by a small number of animals), and 
had to make long marches without either. The 
Commanding General sent an offi cer of experience 
whose judgment could be relied upon, to examine 
the road and report upon its character and the 
resources of the country for supporting of large 
trains or herds. A copy of his report is enclosed and 
also extracts from the letters of persons who have 
passed over the road. This offi cer confi rms as far as 
he went the reports which caused his journey and 
his own impressions of the kind of travel, are con-
fi rmed by other reports and by parties which have 
just passed over your return route. These last say 
that the cattle have nearly denuded the country of 
grass and that water is in many places, not abun-
dant.… The Commanding General does not doubt 
that the routes assessed by you are of real value for 
military and mail purposes and for the ordinary 
travel of this country, especially early in the sum-
mer and late in the fall—for those who may winter 
in this country or be late in arriving. They can 
be advantageously used by parties of emigrants 
having a small number of animals, and, should 
the emigration be greatly reduced, these routes will 
probably be used in preference to, and, perhaps to 
the exclusion of those generally traveled. Time will 
prove if they will sustain a large travel; but until 
the country becomes more opened and its resources 
prove abundant, the General desires that no efforts 
be made to turn the main tide of emigration from 
Lander’s road, north of this Territory.18

The last sentence seems to be suggesting 
rather forcefully that Simpson make no more 
public statements that would lead emigrants to 
believe that either of the two new routes would 
be better than the Humboldt River route. I have 
not found any indication of a direct response to 
either Porter or Johnston, but Simpson did re-
fer to Porter’s letter when he made a public re-
sponse to comments made by Lander a few weeks 
later.19 Although no evidence has been found to 
support such a speculation, one has to wonder if 
Lander had anything to do with Johnston’s deci-
sion to have the letter written.
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Lander’s next step was to write a lengthy let-
ter to Simpson, asking him if he agreed with a 
number of recently published statements that 
described the new route in very complimen-
tary terms. Lander warned Simpson that before 
he responded, he should consider the fact that 
“these reports will cause the less experienced 
emigrants to take your road,” then added, “the 
question is, are you ready to advocate it as suit-
able for ox-team emigration?”20

Simpson responded to Lander’s letter with 
measured diplomacy,

Be assured that it has been the farthest thing from 
my mind to do injustice to you, or anyone else, 
in what I may have reported of the explorations I 
have recently made between the Rocky Mountains 
and the Sierra Nevada; and that it shall be my 
pleasure to set the matter right before the public as 
soon as practicable.21

For some reason, Simpson felt that this state-
ment did not go far enough, and on February 8, 
1860, he sent a press release to the editor of the 
Washington Constitution.

From motives, as I trust, of public good, and desire 
to do justice to offi cers of government who have been 
zealously and effi ciently engaged in works of public 
benefi t, I beg leave to make the following statement:
It has been made known to the public by the honor-
able Secretary of War, and the press has given cur-
rency to the fact, that during the past year, by author-
ity of the honorable Secretary and the instructions 
of General Johnston, commanding the Department 
of Utah, I have opened two new wagon roads from 
Camp Floyd to California, either of which, in con-
nection with the South Pass or Lieutenant Bryan’s 
road from the Missouri river, forms a highway 
which is shorter to Sacramento or San Francisco 
than any other known route.

From data obtained in Utah, it was believed 
that the difference in favor of my routes was very 
much greater than is now known to exist; and it 
was only after I had made a report to the honorable 
Secretary, on my return to this city, that, the last 
year’s report of Mr. Albert E. Campbell, general 
superintendent of Pacifi c wagon roads under the 
Secretary of the Interior, was placed in my hands.

By this report and the statement of distances 
which Mr. Campbell has furnished me, I fi nd that 
very considerable improvements have been made 
in the old route between the South Pass and the 
City of Rocks by Mr. F. W. Lander, in the location 
and construction of a new road, which avoids the 
Artemisia barrens of the Green River basin with its 
deleterious waters; the rugged defi les of Wahsatch 
mountains leading to Salt Lake City, and the cir-
cuitous route by the valley of the Bear river.

As these are very important advantages to the 
heavy ox-migration trains which annually pass 
over the plains, and which can only accrue on 
my route after reaching Fort Bridger, and then are 
intermitted to a degree at the outset of my routes 
from Camp Floyd, and then again near Carson 
Lake, albeit between these points there is an abun-
dance of grass and water, it is very possible that 
emigrants desiring to travel through to California 
without passing through Great Salt Lake City or 
Camp Floyd, for purposes of replenishing supplies, 
or other reasons, would do best to take the Lander 
cut-off at the South Pass and keep the old road 
along the Humboldt river.

In thus speaking, however, I do not wish it to be 
understood that I am in any degree disparaging 
my routes from Camp Floyd, for it was the decided 
opinion of the two guides I had with me, and who 
had been over the Humboldt river road—one of 
them, Colonel Reese, having several times driven 
stock over it—and who were, therefore, compe-
tent to make a comparison, that my routes were, 
in respect to wood, water, and grass, very much 
superior to the old route; and others who have 
since passed over the routes have reported the same 
thing. But still there have been reports to the effect 
that, in consequence of the defi ciency of water and 
grass at some points of the routes, they are not cal-
culated for heavy trans and large herds of cattle, 
and I cannot, therefore, take the responsibility of 
diverting the thousands who annually pass over 
the continent with their immense trains and herds 
of cattle from the old road, improved as it has been 
by Mr. Lander between the South Pass and the City 
of Rocks. Time can only settle which is the best 
route to the traveling public; and to that arbiter do 
I leave the decision; only feeling desirous that that 
route which furnishes the greatest facilities may, as 
it will, be eventually taken.
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There is, however, no question, that for emi-
grants who may fi nd it necessary to pass through 
Great Salt Lake City or Camp Floyd, or tarry in 
that country during the winter, my routes will 
be found to be much the nearest to Sacramento 
and San Francisco, and probably the best in other 
respects; and that in consequence of their being the 
shortest and situated in a lower and milder region 
in the winter than the old road, they are the best 
for the transportation of the mail.

J. H. Simpson
Captain Topographical Engineers22

Frederick Lander must have been at least somewhat 
mollifi ed by Simpson’s public statement, because it 
seems that he dropped the matter at this point.

As Simpson worked on the report of the expe-
dition, the events that eventually led to the Civ-
il War were intensifying. At about the same time 
that the work was fi nished, the confl ict between 
the North and South had begun, and the report 
was essentially put aside for the duration. Follow-
ing the end of the war, there seemed to be little 
interest in wagon roads. Everyone was now talk-
ing about the transcontinental railroad, and pub-
lication of the report was again delayed. Finally, 
in 1876, Congress authorized its publication.

Simpson remained in the Union Army, and 
saw action in a number of battles. During a skir-
mish at Gaines’ Mill in June 1862, he was taken 
prisoner and held in Richmond until sometime 
in August, when he was released as part of a rou-
tine prisoner exchange.23 Shortly after the end of 
the Civil War, he was awarded the honorary rank 
of brevet brigadier general and transferred to the 
Department of Interior, assigned to the position 
of the department’s chief engineer. His responsi-
bilities included oversight of the construction of 
railroads, and the administration of all govern-
ment wagon roads.24 He retired from the army in 
1880, and died in 1883.

In a master’s thesis written in 1949, Wilbur 
Sheridan Warrick included the following com-
ment about Simpson and his career.

James Hervey Simpson has never been given a 
place of particular importance in the history of the 
United States. He did not have a fl are for publicity 

and did not have those romantic characteristics 
of eccentricities that attract attention. He did not 
become a popular fi gure like John Charles Frémont 
of the Topographical Engineers or Benjamin L. E. 
Bonneville and Randolph B. Marcy of the Infan-
try. He was, however, an enthusiastic participant 
in the opening of the West. He thought of his road 
surveying and wagon road building not just as a 
job in hand but as a part of a great transcontinen-
tal conquering of rocks and deserts and mountains 
and valleys in the interest of making the states and 
territories into a united nation. He thought of his 
work in shortening overland routes to California 
not only as an engineering achievement but as a 
part of a program to bring the West closer to the 
East.… He was not only a military engineer. He 
was also a man of historical vision.25

J. L. Kirby Smith and Haldiman S. Putnam 
served with the Union Army during the Civil War 
and lost their lives in battle. Smith was killed during 
the battle of Corinth on October 4, 1862. Putnam 
received fatal wounds in the assault of Fort Wagner 
in South Carolina on July 18, 1863.26 Albert Sidney 
Johnston became a general in the Confederate 
Army and was killed on April 6, 1862, while lead-
ing a charge during the battle of Shiloh.27

During my travels along Simpson’s route, and 
in getting to and from the various sections that I 
needed to explore, I have driven approximately 
30,000 miles. While hiking the sections that I 
could not get to in my vehicle, I have covered about 
140 miles of Simpson’s trail on foot. But because 
of the fact that I usually had to return to where I 
had started, I ended up walking almost the same 
number of miles to get back to my vehicle. I am 
quite certain that I have been either directly on, 
or within a few yards of, the entire route. I have 
visited and have taken photographs and GPS read-
ings at what I believe are all of the seventy differ-
ent campsites. Although it would be foolhardy of 
me to claim that I have always discovered the exact 
spots upon which the members of the expedition 
pitched their tents, I do feel that I have gotten 
reasonably close. A project that started out as idle 
curiosity has taken ten years to complete, and has 
introduced me to many other historical trails that 
are crying out to be explored.
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Location ................................................................................ Latitude (N) Longitude (W)

Camp Floyd ............................................................................. 40° 15.516 112° 06.166
enter Five Mile Pass ................................................................... 40° 14.369 112° 09.227
Five Mile Pass .......................................................................... 40° 13.904 112° 10.732
leave Five Mile Pass ................................................................... 40° 13.600 112° 11.800
Camp 1W—Faust Creek ......................................................... 40° 10.423 112° 25.154
cross stream................................................................................ 40° 09.723 112° 25.833
pass mail station ........................................................................ 40° 09.258 112° 26.281
east foot of Lookout Pass ............................................................. 40° 06.758 112° 32.820
Lookout Pass at summit ......................................................... 40° 06.944 112° 33.923
Camp 2W—Point Lookout .................................................... 40° 07.183 112° 34.675
Skull Valley .............................................................................. 40° 05.119 112° 42.256
Camp 3W—Simpson Springs ................................................. 40° 02.343 112° 47.083
Salt Lake Desert ...................................................................... 39° 56.869 112° 54.767
Dugway Pass ............................................................................ 39° 51.138 113° 05.156
Camp 4W ................................................................................. 39° 51.561 113° 06.718
turn “southwardly” .................................................................... 39° 52.513 113° 09.566
enter Cedar Valley ....................................................................... 39° 51.994 113° 10.558
[trail joins road] ..................................................................... 39° 50.158 113° 13.158
emerge from Cedar Valley ............................................................ 39° 49.100 113° 14.633
foot of slope ............................................................................ 39° 47.033 113° 17.650
west side of valley ....................................................................... 39° 44.750 113° 23.000
Devil’s Hole ............................................................................... 39° 45.866 113° 23.900
Camp 5W—South Spring ....................................................... 39° 50.035 113° 23.477
pass warm spring ....................................................................... 39° 53.405 113° 25.023
double point of mountain ........................................................... 39° 53.960 113° 26.966
[trail leaves road east of Trout Creek] .................................. 39° 42.400 113° 46.750
Camp 6W—Trout Creek ........................................................ 39° 41.879 113° 48.222
pass alkaline spring ................................................................... 39° 41.358 113° 49.233
Camp 7W—Mile Pond ........................................................... 39° 40.237 113° 50.474
foot of slope ................................................................................ 39° 39.050 113° 54.983
Little Red Cedar Pass.............................................................. 39° 41.316 114° 00.433
reach valley ................................................................................ 39° 40.866 114° 02.916
Camp 8W—Pleasant Valley .................................................... 39° 41.108 114° 03.800
Cedar Pass ............................................................................... 39° 45.600 114° 10.066
western foot of slope .............................................................. 39° 46.660 114° 10.500
[trail turns west] ..................................................................... 39° 47.082 114° 10.735
ridge east of Antelope Valley.................................................. 39° 46.547 114° 11.619
Camp 9W—Cedar Springs ..................................................... 39° 46.416 114° 12.850

This table lists latitude and longitude 
readings at what I have concluded to be the 

probable locations of the campsites and other 
checkpoints listed in Simpson’s report, and other 
locations that can serve to identify the route. 
The coordinates shown in italics were obtained 
from the Google Earth website (http://earth.

google.com/). All of the other readings were 
made on-site with a Garmin GPS12. Locations 
shown in italics were mentioned in Simpson’s 
report but not listed in the table of distances. 
Locations enclosed in brackets were not men-
tioned by Simpson but have been added to help 
identify the trail.

Appendix:
Geographic Coordinates
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Location ................................................................................ Latitude (N) Longitude (W)

Antelope Valley ....................................................................... 39° 45.650 114° 18.700
Spring Valley Ridge................................................................. 39° 46.178 114° 30.426
Camp 10W—Stonehouse ....................................................... 39° 46.811 114° 32.475
turn up canyon .......................................................................... 39° 49.633 114° 33.158
leave stream ............................................................................... 39° 48.803 114° 36.569
Schellbourne Pass ................................................................... 39° 48.352 114° 38.950
Camp 11W—Schellbourne Ranch ........................................ 39° 47.633 114° 41.076
Steptoe Valley .......................................................................... 39° 48.391 114° 48.050
Camp 12W—Egan Canyon .................................................... 39° 51.766 114° 54.200
Round Valley ............................................................................. 39° 51.833 114° 56.533
Overland Summit ................................................................... 39° 53.916 114° 59.300
second summit ........................................................................ 39° 54.304 115° 01.542
Butte Valley ............................................................................. 39° 54.716 115° 04.750
Camp 13W—Butte Valley ....................................................... 39° 56.075 115° 12.180
Butte Mt[ns]. ridge ................................................................. 39° 57.410 115° 12.954
reach valley ................................................................................ 39° 59.416 115° 14.300
Long Valley .............................................................................. 40° 00.266 115° 15.666
begin climbing slope ................................................................... 40° 01.000 115° 16.816
summit ...................................................................................... 40° 01.600 115° 19.982
Camp 14W—Mountain Spring .............................................. 40° 00.866 115° 20.333
Maverick Springs summit ....................................................... 40° 00.750 115° 20.900
mouth of canyon ........................................................................ 40° 01.783 115° 23.866
Ruby Valley .............................................................................. 40° 02.100 115° 25.733
Camp 15W—Station Spring ................................................... 40° 02.897 115° 29.694
foot of pass ................................................................................. 40° 01.950 115° 32.150
Overland Pass .......................................................................... 40° 01.073 115° 34.917
leave Hasting’s Road ................................................................. 40° 00.800 115° 39.983
Huntington Valley .................................................................. 39° 58.426 115° 43.313
reach stream ............................................................................... 39° 58.281 115° 43.439
leave stream ............................................................................... 39° 57.900 115° 43.800
Camp 16W—Conners Creek ................................................. 39° 56.416 115° 45.116
cross stream................................................................................ 39° 55.223 115° 46.628
begin climbing............................................................................ 39° 54.718 115° 47.604
Overland Pass .......................................................................... 39° 54.570 115° 48.127
Camp 17W—Telegraph Canyon ............................................ 39° 54.475 115° 51.566
foot of slope ................................................................................ 39° 53.900 115° 52.200
Diamond Valley ....................................................................... 39° 52.895 115° 55.250
pass large spring ........................................................................ 39° 51.699 115° 58.633
Camp 18W—Sulphur Spring ................................................. 39° 49.981 116° 04.219
begin turning west ..................................................................... 39° 48.783 116° 04.200
begin climbing toward pass ......................................................... 39° 48.300 116° 06.416
Mt. Hope summit.................................................................... 39° 46.133 116° 11.150
[trail comes to Garden Pass road] ......................................... 39° 45.750 116° 13.658
Camp 19W—Roberts Creek ................................................... 39° 45.033 116° 17.266
come to parallel stream ............................................................... 39° 38.333 116° 19.141
cross stream................................................................................ 39° 35.200 116° 20.150
pass warm spring ....................................................................... 39° 33.316 116° 20.983
Camp 20W—Clover Spring ................................................... 39° 30.833 116° 22.450
[trail turns toward canyon] .................................................... 39° 29.250 116° 23.867
Twin Springs Hills summit ..................................................... 39° 28.500 116° 25.633
[trail comes to abandoned road/return trail] ..................... 39° 28.200 116° 27.666
Camp 21W & 14E—Willow Creek Ranch ............................. 39° 27.542 116° 29.233
[trail turns northwest] ............................................................ 39° 27.650 116° 30.716
Monitor Valley ......................................................................... 39° 27.957 116° 33.355
cross Kelly Creek ......................................................................... 39° 28.122 116° 34.552
[trail crosses US 50] ............................................................... 39° 28.536 116° 37.755
[trail crossed Dry Creek Road] .............................................. 39° 29.400 116° 42.616
Camp 22W—Clarke’s Creek .................................................. 39° 29.782 116° 44.308
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Location ................................................................................ Latitude (N) Longitude (W)

begin turning west ..................................................................... 39° 27.183 116° 44.200
Hickison Summit .................................................................... 39° 26.609 116° 44.815
reach valley, turn northwest ........................................................ 39° 23.135 116° 50.992
come to stream ............................................................................ 39° 25.516 116° 51.683
cross stream................................................................................ 39° 27.792 116° 53.579
Camp 23W—Simpson Park Canyon ...................................... 39° 27.930 116° 53.805
Camp 24W—Simpson Park ................................................... 39° 30.533 116° 57.643
Emigrant Pass .......................................................................... 39° 31.200 117° 02.550
Reese Valley ................................................................................ 39° 31.066 117° 05.533
return route intersects outbound route ......................................... 39° 31.350 117° 08.050
Reese River crossing ............................................................... 39° 31.450 117° 09.600
Camp 25W—Reese River ....................................................... 39° 29.966 117° 11.533
Smith Creek summit ............................................................... 39° 23.133 117° 23.116
Smith Creek Valley.................................................................. 39° 22.950 117° 25.533
Camp 26W—Smith Creek ...................................................... 39° 21.033 117° 31.310
Engleman Creek ......................................................................... 39° 20.087 117° 32.489
cross second stream ..................................................................... 39° 18.497 117° 34.208
Camp 27W—Campbell Creek ............................................... 39° 14.341 117° 38.616
foot of pass ................................................................................. 39° 13.566 117° 40.666
cross fi rst ridge ........................................................................... 39° 14.100 117° 41.116
Skull Canyon summit ............................................................. 39° 14.966 117° 43.266
Camp 28W—Road Canyon .................................................... 39° 14.378 117° 46.684
creek sinks .................................................................................. 39° 14.750 117° 48.491
stream reappears ........................................................................ 39° 18.150 117° 52.400
Eastgate ..................................................................................... 39° 18.361 117° 52.728
[Lincoln Highway signpost] .................................................. 39° 18.867 117° 56.291
cross Eastgate Wash (from eastbound log) .............................. 39° 18.322 117° 57.511
Camp 29W—Middlegate ........................................................ 39° 17.644 117° 59.200
Westgate formation ..................................................................... 39° 17.439 118° 02.853
Drumm Summit ...................................................................... 39° 17.210 118° 08.559
Labou Flat ............................................................................... 39° 16.840 118° 15.138
Sand Springs Pass ................................................................... 39° 16.400 118° 21.083
in Alkali Valley ........................................................................ 39° 15.882 118° 23.136
Camp 30W—Sand Springs ..................................................... 39° 16.850 118° 25.341
[trail crosses US 50 on ridge] ................................................ 39° 17.933 118° 28.583
[trail crosses US 50 in 8-mile fl at] ......................................... 39° 20.633 118° 31.950
[trail crosses Salt Wells road] ................................................. 39° 21.533 118°34.625
Camp 31W—Carson Lake ...................................................... 39° 23.216 118° 40.550
[trail left previous day’s trail, turned south .......................... 39° 22.600 118° 38.833
leave lake ................................................................................... 39° 16.233 118° 40.266
Lee Hot Spring ........................................................................... 39° 12.522 118° 43.423
pass Stinking Spring .................................................................. 39° 10.434 118° 44.242
[trail leaves US 95, turns south on abandoned road] .......... 39° 06.434 118° 46.516
summit of ridge .......................................................................... 39° 05.310 118° 46.777
Camp 32W—Weber Reservoir ............................................... 39° 03.000 118° 52.016
Camp 33W—Walker River ..................................................... 39° 08.230 119° 00.396
Camp 34W—Stanley Ranch ................................................... 39° 09.176 119° 06.005
springs on left of trail ................................................................. 39° 09.400 119° 12.500
Point of Mountain .................................................................. 39° 09.533 119° 13.433
come to old wagon road .............................................................. 39° 11.858 119° 15.800
enter canyon .............................................................................. 39° 12.700 119° 16.000
Churchill Station Spring ............................................................ 39° 15.066 119° 16.933
[trail turns west] ..................................................................... 39° 16.266 119° 17.050
Summit of Ugly Hill................................................................ 39° 16.500 119° 17.516
Camp 35W—Carson River ..................................................... 39° 17.638 119° 20.473
Camp 36W—Millers Station .................................................. 39° 17.867 119° 29.399
“Chinatown”/Dayton.............................................................. 39° 14.166 119° 35.483
fork leading to Gold Canyon ....................................................... 39° 14.773 119° 36.603
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Location ................................................................................ Latitude (N) Longitude (W)

[trail crosses SR 341].............................................................. 39° 13.566 119° 38.783
pass through cedar grove ............................................................ 39° 13.261 119° 39.640
[trail crosses US 50] ............................................................... 39° 12.638 119° 40.783
Camp 37W—Carson City ....................................................... 39° 09.240 119° 45.891
cross Clear Creek ........................................................................ 39° 06.513 119° 45.021
[trail crosses US 395] ............................................................. 39° 04.403 119° 46.769
Camp 38W & 1E—Genoa ...................................................... 39° 00.029 119° 50.778
Camp 2E—Carson City .......................................................... 39° 09.240 119° 45.891
“Chinatown”/Dayton ................................................................. 39° 14.167 119° 35.448
Camp 3E—Carson Plains ....................................................... 39° 16.900 119° 31.333
pass Pleasant Grove ................................................................... 39° 17.731 119° 29.354
[leave Carson River road to cross Ugly Hill] ........................ 39° 17.235 119° 18.412
east foot of Ugly Hill ................................................................... 39° 16.266 119° 17.050
[trail crosses summit of second spur] ................................... 39° 16.701 119° 16.486
come back to river valley ............................................................. 39° 17.076 119° 15.546
Camp 4E—Carson River ........................................................ 39° 16.983 119° 13.600
leave river .................................................................................. 39° 16.750 119° 11.383
begin climbing hills/Hooton Well ................................................ 39° 16.570 119° 02.719
fi rst Dead Camel ridge ........................................................... 39° 16.685 118° 59.843
second Dead Camel ridge ............................................................ 39° 16.392 118° 57.583
third Dead Camel ridge .............................................................. 39° 15.984 118° 56.339
[trail comes to 3-way fork] ..................................................... 39° 16.166 118° 54.116
Camp 5E—Carson Sink Station site ...................................... 39° 16.836 118° 47.697
[trail passes Wildcat Station] ................................................. 39° 16.450 118° 41.816
join outbound route.................................................................... 39° 16.233 118° 40.266
Camp 6E—Carson Lake ......................................................... 39° 19.982 118° 38.319
[visible ruts on ridge] ............................................................. 39° 20.530 118° 38.091
[visible ruts on ridge] ............................................................. 39° 20.505 118° 38.012
cross ridge .................................................................................. 39° 20.500 118° 37.962
[trail comes to Salt Wells road] ............................................. 39° 19.633 118° 35.216
grassy bottom ............................................................................. 39° 19.166 118° 35.000
Rock Springs .............................................................................. 39° 17.9950 118° 32.683
join outbound route/rest stop ...................................................... 39° 16.400 118° 24.591
foot of Sand Springs Pass ....................................................... 39° 15.854 118° 23.006
Sand Springs Pass ................................................................... 39° 16.410 118° 21.061
Labeau Flat.............................................................................. 39° 16.866 118° 14.983
Drumm Summit ...................................................................... 39° 17.216 118° 09.006
Middlegate; “base of mountain” ............................................ 39° 17.644 117° 59.200
cross arroyo ................................................................................ 39° 18.322 118° 57.511
riders reach Cold Creek ............................................................... 39° 23.566 117° 49.950
Camp 7E—Cold Springs ........................................................ 39° 23.716 117° 51.116
Cold Springs summit .............................................................. 39° 25.050 117° 50.633
Camp 8E—lower Edwards Creek ........................................... 39° 28.933 117° 43.791
Camp 9E—upper Edwards Creek .......................................... 39° 23.452 117° 41.000
Basque Summit ....................................................................... 39° 23.133 117° 41.783
come to Smith Creek .................................................................... 39° 22.991 117° 40.369
reach Smith Creek Valley ............................................................. 39° 22.951 117° 36.715
Camp 10E—Smith Creek ....................................................... 39° 21.633 117° 33.866
join outbound route.................................................................... 39° 21.604 117° 29.825
east side of Smith Creek Valley .............................................. 39° 22.966 117° 25.500
Smith Creek Summit .............................................................. 39° 23.133 117° 23.116
Reese River Valley ................................................................... 39° 23.733 117° 20.616
leave outbound route ............................................................. 39° 28.408 117° 13.966
Camp 11E—Reese River ........................................................ 39° 28.532 117° 13.522
Reese River crossing .................................................................... 39° 29.195 117° 12.742
join outbound route.................................................................... 39° 31.350 117° 08.050
Reese River Valley ................................................................... 39° 31.350 117° 07.516
Emigrant Pass .......................................................................... 39° 31.200 117° 02.550
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Location ................................................................................ Latitude (N) Longitude (W)

Camp 12E—Simpson Park ..................................................... 39° 30.100 116° 57.166
Camp 13E—Simpson Park Canyon ....................................... 39° 27.750 116° 53.583
[trail crosses Willow Creek] ................................................... 39° 25.116 116° 51.983
join outbound route.................................................................... 39° 23.975 116° 51.300
in valley .................................................................................... 39° 23.966 116° 51.320
leave outbound route .................................................................. 39° 23.135 116° 50.992
[trail crosses Pete’s Well road] ............................................... 39° 23.750 116° 46.825
Toquima Summit .................................................................... 39° 24.216 116° 43.966
[trail crosses road] .................................................................. 39° 24.816 116° 41.816
cross Reynolds Creek ................................................................... 39° 26.266 116° 36.816
cross Kelly Creek ......................................................................... 39° 26.991 116° 33.900
join outbound route.................................................................... 39° 27.650 116° 30.716
Camp 14E—Willow Creek Ranch.......................................... 39° 27.542 116° 29.233
[road forks] ............................................................................. 39° 27.961 116° 28.191
leave outbound route .................................................................. 39° 28.200 116° 27.666
[trail crosses well-traveled road] ............................................ 39° 28.700 116° 27.116
Twin Springs ............................................................................. 39° 31.116 116° 23.500
cross outbound route .................................................................. 39° 31.650 116° 21.833
in valley & Fountain Spring ...................................................... 39° 32.113 116° 20.200
[trail crosses US 50] ............................................................... 39° 32.916 116° 14.958
Camp 15E—Slough Creek ..................................................... 39° 33.325 116° 13.450
Lee Springs/Hay Ranch ............................................................. 39° 34.816 116° 08.016
enter canyon to Devil’s Gate ........................................................ 39° 34.650 116° 05.416
enter Diamond Valley ............................................................. 39° 34.450 116° 03.716
come to stream, turn south .......................................................... 39° 34.666 115° 57.016
Camp 16E—Simpson Creek .................................................. 39° 32.960 115° 56.101
Diamond Mountains summit ................................................. 39° 29.249 115° 52.125
come to Pinto Creek .................................................................... 39° 28.769 115° 51.383
mouth of canyon ........................................................................ 39° 28.533 115° 51.183
Newark Valley .......................................................................... 39° 30.500 115° 47.083
Camp 17E—Water Canyon .................................................... 39° 33.150 115° 46.566
Newark Valley .......................................................................... 39° 32.150 115° 44.083
sign site ..................................................................................... 39° 30.566 115° 40.266
begin to climb hills ..................................................................... 39° 31.983 115° 32.983
Dry Mountain Pass.................................................................. 39° 32.150 115° 30.733
east foot of slope ......................................................................... 39° 32.333 115° 30.050
Long Valley .............................................................................. 39° 33.366 115° 26.483
west foot of slope ......................................................................... 39° 34.533 115° 21.316
Butte Mountain summit ......................................................... 39° 32.816 115° 14.016
Camp 18E—Summit Spring .................................................. 39° 33.071 115° 13.833
pass Pete’s Spring ....................................................................... 39° 33.333 115° 13.100
mouth of canyon ........................................................................ 39° 33.966 115° 12.716
Butte Valley ............................................................................. 39° 33.633 115° 06.533
come to stream ............................................................................ 39° 32.766 115° 00.866
Egan Range summit ............................................................... 39° 30.132 114° 59.597
Camp 19E—Archie Spring .................................................... 39° 27.066 114° 58.500
pass Hercules Gap ...................................................................... 39° 21.003 114° 54.000
come to Steptoe Valley .................................................................. 39° 19.683 114° 53.316
Camp 20E—Murry Creek ...................................................... 39° 16.433 114° 51.550
join Mormon road ...................................................................... 39° 14.233 114° 50.208
cross stream................................................................................ 39° 13.533 114° 49.600
west slope—Steptoe Canyon .................................................. 39° 11.341 114° 43.422
cross stream/west slope ............................................................. 39° 11.050 114° 42.916
leave stream, turn south ............................................................. 39° 11.483 114° 41.783
Camp 21E—Cave Springs ...................................................... 39° 10.766 114° 39.766
[trail turns toward West Cooper Pass]................................... 39° 10.279 114° 39.166
West Cooper Pass .................................................................... 39° 09.516 114° 39.500
[trail joins four-wheel drive trail] .......................................... 39° 08.333 114° 39.200
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Location ................................................................................ Latitude (N) Longitude (W)

[trail & four-wheel drive trail join main road]...................... 39° 07.688 114° 38.765
Spring Valley ........................................................................... 39° 06.063 114° 34.295
[trail leaves utility road, veers to northeast] ......................... 39° 06.060 114° 31.521
Camp 22E—Layton Spring .................................................... 39° 06.421 114° 27.326
[trail comes to US 50 & 6] ..................................................... 39° 09.402 114° 24.690
mouth of canyon ........................................................................ 39° 10.578 114° 23.338
Turnley Springs ......................................................................... 39° 09.733 114° 21.483
Sacramento Pass ..................................................................... 39° 08.550 114° 20.183
Camp 23E—Strawberry Ranch .............................................. 39° 05.556 114° 13.416
leave Mormon road .................................................................... 39° 04.400 114° 10.600
cross dry streambed ..................................................................... 39° 04.933 114° 07.908
Rush Spring .............................................................................. 39° 06.027 114° 02.026
rejoin Mormon road ................................................................... 39° 06.800 113° 58.350
Camp 24E—Baker Creek ....................................................... 39° 07.166 113° 58.050
pass “Plympton”/Knoll Springs .................................................. 39° 14.866 113° 52.566
foot of slope ................................................................................ 39° 17.539 113° 46.039
Cowboy Pass ............................................................................ 39° 18.943 113° 43.539
Camp 25E—Tule Valley ......................................................... 39° 20.021 113° 32.900
Camp 26E—North Knoll Spring ........................................... 39° 15.933 113° 51.942
Camp 27E—South Tule Spring ............................................. 39° 20.010 113° 31.150
foot of canyon ............................................................................ 39° 20.750 113° 22.429
Dome Canyon summit............................................................ 39° 20.856 113° 19.010
met Collamer on road ................................................................. 39° 20.933 113° 17.250
Camp 28E—Chapin’s Spring ................................................. 39° 21.253 113° 17.212
rejoin Mormon road ................................................................... 39° 18.973 113° 15.218
[trail leaves Mormon road].................................................... 39° 18.745 113° 14.954
Sevier Valley ............................................................................ 39° 19.783 113° 11.333
turn to left up canyon................................................................. 39° 24.617 113° 15.071
Camp 29E—Mud Spring ........................................................ 39° 24.420 113° 15.220
[trail crosses main valley road] .............................................. 39° 29.016 113° 13.183
Whirlwind Valley ..................................................................... 39° 31.550 113° 12.366
[trail crosses east-west road] .................................................. 39° 33.916 113° 11.783
[trail crosses north-south road] ............................................. 39° 36.083 113° 10.966
summit of Thomas Range ...................................................... 39° 36.377 113° 10.858
11:00 p.m. rest stop ................................................................... 39° 37.220 113° 10.408
base of Thomas Range ........................................................... 39° 38.064 113° 10.654
summit ...................................................................................... 39° 39.271 113° 09.015
3:00 a.m. rest stop ..................................................................... 39° 40.023 113° 06.816
second summit ........................................................................ 39° 40.117 113° 04.455
turn toward spring (5 miles in advance of column) ............... 39° 43.889 113° 03.366
trifl ing spring/in valley ............................................................. 39° 43.095 113° 01.981
Camp 30E—Triple Peaks ....................................................... 39° 45.466 112° 56.416
[trail joins jeep trail] .............................................................. 39° 45.867 112° 56.056
summit of ridge ...................................................................... 39° 45.985 112° 55.500
Sevier Valley ............................................................................ 39° 44.983 112° 53.508
Keg Pass ................................................................................... 39° 47.127 112° 52.836
fi rst spring ............................................................................... 39° 47.249 112° 52.828
Camp 31E—Keg Spring ......................................................... 39° 47.766 112° 53.475
[trail leaves road] ................................................................... 39° 50.858 112° 49.560
in valley .................................................................................... 39° 51.418 112° 48.309
[trail crosses Riverbed Road] ................................................. 39° 51.584 112° 47.428
Camp 32E—Death Canyon Wash .......................................... 39° 51.800 112° 45.883
[trail crosses road to Judd Creek] ......................................... 39° 51.315 112° 45.267
[trail crosses Judd Creek] ...................................................... 39° 53.125 112° 39.025
Camp 33E—Judd Creek ......................................................... 39° 53.366 112° 38.916
leave stream ............................................................................... 39° 53.654 112° 38.646
summit ..................................................................................... 39° 54.143 112° 38.237
in valley, cross stream ................................................................ 39° 55.866 112° 37.283
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Location ................................................................................ Latitude (N) Longitude (W)

[Black Spring—trail joins road] ............................................ 39° 56.683 112° 36.431
Erickson Pass ........................................................................... 39° 57.937 112° 36.406
Camp 34E—Brewer’s Spring ................................................. 39° 59.617 112° 38.260
Government Creek Pass ......................................................... 40° 01.694 112° 33.962
Rush Valley .............................................................................. 40° 01.677 112° 31.853
Camp 35E—Vernon ............................................................... 40° 05.733 112° 26.525
Vernon Hills Pass .................................................................... 40° 06.966 112° 22.494
Rush Valley .............................................................................. 40° 09.000 112° 19.435
Five-Mile Pass .......................................................................... 40° 13.933 112° 10.750
Camp Floyd ............................................................................. 40° 15.541 112° 06.150
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