
VIRGINIA REED: SURVIVOR OF 
THE DONNER PARTY 

 

 
By VIRGINIA REED MURPHY  
Excerpted from Century Magazine 
Published in 1891 

 
[Virginia Reed was 12 years old when she left Illinois with her family to become part of the 
Donner Party. She was stranded at Donner Lake and eventually was brought out by the first 
rescue party.  Virginia’s father had been banished from the main wagon train, and had gone 
on ahead and made it to California ahead of the deadly winter blizzards.  Mr. Reed would lead 
the rescue parties eastward and eventually help bring his wife and children to safety.  This 
excerpt is from an account of her ordeal was written over 40 years later and published in an 
1891 issue of Century magazine.] 
  
“With sorrowful hearts we traveled on, walking through the snow in single file. The men wearing 
snow-shoes broke the way and we followed in their tracks. At night we lay down on the snow to sleep, 
to awake to find our clothing all frozen, even to our shoe-strings. At break of day we were again on 
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the road, owing to the fact that we could. make better time over the frozen snow. The sunshine, which 
it would seem would have been welcome, only added to our misery. The dazzling reflection of the 

snow was very trying to the eyes, while 
its heat melted our frozen clothing, 
making them cling to our bodies.  
My brother was too small to step in the 
tracks made by the men, and in order 
to travel he had to place his knee on 
the little hill of snow after each step 
and climb over. Mother coaxed him 
along, telling him that every step he 
took he was getting nearer papa and 
nearer something to eat. He was the 
youngest child that walked over the 
Sierra Nevada.  

 
On our second day's journey, Mr. John 
Denton gave and declared it would be 

impossible for him to travel, but he begged his companions to continue their journey. A fire was built 
and he was left lying on a bed of freshly cut pine boughs, peacefully smoking. He looked so 
comfortable that my little brother wanted to stay with him; but when the second relief party reached 
him poor Denton was past waking. His last thoughts seemed to have gone back to his childhood's 
home, as a little poem was found by his side, the pencil apparently just dropped from his hand.  
 
Captain Tucker's party on their way to the cabins had lightened their packs of a sufficient quantity of 
provisions to supply the sufferers on their way out. But when we reached the place where the cache 
had been made by hanging the food on a tree, we were horrified to find that wild animals had 
destroyed it, and again starvation stared us in the face. But my father was hurrying over the 
mountains, and met us in our hour of need with his hands full of bread. He had expected to meet us 
on this day, and had stayed up all night baking bread to give us. He brought with him fourteen men. 
Some of his party were ahead, and when they saw us coming they called out, "Is Mrs. Reed with you 
? If she is, tell her Mr. Reed is here." We heard the call; mother knelt on the snow, while I tried to run 
to meet papa. When my father learned that two of his children were still at the cabins, he hurried on, 
so fearful was he that they might perish before he reached them. He seemed to fly over the snow, 
and made in two days the distance we had been five in traveling, and was overjoyed to find Patty and 
Tommy alive. He reached Donner Lake on the first of March, and what a sight met his gaze! The 
famished little children and the death-like look of all made his heart ache. He filled Patty's apron with 
biscuits, which she carried around, giving one to each person. He had soup made for the infirm, and 
rendered every assistance possible to the sufferers. Leaving them with about seven days' provisions, 
he started out with a party of seventeen, all that were able to travel. Three of his men were left at the 
cabins to procure wood and assist the helpless.... 


