
 

  

Stories of the Willie & Martin  

Pioneer Handcart Companies 

The 3rd and 4th handcart companies, 1856 



1 
 

Contents 

MAP OVERVIEW ............................................................................................................................................ 2 

OVERVIEW ..................................................................................................................................................... 3 

LEAVING HOME ............................................................................................................................................. 4 

ENGLAND TO IOWA CITY ............................................................................................................................... 6 

IOWA CITY TO FLORENCE .............................................................................................................................. 8 

FLORENCE, NEBRASKA ................................................................................................................................ 10 

FORT LARAMIE, WYOMING ......................................................................................................................... 13 

SENDING OUT RESCUERS ............................................................................................................................ 14 

FIRST MAJOR SNOW STORMS ..................................................................................................................... 17 

THE RESCUE ................................................................................................................................................. 20 

EPILOGUE .................................................................................................................................................... 30 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This summary is pulled from multiple sources, with the majority coming from the highly acclaimed book 

by Andrew Olson titled “The Price We Paid,” much of it verbatim.   

Reading this book in its entirety is highly recommended.  
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MAP OVERVIEW 

This map shows the locations where several of the key events occurred for the Willie & Martin handcart 

companies.  Although the journey began in the British Isles for the majority of these saints, and the 

journey up to this point was an experience in itself, the handcart part of their journey began in Iowa 

City.   

A critical decision to either continue to Salt Lake or stop and wait out the winter was made in Florence.  

The plan was to be re-supplied with essential food and other supplies in Ft. Laramie, which did not 

materialize.  Major winter storms hit the two companies, and many of the stories of desperation, 

courage and rescue occur in Wyoming around the areas of Martin’s Cove and Rocky Ridge.   

  

  

Ft Laramie 
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OVERVIEW 

It has been called the most remarkable travel experiment in the history of Western America. Between 

1847 and 1869, some 70,000 members of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints came to Utah 

by overland trail.  Soon after the first Mormon pioneers reached Utah in 1847, the Church began 

encouraging its converts in the British Isles and elsewhere in Europe to emigrate to Utah. Missionary 

work in Great Britain was so successful that by 1850 there were 30,747 Church members in Britain 

compared to only 11,380 in Utah. During the earliest years in Utah, Brigham Young emphasized 

gathering those who had the skills and resources to help the Saints become self-sufficient. As he sought 

to settle the vast reaches of the Great Basin, develop its resources, build the temple, and establish 

public works, he simply needed more faithful people, whether they had skills and resources or not. 

From 1849 to 1855, about 16,000 European Latter-day Saints traveled to the United States by ship, 

through the eastern states by rail, and to Utah by ox and wagon. Although most of these emigrants paid 

their own expenses, the Church established the Perpetual Emigration Fund to provide financial 

assistance for poor emigrants to trek west, which they would repay as they were able. Contributions to 

expand the fund were encouraged.  Nearly half those who emigrated in 1856 needed assistance from 

the Perpetual Emigration Fund. 

When contributions and loan repayments dropped off in 1855 after a poor harvest in Utah, President 

Young decided to begin using handcarts because the Latter-day Saints who remained in Europe were 

mostly poor. A nice handcart cost $20, a primitive one $10, while a typical wagon outfit could cost $300.   

Young also believed it would speed the journey.  Motivated to join their fellow Church members in Utah 

but lacking funds for full ox or horse teams, nearly 3,000 Mormon pioneers from England, Wales, 

Scotland and Scandinavia, headed to Zion in ten handcart companies. 

Emigrants departed from an English port (generally Liverpool) and travelled by ship to New York or 

Boston, then by railroad to Iowa City, Iowa, the furthest western point for the railroad, where they 

would be outfitted with handcarts and other supplies.  From Iowa City they travelled to Florence, 

Nebraska, then to Fort Laramie, Wyoming where they expected to be resupplied, and finally on to Salt 

Lake City.  The organization required to coordinate sea, train, river, and overland travel for thousands of 

emigrants took masterful planning, especially in the days before the telegraph. 

In all, ten companies of handcart pioneers made the journey to Utah between 1856 and 1860.  The 

emigrant companies included many children and elderly individuals, and pushing and pulling handcarts 

was difficult work. The first three companies made good time, and their trips were largely uneventful.  

Like other companies traveling on the Emigrant Trail, deaths occurred along the way. Hafen and Hafen's 

Handcarts to Zion lists thirteen deaths from the first company, seven from the second, and fewer than 

seven from the third. Journal entries reflect the optimism of the handcart pioneers, even amid their 

hardships: 

People made fun of us as we walked, pulling our handcarts, but the weather was fine and the 

roads were excellent and although I was sick and we were very tired at night, still we thought it 

was a glorious way to go to Zion.  [Emigrant Priscilla M. Evans of the third company, as quoted 

by Hafen and Hafen (1981), pp. 82–83]. 

The 4th company, led by Captain Willie, is often closely connected with the 5th company, led by Captain 

Martin, as though they were together. However, the Saints who would form the Martin company left 
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England three weeks later, and during most of the handcart journey they were 8 to 10 days behind the 

Willie company. They fell three weeks behind in the last month. The only time the two groups were 

together was in Iowa City, when they overlapped for about a week while getting outfitted. 

The trek was disastrous for these two companies, the 4th and 5th companies, which started their journey 

dangerously late and were caught by heavy snow and severe temperatures in central Wyoming. Despite 

a dramatic rescue effort, more than 210 of the 980 pioneers in these two companies died along the way. 

John Chislett, a survivor, wrote, "Many a father pulled his cart, with his little children on it, until the day 

preceding his death."[Hafen and Hafen (1981), p. 102] 

Although only about 4 percent of the 1846–68 Latter-day Saint emigrants made the journey west using 

handcarts, the handcart pioneers have become an important symbol in LDS culture, representing the 

faithfulness and sacrifice of the pioneer generation. 

 

LEAVING HOME 

By 1856, only 5 percent of those who wanted to emigrate had been able to, and the desire to gather to 

Zion was so fervent that people would go even if it meant leaving beloved family members or 

comfortable homes, selling all their possessions, and even pulling a handcart 1,300 dusty, difficult miles. 

Most of these Saints were willing to make any sacrifice for their religious convictions. 

The handcart plan was unproven, and not everyone was enthusiastic.  The most common reservation 

about the handcart plan was the difficulty of walking and pulling a cart so far. Another common 

reservation was the small luggage allowance. Many people worried that the limit of 17 pounds of 

personal luggage would prevent them from carrying even the necessities for a 1,300-mile trek. Others 

were troubled that they would not be allowed to take along heirlooms or other prized possessions. A 

third reservation was the feeling that pulling handcarts would be degrading. 

Brigham Young responded to concerns about the handcart plan with typical candor:  

"If any apostatize in consequence of this [plan], so much the better, for it is far better that such 

deny the faith before they start, than to do so for a more trifling cause after they get here; and if 

they have not faith enough to undertake this job, and accomplish it too, they have not faith 

sufficient to endure, with the Saints in Zion, the celestial law which leads to exaltation and 

eternal lives" [Millennial Star, 26 Jan, 1856]. 

The Rowley family wanted to emigrate, but William died in 1849, and the family struggled to save 

enough money. So urgent was Ann Rowley's desire to gather to Zion that after her husband died, all of 

her children who could earn money were put to work. Louisa and Elizabeth, ages 11 and 10 at the time, 

worked late into the night making gloves and doing needlework. John and Samuel, ages 8 and 6, worked 

in a brickyard tramping mud to be used for bricks. Finally, seven years after William Rowley's death, and 

with assistance from the Perpetual Emigration Fund, the family was ready to emigrate.  

"I knew that our parting was only temporary and that viewed from the eternities, this was but a 

fleeting moment," Ann wrote. "I also knew that no matter how fleeting a moment it was, I had 

to make the best of it. I had a very real job to do. The children had to be fed and clothed, but the 

big task and the one I must accomplish, is to get us all to Zion. I must be among the people of 
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my faith and I must get the Temple work done for us" [Rowley, “Autobiography of Ann Jewell 

Rowley,” in Some Early Pioneers of Huntington, Utah, and Surrounding Area, comp. James 

Albert Jones, 242]. 

Susanna Stone was the only member of her family to make the journey.  When she was about 18, she 

learned of the Restoration and was baptized. "When I heard it preached, I hailed it with joy," she wrote.  

After joining the Church in 1848, Susanna wanted to gather to Zion. "My parents, relatives, and friends 

did all in their power to keep me from coming to America." 

James and Eliza Hurren were emigrating with their three daughters, Mary (7), Emma (4), and Sarah (2). 

When they left England, Eliza was expecting another child, who would be born on the journey. 

The apostasy and restoration, unthought of before, appealed to Jane James, and she was led to prayer. 

The answer came and she was ready to leave all she had, and with an almost invalid husband and eight 

children, brave the journey to an unknown land and a wilderness. William James wanted to wait until his 

health improved to emigrate, but Jane felt they should go before their children began to leave home. 

The Linfords had joined the Church in 1842 after hearing the gospel preached by Elder Joseph Fielding.  

People in the Linfords' town of Gravely, England, were greatly prejudiced against the Church. Because 

John was a Church leader, serving as a counselor in the branch presidency and later as branch president, 

he and his family were especially persecuted. John had built up a good shoemaking business, but after 

he joined the Church his customers—even his relatives—tried to put him out of business. "If we cannot 

persuade him to give up Mormonism, we will starve him to it by withholding our work," they said.  

James Linford recalled that during these times of persecution and financial difficulty, "Father kept open 

house for the Elders as usual, and they never knew the straightened circumstances we were in. . . . My 

noble mother stood by my father without a murmur in this hour of trial. It was a dark outlook for a 

husband and father as financial ruin and starvation stared him in the face." During this time the Linfords 

also paid donations to buy glass for the Nauvoo Temple, paid their tithing, and contributed to the 

support of their branch, which met every Sunday in their home. 

The Mortensens could not afford to emigrate together, so they entrusted Bodil to Jens and Elsie Nielson 

and hoped to join their daughter in Utah the next year. Jens and Elsie Nielson were very poor; "All my 

possessions had no power over me," Jens wrote. "My only desire was to sell out and come to Zion." 

The work of returning missionaries was not finished until they helped the converts reach the Salt Lake 

Valley.  Nearly 4 years earlier, James G. Willie had been called to return to his native land of England as a 

missionary, leaving his wife Elizabeth and three small children to preach the gospel. He was formally 

released from his mission in February 1856, but like other returning missionaries, he was told that his 

mission would not be complete until he helped the emigrating Saints arrive in Zion.  He was called to 

Captain the 4th handcart company.  

Edward Martin was asked to lead the 5th company.  In the 15 years since coming to America, he had 

personally known more adversity than most families experience in generations.  He had endured the 

exodus from Nauvoo.  Six of his first seven children had died.  During six of those 15 years he had been 

away from his family in arduous military and Church service.  But none of this compared to what he 

would experience with his handcart company. 
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The last two handcart companies of 1856, the 4th and 5th companies, departed late from England. The 

ship Thornton, carrying the emigrants who became the Willie company, did not leave England until May 

4. The leader of the Latter-day Saints on the Thornton was James Willie. Another three weeks passed 

before the Horizon, carrying the emigrants who formed the Martin company, departed. The late 

departures may have been the result of difficulties in procuring ships in response to the unexpected 

demand.   

The organization required to coordinate sea, train, river, and overland travel for thousands of emigrants 

took masterful planning, especially in the days before the telegraph. 

That many of them came from such a low condition and would show such strength and courage in the 

most extreme adversity is not merely a manifestation of the will to survive. It is perhaps even more an 

indication of the transforming power of the gospel of Jesus Christ. 

 

ENGLAND TO IOWA CITY 

Crossing the Atlantic in the 1850s could be daunting.  Church leaders chartered sailing vessels because 

of tight finances.  Both companies consisted mostly of British converts, along with a smaller number of 

converts from other nations and a few returning missionaries.   

Emigrants had to endure cramped, poorly ventilated berths, some of them three levels below deck.  The 

food was monotonous and often unsavory.  New to the sea, most emigrants suffered with seasickness 

for at least a few days, some of them for weeks, and some for the entire trip.  Rough treatment by the 

captain and crew was not unusual.   

The Willie company onboard the Thornton experienced many of these challenges but faced them with 

fortitude and generally had a good voyage.  After six weeks at sea, the Thornton arrived in New York City 

on June 14.   

The Martin company traveled on the Horizon, departing a few weeks after the Thornton.  The Horizon 

carried 856 passengers, and after a little more than a month at sea, arrived in Boston on June 26, 1856.   

Observers said that Mormon charter ships were different than the usual emigrant vessel.  They were 

more orderly, clean, organized into wards with bishops to head them.  Elders worked out duties, 

including cleaning, prayer, eating meals in orderly groups, prayer meetings, talks by elders, weddings, 

baptisms and an occasional burial, music and dance or singing.   

After arriving in New York, the emigrants had to travel 1,200 miles to get to the handcart outfitting site 

in Iowa City. This was not an express journey even by the standards of the 1850s. Rather, it was an 

arduous 11-day ordeal by rail, steamboat, and ferry, often in difficult conditions. Sometimes the Saints 

traveled in baggage or cattle cars to reduce expenses. 

The Loader family had considerable reservations about traveling across country by handcart and 

considered staying in New York until they had sufficient funds to purchase a wagon for the journey.  In 

responding to the Loader’s, John Jaques (a relative) wrote in a letter later published in the Millennial 

Star: 
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"How can you expect the Lord to give you means to buy a wagon when He has provided you a 

cart? He thinks that is good enough. Why should you think otherwise? Perhaps when you can 

buy a wagon, if you ever have the means, you will want to wait a little longer, till the railroad is 

made. And all this time your children will be growing up in all the wickedness of Babylon, and 

perhaps getting married among the Gentiles" [Millennial Star, 14 June 1856]. 

Responding to Patience Loader’s concerns about having to sell their clothing and leave everything 

behind, John Jaques wrote: 

“…if she sets more store upon fine clothes than upon the counsel of the Lord and the blessings 

of living in Zion, I can say she is different to me.  The fact is, she has too many clothes – they are 

a trouble for her, and she seems willing to hazard her salvation for them” [Millennial Star, 14 

June 1856]. 

His letter to his family concluded with an exhortation: 

“…to choose understandingly whom and what you will serve – Zion or Babylon, God or the devil.  

Greater consequences to yourselves, your children, and your ancestors hang on this decision 

than you can well imagine … [Making the wrong decision could] shipwreck your own salvation, 

and your children’s too” [Millennial Star, 14 June 1856]. 

The Loaders took the rebuke to heart, quit their jobs in New York and started for Iowa City where they 

joined the Martin company.  James Loader would die on the trail in Nebraska.  Amy Loader, his widow, 

had considerable health issues and was sure she could not make the journey.  She became one of the 

stalwart examples of strength, leading and literally cheering on even her adult children through 

incredible difficulties.   
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IOWA CITY TO FLORENCE 

“In all its history, the American West never saw a more unlikely band of pioneers than [those] 

who were camped on the bank of the Iowa River at Iowa City in early June, 1856. Looking for the 

brown and resolute and weather-seasoned among them, you would have seen instead starved 

cheeks, pale skins, bad teeth, thin chests, all the stigmata of unhealthy work and inadequate 

diet. There were more women than men, more children under fifteen than either. One in every 

ten was past fifty, the oldest a woman of seventy-eight; there were widows and widowers with 

six or seven children. They looked more like the population of the poor farm on a picnic than like 

pioneers about to cross the plains. 

Most of them, until they were herded from their crowded immigrant ship . . . and dumped here 

at the brink of the West, had never pitched a tent, slept on the ground, cooked outdoors, built a 

campfire. They had not even the rudimentary skills that make frontiersmen [Stegner, Gathering 

of Zion, 221]. 

With slow communications in the era before the transatlantic telegraph, the Church agents in Iowa City 

were not expecting the additional emigrants and had to make frantic preparations for their arrival. 

Critical weeks were spent hastily assembling the carts and outfitting the companies.  

In Iowa City Jens and Elise Nielsen were given an opportunity to help the needy. "I had money enough to 

come to Utah," Jens later wrote, "but we were counseled to let all the money go we could spare and 

cross the plains with handcarts."  At a time when the Nielsons could have been justified in keeping 

enough money to ensure the security of their family and perhaps even provide a modest start in Utah, 

they followed their leaders' counsel and gave nearly all the rest of their savings to help those in need. 

Describing this sacrifice, one of the Nielsons' descendants wrote:  
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"Upon arriving at the end of the railroad in Iowa, Jens Nielson obtained a victory which to most 

of us is the most difficult of all, that of parting with money and security. He had the money from 

the sale of his farm, and [he] let all of [it] go to the Church except enough to buy a handcart and 

to stock it with 15 pounds of belongings per person. Thus, he could have obtained wagons, 

horses, stacks of food, and other supplies and traveled west in style and comfort, and early 

enough to beat the winter … He gained the great victory over selfishness by parting with his 

life's savings and demonstrated his unyielding faith [in order] that those Saints who had nothing 

might at least have a handcart. . . . Jens [and his family] were left with a handcart, poorly 

constructed of green lumber, and unfit for the journey” [Glazier and Clark, Journal of the Trail, 

29]. 

After spending nearly three weeks getting ready for the journey, the Willie company left Iowa City on 

July 15. It consisted of nearly 500 people, 120 handcarts, 25 tents (each sleeping 20 people), 5 supply 

wagons (carrying food and tents), 24 oxen (for pulling 4 of the wagons), 5 mules (4 were used to pull the 

other wagon), and 45 beef cattle and milk cows. 

Five people would typically be assigned to each cart, and each of them would be allowed 17 pounds of 

personal belongings. The weight of the handcart itself would be 60 to 75 pounds, so the total weight, 

with luggage, would generally be about 160 pounds—not the unreasonable 500 pounds cited in some 

accounts. 

Almost immediately the pulling of handcarts began 

to separate those who were truly committed from 

those who were not. The company journal tells of at 

least 15 people who turned back within the first 10 

days of leaving Iowa City. 

"The Saints found . . . a wide difference between 

singing about going to Zion, and actually going. You 

would almost have thought that they would take 

wings and fly like doves, . . . but when they really 

got into the work, the tune was a little different; but 

the great majority stuck to it" [Deseret News, 26 

Nov. 1856]. 

Millen Atwood recalled the humiliating treatment that occasionally occurred during this part of the 

journey:  "The gentiles . . . laughed us to scorn and ridiculed the idea of men and women traversing 

1,200 miles with handcarts." For all their scorn, though, "they marveled to see the Saints travel on so 

cheerfully" and were deeply curious about the motivating power behind this movement. Millen Atwood 

explained: "They were astonished, and wanted to know what kind of a doctrine we preached to them to 

make them willing to undertake such a task. I told them that we administered the same kind of medicine 

to all, and it united them together."  George Cunningham, who was 15 at the time, also recalled the 

negative comments: "People would mock, sneer, and deride us on every occasion for being such fools as 

they termed us, and would often throw out inducements to get us to stop. . . . When we went through a 

town or settlement pulling our handcarts as we always had to do, people would turn out in crowds to 

laugh at us, crying 'gee-haw' as if we were oxen."  It would be reasonable to expect a 15-year-old to 

shrink with embarrassment at such treatment. But George Cunningham showed remarkable strength of 
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resolve: "We told them that we were going to Zion and would not stop on any account," he said. "This 

did not discourage us in the least, for we knew that we were on the right track." 

Flour was the dietary staple of the handcart pioneers, with adults typically receiving a daily ration of one 

pound. A pound of flour has about 1,600 calories—not much compared to the estimated 4,000 calories a 

day it takes to pull a handcart. The flour was supplemented by meat from the cattle and from wild 

game. 

 

FLORENCE, NEBRASKA 

The Willie company pulled into Florence, Nebraska, on August 11. They had taken nearly a month to 

travel the 270 miles from Iowa City. With only two deaths and few people turning back, the handcart 

experience was looking like a success. 

When the companies reached Florence, additional time was lost making repairs to the poorly built carts. 

Emigrant John Chislett describes the problems with the carts: 

The axles and boxes being of wood, and being ground out by the dust that found its way there in 

spite of our efforts to keep it out, together with the extra weight put on the carts, had the effect 

of breaking the axles at the shoulder. All kinds of expedients were resorted to as remedies for 

the growing evil, but with variable success. Some wrapped their axles with leather obtained 

from bootlegs; others with tin, obtained by sacrificing tin-plates, kettles, or buckets from their 

mess outfit. Besides these inconveniences, there was felt a great lack of a proper lubricator. Of 

anything suitable for this purpose we had none at all. [Hafen and Hafen (1981), pp. 99–100.] 

Prior to the Willie company departing Florence, the company met to debate the wisdom of such a late 

departure. Because the emigrants were unfamiliar with the trail and the climate, they deferred to the 

returning missionaries and Church agents. One of the returning missionaries, Levi Savage, urged them to 

spend the winter in Nebraska. He argued that such a late departure with a company consisting of the 

elderly, women and young children would lead to suffering, sickness and even death. Knowing the risks 

of starting so late in the season, he advised the group to stay in Florence through the winter and resume 

the journey in the spring. 

John Chislett recalled the experience in these words,  

"Levi Savage used his common sense and his knowledge of the country. He declared positively 

that to his certain knowledge we could not cross the mountains with a mixed company of aged 

people, women, and little children so late in the season without much suffering, sickness, and 

death. He therefore advised going into winter quarters without delay."[Chislett, “Narrative,” 

317] 

All of the other Church elders argued that the trip should go forward, expressing optimism that the 

company would be protected by divine intervention.  Although Levi disagreed, he supported his leaders 

in their decision: 

“Brethren and sisters, what I have said I know to be true; but seeing you are to go forward, I will 

go with you, will help you all I can, will work with you, will rest with you, will suffer with you, 
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and, if necessary, I will die with you. May God in his mercy bless and preserve us." [Chislett, 

“Narrative,” 317] 

Some members of the company, perhaps as many as 100, decided to spend the winter in Florence or in 

Iowa, but the majority, about 404 in number (including Savage) and 85 handcarts (down from 500 

people and 120 handcarts when it left Iowa City), continued the journey west. The Willie company left 

Florence on August 17 and the Martin company eight days later on August 25. Two ox-wagon trains, led 

by captains W.B. Hodgett and John A. Hunt, followed the Martin company. 

The Salt Lake Valley was still 1,031 miles away, and this span included the most difficult parts of the trail. 

Constant stream and river crossings, inhospitable terrain, ascents of thousands of feet in elevation, and 

sandy and rocky trail conditions would try even the best-equipped companies in the best weather. 

Perhaps the biggest turning point in the Willie company's journey occurred on the evening of September 

3 or the early morning of September 4, when the group was about halfway across Nebraska. A herd of 

bison caused the Willie company's cattle to stampede, and nearly 30 cattle were lost.  Most or all of the 

missing cattle were the oxen that pulled the supply wagons. The importance of these animals is shown 

by the effort made to find them. The group stopped and searched for three days. The searchers 

struggled to track the animals because the rain had washed away all traces of them. Emma James 

recalled the last-resort improvising as the company tried to get started again: "With no oxen or mules to 

pull the wagons, it was necessary to hitch the milk cows to the wagons. It was a sorry sight which started 

out [again] on the trail." 

In consequence of the stampede, then, not only did the people lose three valuable days, as well as many 

of their oxen, but they also had to expend extra energy to pull heavier carts. Ann Rowley summed up 

the devastating chain reaction of problems caused by the loss of these animals:  

"This was the beginning of our great hardships and probably was the cause of most of them, for 

we had spent valuable time looking for the oxen. This loss in turn reduced our meat supply, and 

because there weren't enough cattle to pull the supply wagons, a hundred pounds of flour was 

placed in each handcart. Our handcarts were not designed for such heavy loads and were 

constantly breaking down." [Rowley, “Autobiography of Ann Jewell Rowley,” 244] 

In early September, Franklin D. Richards, returning from Europe where he had served as the Church's 

mission president, passed the emigrant companies. Richards and the 12 returning missionaries who 

accompanied him, traveling in carriages and light wagons pulled by horses and mules, pressed on to 

Utah to obtain assistance for the emigrants. 

Joseph and Emily Wall were siblings ages 17 and 16 whose parents had sent them to America on their 

own because the family could not afford to emigrate together.  Sometime after leaving Florence, they 

faced a serious challenge. During one of the river crossings, Joseph nearly drowned. When he was going 

under the water for the third time, he was rescued by someone who grabbed his hair. Joseph soon 

became too ill to walk, and company leaders wanted him to stay behind and wait for the next company. 

Emily refused to leave her brother, so she promised to pull him in the handcart if they would be 

permitted to continue. With the help of a young girl, Emily pulled Joseph for several days. 

Joseph Elder worked in Florence to help supply the emigrants for their journey.  He planned to return to 

Salt Lake with President Franklin D. Richards and other emigration leaders at the end of the season.  
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Two days before the Willie handcart company pulled out of Florence, Joseph was asked to assist them 

by driving a wagon for the first part of their journey until President Richards and the others could catch 

up with them on their way home.   

When President Richards did catch up with them, he found that the Willie company would continue to 

need help, and asked Joseph to remain with the handcarts for the rest of the journey.  He must have 

been disappointed not to finish the journey with Elders Grant and Kimball, and while many would have 

resented the change in plans, being left behind with handcarts while their friends went ahead in relative 

comfort and ease, Joseph Elder accepted the assignment with a willingness to serve.  In his journal he 

wrote: 

"He said that I had not only been a talker but an actor, that I had imparted freely of all that I 

had, both money, property, time, and talent to the emigration, and that every word and action 

proved that I was determined to do the will of God and do all that I was able to help build up the 

kingdom of God in these last days"[Joseph B. Elder, journal, 11 April 1856]. 

“Joseph Elder was not a person who viewed Church assignments as a buffet from which he 

chose only what suited him at the time. He was not a person who set conditions in serving the 

Lord, accepting only certain assignments, fulfilling them only for so long, or working only with 

certain people (or not with others). He was not a person who was prone to negative feelings 

when an assignment changed and became more demanding or difficult than when he accepted 

it. Because he served willingly wherever the Lord needed him, he would soon play a pivotal role 

in the survival of most of the Willie company” [The Price We Paid, Olsen, 101]. 
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FORT LARAMIE, WYOMING 

In early October the Willie company reached Fort Laramie, Wyoming, the halfway point between 

Florence and Salt Lake.  They had used 70 percent of their flour.  This was a critical location on the trail 

to be restocked with food and supplies, but because Salt Lake was unaware of the Willie and Martin 

companies, no provisions were there for them.  When the Willie company reached Fort Laramie, 

President Richards was still three days away from Salt Lake City. The first rescue team would not start 

toward them for another week.  The lack of provisions was devastating for the weary travelers.   

The companies had to cut back food rations, hoping that their supplies would last until help could be 

sent from Utah. To lighten their loads, the Martin company cut the luggage allowance to 10 pounds (4.5 

kg) per person, discarding clothing and blankets that soon would be desperately needed. 

If they continued to travel at the same pace of about 12 miles a day, they would need another 42 days 

for the final 509 miles to the Salt Lake Valley. If they continued to use their flour at the normal rate, 

their supply would expire in 18 days, leaving them 24 days or nearly 300 miles short of their destination.  

Having already lost two-thirds of their cattle, the company would be in a dire condition unless they 

received resupply.  

Just as rationing began, the trail got even more arduous. Between Fort Laramie and Independence Rock, 

the Willie company began moving into mountain country, with more climbing and a rougher road. 

While the Willie company was in the area of Fort Laramie, the first three handcart companies were 

arriving in Salt Lake City.  Members of these companies pulled their carts in a procession through town 

as brass bands played and spectators thronged to cheer them.  Despite a few setbacks and delays, the 

travels of these first handcart companies had gone as well as could be expected. The treks had been 

orchestrated simultaneously from points 5,000 miles apart, as well as points in between. Agents had 

been working in Iowa City even before emigrants had left Liverpool. Resupply wagons had been sent 

from Salt Lake City the same week the first companies left Florence. Given the speed of communication 

at the time, it was an outstanding effort, and being unaware of the remaining two companies still out on 

the trail, the handcart experiment was considered a great success.   
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SENDING OUT RESCUERS 

On October 4 the Richards party reached Salt Lake City and conferred with President Brigham Young and 

other Church leaders. President Young was stunned. "We had no idea there were any more companies 

upon the Plains, until our brethren arrived.”   

Apparently authorities in Utah did not expect that the late-arriving handcart emigrants would try to get 

all the way to the Salt Lake Valley that year. With half a continent between the handcart companies and 

leaders in Salt Lake, communication was difficult and delayed, and each group made assumptions about 

the decisions of the other. Those in Iowa City and Florence, who sent the Willie and Martin companies 

ahead late in the season, apparently assumed that resupply teams would be sent to provide help—for 

that was the plan. Those in Salt Lake City, who had completed the resupply effort for the season, 

apparently assumed that authorities in Iowa City and Florence would not allow handcart emigrants to 

leave so late—for that was also the plan. These assumptions, while reasonable on both ends, played a 

central part in the tragedy that would soon unfold. 

The next morning the Church was meeting in a general conference, where Brigham Young and the other 

speakers called on the Church members to provide wagons, mules, supplies, and teamsters for a rescue 

mission.  

"I will now give this people the subject and the text for the Elders who may speak," Brigham 

Young said. "It is this. On the 5th day of October, 1856, many of our brethren and sisters are on 

the plains with handcarts . . . and they must be brought here, we must send assistance to them. 

The text will be, 'to get them here.' I want the brethren who may speak to understand that their 

text is the people on the plains, and the subject matter for this community is to send for them 

and bring them in before winter sets in. "That is my religion; that is the dictation of the Holy 

Ghost that I possess. It is to save the people. . . . This is the salvation I am now seeking for, to 

save our brethren that would be apt to perish, or suffer extremely, if we do not send them 

assistance. "I shall call upon the Bishops this day. I shall not wait until tomorrow, nor until the 

next day, for 60 good mule teams and 12 or 15 wagons. I do not want to send oxen. I want good 

horses and mules. They are in this Territory, and we must have them. Also 12 tons of flour and 

40 good teamsters, besides those that drive the teams. . . . "I will tell you all that your faith, 

religion, and profession of religion, will never save one soul of you in the celestial kingdom of 

our God, unless you carry out just such principles as I am now teaching you. Go and bring in 

those people now on the plains, and attend strictly to those things which we call temporal, or 

temporal duties, otherwise your faith will be in vain; the preaching you have heard will be in 

vain"[Deseret News, 15 Oct. 1856, 252]. 

In issuing the call to rescue, Brigham Young must have wondered how much more he could ask the 

Saints to sacrifice. They had just endured two years of drought and famine. Although the harvest of 

1856 was better, resources were still scarce. To help ensure survival for another year, every hand was 

needed to prepare for winter and plant wheat for the next season. 

Instead of contributing to the general economy, late-arriving emigrants could seriously strain the 

territory's resources. In 1856 the first three handcart companies had already arrived relatively late. Now 

two more companies would not only be arriving late but would draw away hundreds of the best men 
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and teams for the rescue effort. Brigham Young calculated the cost of this too: "This people are this day 

deprived of thousands of acres of wheat that would have been sowed by this time, had it not been for 

the misconduct of our immigration affairs this year, and we would have had an early harvest, but now 

we may have to live on roots and weeds again before we get the wheat" [Young, Journal of Discourses, 

4:67]. 

The call to rescue illustrates a fundamental characteristic of Brigham Young. Franklin D. Richards and 

others had promised—and were expecting—that miracles from heaven would deliver the handcart 

companies safely to Zion. Brigham Young also looked for help from heaven, but he was not a person 

who waited upon such miracles. 

On the morning of October 7 the first rescue party left Salt Lake City with 16 wagon-loads of food and 

supplies, pulled by four-mule teams with 27 young men serving as teamsters and rescuers. The party 

elected George D. Grant as their captain. Throughout October more wagon trains were assembled, and 

by the end of the month 250 relief wagons were on the road. 

Ephraim K. Hanks had just returned to Salt Lake City from a fishing trip. He had spent the night before he 

returned at a friend’s home. Before he fell asleep that night, he heard a voice call his name. The voice 

said, “The hand-cart people are in trouble and you are wanted; will you go and help them?” Brother 

Hanks answered, “Yes, I will go if I am called.” This conversation was repeated three times. 

When Brigham Young called for volunteers to go and help the Willie and Martin companies come to Salt 

Lake, some of the men said they would be ready in a few days, but Ephraim Hanks said, “I am ready 

now!” He was one of the first people to reach the handcart companies. 

Six members of this first rescue team had been part of Franklin D. Richards's group that had just 

returned to Salt Lake City after long service abroad. After being home less than three days, these six 

men left again, undertaking a mission that would subject them to miserable conditions and put their 

lives at risk. 

The rescue team did not find the handcart companies as quickly as they anticipated.  Perhaps sensing 

that the handcart pioneers were in serious trouble, one of the rescuers recorded, "Our hearts began to 

ache when we reached Green River and yet no word of them." Not finding the Willie company as far 

along as expected, Captain Grant decided to send an express team to find them, let them know that 

help was on the way, and report back.  Little did they know the Willie company was just arriving at 

Independence Rock, still more than 160 miles away from where the rescuers expected them to be. Here 

was one of many examples of the rescuers going the extra mile, having to travel much farther than 

expected when they left their families and set out for the rescue. 

Trying not to run out of flour before that point, James Willie and the other leaders decided to reduce 

rations even more drastically. Men would receive 10.5 ounces each day, women 9 ounces, and children 

3 to 6 ounces depending on their age and size.  For adults, this would be the approximate equivalent of 

6 or 7 slices of bread for the entire day, woefully insufficient given the physical demands of pulling 

handcarts for 10-20 miles per day. 

From this point the Willie company would have to cross the river eight more times and average at least 

20 miles a day to get to South Pass before their flour was gone. During this time, the adults would have 

a dietary deficit of about 3,000 calories a day. 
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On October 15, the first day of twice-reduced rations, the Willie company traveled 16 miles from 

Independence Rock. The burden of this journey was heavy in Levi Savage's journal entry that night: "The 

people are getting weak, and failing very fast, a great many sick. Our teams are also failing fast, and it 

requires great exertion to make any progress." 

The Willie company, with about 500 people, was struggling westward as best they could. They were 

about 80 miles west of Independence Rock along the Sweetwater River. It had started to snow and they 

were almost out of food. The rescue party, led by Captain Grant, was pushing eastward and closing in, 

but was still 35 miles away with no idea where they would find the handcart companies, if at all.  

Captain Grant’s express rescuers who he had dispatched with all haste to see if they could find the 

Handcart companies and tell them that help was on its way, were now camped near the Sixth Crossing 

of the Sweetwater, still 16 miles away from the Willie company.  
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FIRST MAJOR SNOW STORMS 

October 19 – Willie company 

On October 19, members of the Willie company awoke to face one of the hardest days of the trek. It 

was a Sunday—but not a day of rest. The company had only a one-day supply of flour and was desperate 

to reach the potential resupply they hoped was at South Pass, still 56 miles away. Camped at the Fifth 

Crossing of the Sweetwater, they would have to travel 16 miles, all the way to the Sixth Crossing, in one 

day. Stopping short of the Sixth Crossing was out of the question because there was no water or wood 

along the way.  After reaching the end of their flour supplies and issuing the last rations, the Willie 

company started out on one of the most bleak, exposed sections of the trail. Midway through the day, 

the first winter storm blasted in, a full scale Wyoming blizzard accompanied by a shrill, furious wind.  

Almost immediately, as if this were the last adversity the company could bear, hope arrived. Near a 

place called the Ice Slough, the express rescuers finally found the Willie company.  Though the express 

party had not brought food or clothing because they were traveling light, the members of the Willie 

company were greatly relieved to know that help was on its way.  However, they didn’t know if they 

would be able to reach the help in time.   
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Of necessity, the Willie company pressed on toward the Sixth Crossing of the Sweetwater and finally 

reached it after dark. John Chislett recalled: "We pursued our journey with renewed hope and after 

untold toil and fatigue, doubling teams frequently, going back to fetch up the straggling carts, and 

encouraging those who had dropped by the way to a little more exertion in view of our soon-to-be 

improved condition, we finally, late at night, got all to camp—the wind howling frightfully and the snow 

eddying around us in fitful gusts. But we had found a good camp among the willows, and after warming 

and partially drying ourselves before good fires, we ate our scanty fare, paid our usual devotions to the 

Deity, and retired to rest with hopes of coming aid"[Chislett, “Narrative,” 323]. 

Describing the first night of sleeping in the snow, William Woodward wrote: “A snow fell on us that 

night about a foot deep. It was a sorry sight, over 400 people with handcarts, short of bedding, and to 

sleep on the cold ground.  One thought is enough for a lifetime.”   

Because the company's last ration of flour had been issued the previous morning, all they had left in the 

commissary were a few pounds of sugar and dried apples, a partial sack of rice, and the hard bread that 

Captain Willie had obtained at Fort Laramie.  This was hardly enough for a one-day supply, but it was 

distributed as far as it would go. 

October 19 – Martin company 

The Martin company was about 110 miles behind the Willie 
company.  Unable to pay the bridge toll the pioneers were 
forced to ford the almost 800 foot wide, deep, freezing and 
rapidly flowing North Platte River near present-day Casper, 
Wyoming.  Almost all the emigrants were soaked. Then a 
deadly storm struck the Martin company with snow, sleet, 
hail and wind. 

John Jacques: ". . . the company crossed the Platte for the last time, at Red Buttes, about five 
miles above the bridge . . . That was a bitter cold day. Winter came on all at once, and that was 
the first day of it. The river was wide, the current strong, the water exceedingly cold and up to 
the wagon beds in the deepest parts, and men carried some of the women over on their backs 
or in their arms, but others of the women tied up their skirts and waded through, like heroines 
as they were, and as they had done through many other rivers and creeks. The company was 
barely over when snow, hail, and sleet began to fall, accompanied by a piercing north wind, and 
camp was made on this of the river” [John Jacques; Salt Lake Daily Herald, December 15, 1878].  

President Gordon B. Hinckley described the scene:  

"The river was wide, the current strong. . . . Bravely they waded through [it]. A terrible storm 

arose with fierce winds bringing drifting sand, hail, and snow. When they climbed the far bank of 

the river, their wet clothing froze to their bodies. Exhausted, freezing, and without strength to 

go on, some quietly sat down, and while they sat, they died"[Hinckley, “Our Mission of Saving,” 

Ensign, Nov. 1991, 53]. 

Josiah Rogerson later wrote, "The crossing of the North Platte was fraught with more fatalities than any 

other incident of the entire journey."  Fourteen people died that night and the next day. 

 Stories of the Platte River are not as well chronicled as those that would be made by the rescuers at the 

Sweetwater two weeks later, but they were just as heroic. The Platte was wider and swifter, and the 
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elements that day were severe. Having been on short rations, those who assisted at the Platte were 

generally weaker than those who would assist at the Sweetwater.  

After crossing the river, many were wet from head to foot. With the wind beating snow onto their 

tattered clothing, they could not get dry or warm. Everyone looked "quite wretched," John Bond 

recalled. "Their clothing was like icicles." 

"My husband attempted to ford the stream. He had only gone a short distance when he reached 

a sand bar in the river, on which he sank down through weakness and exhaustion. My sister, 

Mary Horrocks Leavitt, waded through the water to his assistance. She raised him up to his feet. 

Shortly afterward, a man came along on horseback and conveyed him to the other side of the 

river, placed him on the bank, and left him there. My sister then helped me to pull my cart with 

my three children and other matters on it. We had scarcely crossed the river when we were 

visited with a tremendous storm of snow, hail, sand, and fierce winds" [Kingsford, Leaves, 5]. 

James Loader had died nearly a month before the last crossing of the Platte, leaving his wife, five 

daughters, and 10-year-old son to endure the most difficult part of the trek on their own. Telling of the 

family's trials on October 19, his daughter Patience wrote:  

"We came to the last crossing of the Platte River. [We] had orders from Captain Edward Martin 

to cross the river that afternoon and evening. . . . We started to cross the river and pull our own 

cart. The water was deep and very cold, and we were drifted out of the regular crossing and we 

came near to being drowned. The water came up to our armpits. Poor mother was standing on 

the bank screaming. As we got near the bank I heard [her] say, 'For God's sake, some of you men 

help my poor girls.' Mother said she had been watching us and could see we were drifting down 

the stream. Several of the brethren came down the bank of the river and pulled our cart up for 

us, and we got up the best way we could. . . .  

"When we were in the middle of the river, I saw a poor man carrying his child on his back. He fell 

down in the water. I never knew if he was drowned or not. I felt sorry that we could not help 

him, but we had all we could do to save ourselves from drowning. . . .  

"We had to travel in our wet clothes until we got to camp. Our clothing was frozen on us, and 

when we got to camp we had but very little dry clothing to put on. We had to make the best of 

our poor circumstances and put our trust in God our Father that we may take no harm from our 

wet clothes. It was too late to go for wood and water. The wood was too far away. That night 

the ground was frozen so hard we were unable to drive any tent pins and the tent was wet. 

When we [had taken] it down in the morning it was somewhat frozen, so we stretched it open 

the best we could and got in under it until morning” [Archer, “Recollections,” 73]. 

Many members of the company suffered from hypothermia or frostbite after wading through the frigid 

river. They set up camp at Red Bluffs for 9 days, unable to continue forward through the snow.  This 

early winter storm of October 19, the first of several successive storms, is the same one that was 

afflicting the Willie company between the Fifth and Sixth Crossings of the Sweetwater, approximately 

100 miles to the west. Though the express members of the rescue team met the Willie company on this 

day; it would be another nine deadly, miserable days before they reached the Martin company. 
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Having sent the express team forward to see if they could find the handcart companies and hit by this 
same snow storm, Captain Grant stops with the remainder of his rescue team, unwilling to continue 
until he was sure of the location of the beleaguered handcart companies. He moves his party of about 
12 wagons into a tree protected hollow three miles south of the main trail just below the mouth of 
Willow Creek and on the Sweetwater River.   

 

THE RESCUE 

October 20 – Willie company 

While the four-man express scout team reached the Willie company at Sixth Crossing, they did not have 
supplies to assist the saints and had quickly departed in search of the Martin company, which had left 
Florence 2 weeks after the Willie company.  The scout team had informed the company of rescuers that 
were behind them.   

It was snowing again and they were out of food. All that remained was the promise of rescue to 
give them hope. Despite the earlier assurances that help was at hand the condition of the 
company had become desperate" [John Chislett, “Mr. Chislett’s Narrative,” in The Rocky 
Mountain Saints, T. B. H. Stenhouse (New York: D. Appleton and Company, 1873), 323–25]. 

On the morning of October 20, with the Willie company camped at the Sixth Crossing of the Sweetwater 

and their food supply exhausted, Captain Willie decided that circumstances were so desperate that he 

would go search for these wagons. He took Joseph Elder with him. 

Captain Willie and Joseph Elder expected to find the rescuers a few miles away and return before 

evening on the same day they left, October 20.  But after traveling 10 to 12 miles to the base of Rocky 

Ridge, they hadn't found them. So they had to ascend the ridge—one of the hardest parts of the trail—

in snowy, freezing weather. 

After climbing Rocky Ridge, Captain Willie and Joseph Elder still saw no sign of the rescuers. We don’t 

know, but we can imagine the thoughts Captain Willie was having as he rode off to find the rescue party. 

He was leaving 500 people for whom he was responsible in the middle of a blizzard on the Wyoming 

plains. They had no food and inadequate shelter. Darkness was approaching and he was leaving to find a 

group of about 20 people somewhere to the west who were also struggling through the same blizzard. 

What were his chances of success? It is hard to imagine a more desperate situation, and so they kept 

going, perhaps wondering if somehow they had bypassed the team or, in all the snow, lost the trail.  

Had Captain Willie known the situation of the would-be rescue party, he would have been even less 

hopeful. Not knowing that the express party had found the Willie company and being in the midst of the 

same blinding snowstorm, Captain Grant decided that they could not continue. On the evening of the 

19th, he pulled off the main trail and down into Rock Creek Hollow to find shelter from the storm. The 

next day [the 20th], due to the fury of the storm, he determined to stay where he was, some three miles 

off the main trail, until the storm blew itself out. In the meantime, Captain Willie and Joseph Elder were 

making a final desperate attempt to find help.  What were the chances they would find each other?     

Thanks to a young man named Harvey Cluff, this story has a happy ending. We do not know all of the 

details, but we know enough from Harvey’s journal to understand how Heavenly Father helps us when 

we need it the most. Harvey was only 20 years old when he volunteered to ride with the rescue party. 
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He was not one of the leaders of the group and we can well imagine the situation as the 22 people in the 

rescue party huddled together in Rock Creek Hollow trying to stay warm and waiting for the storm to 

end.  Harvey suddenly had an impression that someone should put a sign on the main trail to indicate 

where they were. Can you imagine what his companions must have said? “Harvey, what a crazy idea! 

We are in the middle of blizzard, it is almost dark, no one can travel in snow like this, and there is no 

chance that anyone would be able to find your little sign in the middle of this storm anyway.  Thankfully 

Harvey followed the prompting.  From his journal we read: 

"For protection of ourselves and animals, the company moved down the river to where the 
willows were dense enough to make a good protection against the raging storm from the north. 
The express team which had been dispatched ahead as rapidly as possible to reach and give 
encouragement to the faltering emigrants, by letting them know that help was near at hand . . .” 

I volunteered to take a sign board and place it at a conspicuous place at the main road. This was 
designed to direct the express party who were expected to return about this time. So they 
wouldn't miss us. I had only been back to camp a short time when two men road up from 
Willie's handcart company. Had Captain Willie and his fellow traveler, from his company, 
continued on the road they certainly would have perished as they would have reached the 
Sweetwater where the storm first struck us. The handcart company was then 25 miles from our 
camp, and as they had traveled that distance without food for themselves or horses and no 
bedding, they must have perished” [Harvey H. Cluff; Journal of Harvey H. Cluff. 1836-68; BYU 
Library]. 

 

That Captain Willie found the rescuers is something of a miracle.  Without Harvey Cluff’s willingness and 

worthiness to listen to the promptings of the Holy Ghost, there is little doubt that Willie and Elder would 

have ridden past the rescue party and perished in the blizzard that night. The signboard had done the 

work of salvation.  If they had waited even two more days and then taken another day or two to cross 

Rocky Ridge and reach the handcart camp, the 500 people waiting for them 25 miles to the east at Sixth 

Crossing would have been three or four days without a particle of food, and likely hundreds more would 

have perished.  Because Harvey Cluff listening to the promptings of the Holy Ghost though, the situation 

was dramatically changed. Captain Grant and his men immediately hitched up the wagons and started 

east.  Captain Willie and Joseph Elder, having spent nearly 30 hours riding to find the rescuers, turned 

right around and rode another 30 hours back along with the rescuers.     

 

October 20 – Martin company 

On this same day, October 20, the 

Martin company moved only 3½ miles 

through 1 foot of snow.  Tragedy for the 

Martin company did not start at Martin's 

Cove. In many ways the 11 days from the 

last crossing of the Platte to the end of 

the Red Buttes camp on October 29 

were even more trying than the camp at 

Martin's Cove from November 4 to 9. 
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Physical assistance from the rescuers was not available at Red Buttes but was at Martin's Cove. Hope 

was perhaps more tenuous at the Red Buttes camp because not even the express rescuers arrived until 

the end of it. Daily flour rations fell to four ounces during most or all of the Red Buttes camp—a longer 

period than at Martin's Cove. Four ounces of flour provide 450 calories. A person needs an estimated 

4,000 calories per day to pull a handcart. It is no wonder, then, that the Martin company did not move 

from Red Buttes. 

At least 56 people died during these 11 days, more than are estimated to have died at Martin's Cove. 

 

October 21 – Willie company 

The first rescue team reached the Willie company on October 21.   

"This was certainly the most timely arrival of a relief party recorded in history, for the salvation 

of a people. [Four] hundred people with handcarts, a scanty supply of clothing, bedding, and less 

supply of provisions, upon the plains in snow ten inches deep. . . . Think of it, ye mountaineers. 

[Three] hundred miles from any possible supply of provisions. You no longer wonder at the joy 

manifested by that perishing people when they saw salvation pull into their camp"[Hafen and 

Hafen, Handcarts to Zion, 233-34]. 

In a miraculous act of charity, the Willie company, out of food with mothers, fathers and siblings dying, 

voted to send the majority of the rescuers on in search of the Martin company.  They didn’t know 

whether the Martin company had stayed over for winter along the way, had all perished, or were 

struggling somewhere along the trail like themselves.  Regardless, the Saints of the Willie company 

chose to send much of the food, clothing, shelter and assistance on in search of their brothers and 

sisters.    

The morning after the arrival of the rescuers, nine were 

buried in one grave. 

Just before John Linford died, his wife asked if he was sorry 

they had undertaken the journey. Taking the long-range 

view, he said, "No, Maria. I am glad we came. I shall not live 

to reach Salt Lake, but you and the boys will, and I do not 

regret all we have gone through if our boys can grow up and 

raise their families in Zion"[Eliza M. Linford Denio, “John 

Linford,” DUP archives, Salt Lake City, Utah, 3]. 

“Just as the sun was sinking beautifully behind the distant hills, on an eminence immediately 

west of our camp, several covered wagons, each drawn by four horses, were seen coming 

toward us. The news ran through the camp like wildfire, and all who were able to leave their 

beds turned out en masse to see them. A few minutes brought them sufficiently near to reveal 

our faithful captain slightly in advance of the train. "Shouts of joy rent the air; strong men wept 

till tears ran freely down their furrowed and sunburnt cheeks, and little children partook of the 

joy which some of them hardly understood, and fairly danced around with gladness. Restraint 

was set aside in the general rejoicing, and as the brethren entered our camp the sisters fell upon 

them and deluged the brethren with kisses. The brethren were so overcome that they could not 
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for some time utter a word, but in choking silence repressed all demonstration of those 

emotions that evidently mastered them. Soon, however, feeling was somewhat abated, and 

such a shaking of hands, such words of welcome, and such invocation of God's blessing have 

seldom been witnessed. " . . . That evening, for the first time in quite a period, the songs of Zion 

were to be heard in the camp, and peals of laughter issued from the little knots of people as 

they chatted around the fires. The change seemed almost miraculous, so sudden was it from 

grave to gay, from sorrow to gladness, from mourning to rejoicing. With the cravings of hunger 

satisfied, and with hearts filled with gratitude to God and our good brethren, we all united in 

prayer, and then retired to rest” [Chislett, “Narrative,” 325-26]. 

The express riders hurried forward to find the Martin, Hodgetts, and Hunt companies. Traveling through 

the storm, they needed three days to cover the 45 miles to Devil's Gate, arriving on October 22. Franklin 

D. Richards had thought the Martin company would be at least as far as Devil's Gate, but the rescuers 

found no sign of them.  

Rather than continue eastward, they stopped and waited for the rest of their team, as Captain Grant 

had instructed them to do. 

 

ROCKY RIDGE 

October 23 – Willie company 

The next morning the Willie company awoke to face their biggest challenge yet: the ascent of Rocky 

Ridge, which at one point climbs 700 feet in two miles. Because only six rescue wagons had stayed with 

the Willie company, relatively few people could ride. Somehow most of them would have to arise from 

being near death and not only walk over Rocky Ridge but do so in arctic conditions while pulling their 

handcarts. The trek over Rocky Ridge would cover 15 or 16 miles and take some of the people a grueling 

20 hours, ending at Rock Creek.  Every step of these miles would be through 18 inches of snow and into 

a fierce northwest wind that dropped windchill temperatures below zero. Rocky Ridge has been called a 

"forced march"—because everyone was forced to keep moving or die. Rocky Ridge was the ultimate trial 

for the Willie company. 

“The ascent of the ridge commenced soon after leaving camp, and I had not gone far up it 

before I overtook a cart that the folks could not pull through the snow, here about knee-deep. I 

helped them along, and we soon overtook another. By all hands getting to one cart we could 

travel; so we moved one of the carts a few rods, and then went back and brought up the other. 

After moving in this way for a while, we overtook other carts at different points of the hill, until 

we had six carts, not one of which could be moved by the parties owning it. "I put our collective 

strength to three carts at a time, took them a short distance, and then brought up the other 

three. Then by travelling over the hill three times—twice forward and once back—I succeeded 

after hours of toil in bringing my little company to the summit” [Chislett, “Narrative,” 327-29]. 

It was 5 A.M. before the last team reached the camp.   

In Iowa City, Jens and Elsie Nielson had sacrificed their savings to help others. This sacrifice left them 

without enough money to buy a wagon, so they were traveling by handcart. With them were their 6-

year-old son, Niels, and 10-year-old Bodil Mortensen, the daughter of friends. Traveling by handcart 
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instead of wagon exposed all of them to the worst extremities. During the climb over Rocky Ridge, Jens 

Nielson was failing. His feet became so frozen that he could not walk another step. Biographer Albert 

Lyman described the pathetic scene: "In the fury of those storms which raged around them, [Jens] and 

his faithful wife toiled through the frozen snow till his feet were shapeless and useless with frost—he 

could walk no farther. What was to be done? Should he sink in the snow to die of despair? His young 

wife . . . looked at him—how desolate the world would be without him. 'Ride,' she urged. 'I can't leave 

you—I can pull the cart.'" Jens and Elsie survived the trek over Rocky Ridge, but their only son, 6-year-

old Niels, did not. He was buried with 12 others in the common grave at Rock Creek. Jens later said of 

this ordeal, "No person can describe it. It cannot be comprehended or understood by any human in this 

life, but only those who were called to pass through it" [Lyman, “Bishop Jense Nielsen, 7-8”]. 

 Eleven year old James Kirkwood carried his 5 year-old brother, 

Joseph, over Rocky Ridge.  Joseph had become too weary to walk.  

After walking in to camp with his brother on his back, exhausted, 

James delivered his brother to his mother and died before morning.   

Although the company was assisted by a small group of rescuers, 

most of the emigrants had to continue pulling their handcarts until 

they reached Fort Bridger—yet another 133 miles beyond Rock 

Creek. Besides the 15 people who had been buried at Rock Creek, 

many more were near death after the exposure and exhaustion 

they suffered on Rocky Ridge. 

Finally, upon reaching 

Fort Bridger, the rescue 

teams were sufficient to 

allow all members of the company to ride in wagons for the 

final 113 miles to the Salt Lake Valley. For most of the 

emigrants, this was the first opportunity to ride in a wagon 

since the handcart trek began. 

 

October 26 - Martin company 

The express rescuers waited at Devil's Gate for four days before Captain Grant and the rest of their team 

arrived on October 26.  Because some of Captain Grant's team had stayed to help the Willie company 

and some had stayed with Reddick Allred near South Pass, there were perhaps as few as 16 to 20 men 

and 8 to 10 wagons at Devil's Gate. These rescuers had been on the trail for four weeks—longer than 

expected—and were running short of feed for their animals. They were traveling blindly, with no 

knowledge of the location or condition of the Martin, Hodgetts, and Hunt companies. Perhaps these 

groups had decided to spend the winter at Fort Laramie; perhaps they had already perished. 

On October 27, the morning after Captain Grant arrived at Devil's Gate and joined up with the express 

rescuers, he decided to send another express team in search of the missing companies. This time he told 

them not to return until they were found. 
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The Martin company had been camped at Red Bluffs for nine days until the three scouts finally arrived 

on October 28. Young John Bond was one of the first to see the rescuers in the distance.  Recalling their 

arrival, he wrote: 

“All came to the conclusion that they must die, far away from the civilized world … All at once, 

Sister Scott sprang to her feet in the wagon and screamed out at the top of her voice, “I see 

them coming!  I see them coming!  Surely they are as angels from heaven! 

By this time more of the brethren and sisters came from their tents and wagons from all over 

the camp, anxious to see what she saw in the distance. All kept looking to the westward for the 

moving objects, when all commenced to see in the distance at the curve of the hill, what Sister 

Scott saw, appearing to be three men on horses, driving another slowly in the deep crusted 

snow, as the wolves howled from all directions. . . .  

As the moving objects could be seen distinctly, a general cry rent the air. Hurrah! Hurrah! Some 

of the voices choked with laughter and falling tears, [knowing] that they would be saved and 

delivered from the fears of death. . . .  

Joseph A. Young, Daniel W. Jones, and [Abel] Garr came into camp with a small dun-colored 

pack mule packed with supplies. The broken-hearted mothers ran, clasping their emaciated 

arms around the necks of the relief party, kissing them time and time again as [did] the brethren 

also, rushing up in groups to fall on their necks, the tears falling from their eyes in profusion. . . . 

'God bless Brigham Young and the rescuing parties . . . ' was heard all over camp" [Bond, 

Handcarts West in ’56, 25]. 

By the time the express rescuers arrived, 56 members of the company had died.  

Young and the others could find no words to describe the awful sight. At first no one seemed to realize 
that rescue was at hand. Young had no food, only good news for the freezing travelers. The only thing 
left to do was to get the company moving again–which would be no easy task. 

The express rescuers later reported: "We found the Martin company in a deplorable condition, they 
having lost fifty-six of their number since crossing the North Platte, nine days before. Their provisions 
were nearly gone, and their clothing almost worn out. Most of their bedding had been left behind, as 
they were unable to haul it, on account of their weakened condition"[Solomon F. Kimball, “Belated 
Emigrants of 1856,” Improvement Era, Jan. 1914, 204]. 

The express party urged the emigrants to begin moving again. The next morning, November 1, the 

rescuers gave every possible assistance in helping the Martin and Hodgetts companies move toward 

Devil's Gate. Because there were only six rescue wagons, most of the people still had to pull their 

handcarts. 

They told us we had 70 miles [actually 50] to travel to get to the wagons that had been sent 

from Salt Lake with food and clothing. 

They traveled about 10 miles and camped at the first crossing of the Sweetwater River, near 

Independence Rock.  It was three days before the main rescue party met the Martin company, the 

Hodgett and Hunt wagon companies and helped them on to Devil's Gate. 
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There was a foot or eighteen inches of snow on the ground. As there were but one or two spades in 

camp, the emigrants had to shovel it away with their frying pans, or tin plates, or anything they could 

use for that purpose, before they could pitch their tents, and then the ground was frozen so hard that it 

was almost impossible to drive the tent pegs into it. Some of the men were so weak that it took them an 

hour or two to clear the places for their tents and set them up." 

"On account of the nightly fatalities of the male members of our company for two or three 

weeks previously, there were many widows in our company, and the women had to pitch and 

put up the tents, shoveling the snow away with tin plates, etc. . . .  

"My husband died and was buried at or near Devil's Gate, and the ground was frozen so hard 

that the men had a difficult task in digging the grave deep enough in which to inter him and nine 

others that morning, and it is more than probable that several were only covered with snow. 

Here I was left a widow with two young children "[Strong, Autobiographical Sketch, 3]. 

Meanwhile, a backup relief party of another 77 teams and wagons was making its way east to provide 

additional assistance to the Martin company. After passing Fort Bridger the leaders of the backup party 

concluded that the Martin company must have either wintered east of the Rockies, or perished along 

with Captain Grant’s relief teams, so they turned back. When word of the returning backup relief party 

was communicated to Young, he ordered the courier to return and tell them to turn back east and 

continue until they found the handcart company, but several days had been lost.  

At Devil's Gate the rescue party unloaded the baggage carried in the wagons of the Hodgett and Hunt 

wagon companies that had been following the Martin company so the wagons could be used to 

transport the weakest emigrants. Being concerned about the ability of one small rescue team for some 

900 people, Captain Grant sent a letter by courier to Brigham Young requesting assistance, in which he 

said: 

Our company is too small to help much; it is only a drop in the bucket, as it were, in comparison 

to what is needed. I think that not over one-third of Martin's company is able to walk. This you 

may think is extravagant, but it is nevertheless true. Some of them have good courage and are in 

good spirits, but a great many are like children and do not help themselves much more, nor 

realize what is before them.  

Br. Charles Decker has now traveled this road the 49th time, and he says he has never before 

seen so much snow on the Sweetwater at any season of the year. . . . 

We will move every day toward the valley, if we shovel snow to do it, the Lord helping us 

[Deseret News, 19 Nov. 1856, 293]. 

The couriers traveled 327 miles to Salt Lake City in 10 days, and overtook and turned around many 

rescue wagons that had given up the search and started for home.  With their news of the last 

companies being found, more teams and provisions were sent immediately.   
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November 3 - a 2nd northern blizzard strikes.   

The Martin company camped at Devil’s Gate the nights of November 2 and 3.  The rescuers then 

decided to move them to an area that would provide better protection from the elements and more 

plentiful firewood.  This place would become known as Martin’s Cove.  To get there, the company would 

have to trudge two and a half miles through the snow, and worse, they would have to cross the 

Sweetwater River, which was about 2 feet deep and 90 to 120 feet wide, and clogged with floating ice. 

The pioneer’s nine crossings of the Sweetwater river did not normally include this one, but Martin’s 

Cove was off the trail, and crossing the river was necessary to get there.   

Crossing the Sweetwater at this point was a severe operation to many of the company. . . . It was the 

worst river crossing of the expedition.  Recalling the last crossing of the Platte River two weeks earlier, 

many felt that they could not face another ordeal at the Sweetwater. Men and women shrank back and 

wept. Patience Loader said that when she saw the river, "I could not 

keep my tears back. I felt ashamed to let those brethren see me 

shedding tears. I pulled my old bonnet over my face so they should not 

see my tears.” 

This crossing of the Sweetwater was the site of great heroism by some 

of the rescuers. Seeing how traumatized the people were by the 

prospect of wading through another freezing river, the rescuers carried 

many of them across. John Jaques identified four of these rescuers as 

David P. Kimball (17; son of Heber C. Kimball and brother of William 

Kimball), George W. Grant (17; son of Captain Grant), C. Allen 

Huntington (25), and Stephen W. Taylor (22).  By the time everyone was 

across, darkness was beginning to fall and these men had spent hours in 

the river. Recalling this service, Patience Loader wrote, "Those poor 

brethren [were] in the water nearly all day. We wanted to thank them, but they would not listen to 

[us]." Patience also reported that David Kimball "stayed so long in the water that he had to be taken out 

and packed to camp, and he was a long time before he recovered, as he was chilled through and 

[afterward] was always afflicted with rheumatism" [Archer, “Recollections,” 86-87]. 

The sacrifice of these rescuers was later brought to the attention of Brigham Young. According to one 

account, President Young wept when he heard the story and declared, "That act alone will ensure C. 

Allen Huntington, George W. Grant, and David P. Kimball an everlasting salvation in the Celestial 

Kingdom of God, worlds without end” [Kimball, “Belated Emigrants of 1856,” Improvement Era, Feb 

1914, 288]. 

There is a question about whether Brigham Young spoke these actual words, however. Six years before 

this statement was published, the same author reported Brigham Young's words somewhat differently: 

"When President Brigham Young heard of this heroic act, he wept like a child, and declared that this act 

alone would immortalize them"[Solomon Kimball, “Our Pioneer Boys,” Improvement Era, July 1908]. 

The actual number of rescuers is unknown, and in recent years additional rescuers beyond the three 

often mentioned have been identified.  However, many members of the company crossed the river 

themselves, some even pulling their own handcarts across. The temperature reached 11 degrees below 

zero on November 6, and people continued to die.  Sensing the end was near, Joseph Sermon called his 
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children together and told them to be good and to do all they could for their mother. Then at about 3:00 

he went to bed. "He put his arm around me," Elizabeth wrote, "and said, 'I am done,' and breathed his 

last. 

Joseph Sermon was buried the next morning in a common grave with several others. Recalling the 

burial, Elizabeth wrote: "I stood like a statue, bewildered, in tears. The cold chills, even now as I write, 

creep over my body, and it seems I can still hear and see the wolves watching for their bodies, as they 

would come down to camp before we were very far away." 

 

Painting by Olinda Reynolds  

Amy Loader's Dance  

For many years before emigrating, Amy Loader had been in 

delicate health and was unable to walk even a mile.  When she 

learned that she was expected to walk 1,300 miles—and to 

pull a handcart as well—she was understandably distressed. As 

a result, her voice against pulling a handcart is one of the 

strongest on record. Once she began the journey, however, 

she became a stalwart example of strength.  

After Amy Loader had walked more than 600 miles, her husband died. Looking ahead, Amy saw 

another 700 miles without a man to help pull the cart. The miles would be the most sandy, the 

most rocky, the most hilly—the most difficult even in favorable weather. They would include at 

least a dozen dreaded river crossings. Although Amy had already far exceeded what she thought 

she could do, she knew she would have to do even more. Besides bearing an increased burden 

of physical labor, she would be the sole parent in caring for her six children—all while grieving 

the loss of her husband. That three of her daughters were adults did not make their illnesses 

and struggles any less taxing for a loving mother.  

Amy Loader could have murmured or despaired. She could have told her adult daughters and 

even her younger daughters and 10-year-old son that they would have to pull her through. 

Instead, as conditions deteriorated, this 54-year-old woman of delicate health was one of the 

most resilient, resourceful, and hopeful people in the company. Patience Loader tells of her 

mother finding ways to keep extra socks and underskirts dry while crossing the rivers so her 

daughters could have some dry clothing afterward. Patience also tells of her mother finding 

creative ways to feed her children. But the depth of Amy Loader's love and influence is best 

revealed in the story of her dance at Martin's Cove. Patience recalled:  

 

"That night was a terrible cold night. The wind was blowing, and the snow drifted into the tent 

onto our quilts. That morning we had nothing to eat . . . until we could get our small quantity of 

flour. Poor mother called to me, 'Come, Patience, get up and make us a fire.' I told her that I did 

not feel like getting up, it was so cold and I was not feeling very well. So she asked my sister 

Tamar to get up, and she said she was not well and she could not get up. Then she said, 'Come, 
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Maria, you get up,' and she was feeling bad and said that she could not get up "[Archer, 

“Recollections,” 50, 90]. 

At that point Amy Loader would have been justified in raising her voice and desperately asking 

her daughters, "Do you want to die? Do you want me to die? Are you just going to lie there and 

freeze to death? Are you going to get up and do your part?" But there was no anger, no 

impatience, no frustration, no imposing of guilt—only this remarkable incident:  

"Mother said, 'Come, girls. This will not do. I believe I will have to dance [for] you and try to 

make you feel better.' Poor, dear mother, she started to sing and dance [for] us, and she slipped 

down as the snow was frozen. In a moment we were all up to help [her,] for we were afraid she 

was hurt. She laughed and said, 'I thought I could soon make you all jump up if I danced [for] 

you.' Then we found that she fell down purposely, for she knew we would all get up to see if she 

was hurt. She said that she was afraid her girls were going to give out and get discouraged, and 

she said that would never do. . . . We [had never] felt so weak as we did that morning. My dear 

mother had kept up wonderfully all through the journey" [Archer, “Recollections,” 89-90]. 

The Willie company arrived in Salt Lake City on November 9, the same day the Martin company left 

Martin’s Cove. 

When departing Martin's Cove, hand carts were abandoned and as many possible rode in wagons but 
many, while not pushing their handcart anymore, still walked.  John Jaques: 
 

“One perplexing difficulty was to determine who should, for many must still walk, though, so far 
as I recollect, and certainly for most of the company, the cart occupation was gone. There was 
considerable crying of women and children, and perhaps a few men, whom the wagons could 
not accommodate with a ride. One of the relief party remarked that in all the mobbings and 
drivings of the Mormons he had seen nothing like it. C. H. Wheelock could scarcely refrain from 
shedding tears, and he declared that he would willingly give his own life if that would save the 
lives of the emigrants . . . so the company slowly, not altogether as they had at first, but strung 
out in a long line that made a needle and trailing black line in the snow. No one sang, no one 
talked. Folks just pushed along at their own pace and tried not to think of how the days and 
nights stretch into weeks and months before the last of them found a long sleep in a trench of 
snow” [Stella Jacques Bell; "Life History and Writings of John Jacques, including a diary of the 
Martin Handcart company"; Rexburg, ID: Ricks College Press, 1978; pg 160]. 

After her husband died at Martin’s Cove, Elizabeth Sermon had much to do to care for her four children.  

Each night she would clear away the snow with a tin plate, gather wood, make a fire, carry her children 

to the fire, and make their beds.  “We went to bed without supper,” she wrote, “so that we could have 

more for breakfast.  I found it some help to toast the rawhide on the coals and chew it.  It kind of kept 

the terrible hunger away.”   

Three of Elizabeth’s children had severely frostbitten feet.  What Elizabeth had to do for those children 

was unimaginable for a loving mother.  

“I had to take a portion of poor Robert’s feet off, which pierced my very soul.  I had to sever the 

leaders with a pair of scissors.  Little did I think when I bought them in old England that they 

would be used for such a purpose.  Every day some portion was decaying until the poor boy’s 
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feet were all gone.  Then John’s began to freeze; then after a while my own …” [Camm, “History 

of Elizabeth Sermon’s Emigration,” 7-8]. 

On his way to reach the distressed Saints, Ephraim abandoned his wagon in a severe snowstorm and 

pressed on with just his horse to carry supplies. The night before he reached the Martin Handcart 

company, he asked the Lord for a buffalo so he could have something warm to sleep on and something 

to eat. The Lord not only provided him with a buffalo that night, but with another one in the morning, 

which he loaded onto his horse before continuing his journey. He at last reached the Martin Handcart 

camp on the evening of November 10th, bringing desperately needed food. 

A week after departing Martin’s Cove, the Martin company crossed Rocky Ridge, and on this day the first 

substantial reinforcements of rescuers arrived with 10 wagons from Salt Lake City.  This assistance must 

have been especially welcome to Captain Grant and his small team of rescuers.  By November 16, 

Captain Grant’s men, already divided in strength when some of them stayed to help the Willie company, 

had been caring for the 900 members of the Martin, Hunt, and Hodgetts companies for 17 days without 

substantial assistance.  Having expected additional help in the first few days, they must have begun to 

wonder if it would ever come. 

At last all the members of the handcart party were now able to ride in wagons. They set out for Salt Lake 

City with this half-starved, half frozen, almost entirely exhausted.  But from that time on they did not 

suffer with hunger or fatigue but all suffered more or less with cold.   

The 104 wagons carrying the Martin company arrived in Salt Lake City on November 30. 

Estimates would give the Martin company a mortality rate of between 18 and 26 percent.  The mortality 

rate of the Willie company was about 15 percent (74 deaths).  Mortality rates in the wagon companies 

were considerably lower, the Hodgetts company suffering 9 deaths (5 percent) and the Hunt company 

21 deaths (8 percent). 

The most remarkable aspect of these figures is now how high they were but that they were not much 

higher, given the handcart companies’ demographics and the deadly combination of starvation an 

exposure. 

 

EPILOGUE 

Captain Willie is perhaps one of the greatest examples of devotion to the gospel in modern times.  He 

wasn’t looking to be captain of a handcart company. He had spent years away from his family while 

serving a mission, and had a horse waiting for him in New York to take him home to them.  Being asked 

to lead the handcart group, he sold his horse and bought 3 handcarts to give to needy saints.  At the 

point of rescue he rode 30 hours to find the rescuers, turned around and rode another 30 hours back 

without sleep to his company.  At this point he suggested that nearly all the desperately needed 

rescuers and supplies be sent on in search of the ill-fated Martin people, not knowing their condition or 

location.   

These saints were on their way to Zion because they answered the call of a missionary who knocked on 

their door, shared the message of the restored gospel, and the promise of a Prophet of God and 

blessings of temple ordinances.  Their testimony of these truths compelled them to action, being willing 
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to leave all behind, and to give their lives so that some of their family members might realize the 

blessings of the temple.   

Many survivors of the tragedy refused to blame anyone. Survivor John Jacques wrote, "I blame nobody. I 

am not anxious to blame anybody ... I have no doubt that those who had to do with its management 

meant well and tried to do the best they could under the circumstances." 

Another survivor, Francis Webster, spoke up in a Sunday School meeting many years later, and is quoted 

as having said,  

"Was I sorry that I chose to come by hand cart? No. Neither then nor any minute of my life 

since. The price we paid to become acquainted with God was a privilege to pay and I am 

thankful that I was privileged to come in the Martin Hand Cart company” [In Van Cott, 

Generations of Websters, 61-62]. 

 

 

“Stories of their rescue need to be repeated again and again.  

They speak of the very essence of the gospel of Jesus Christ.” 

—President Gordon B. Hinckley 


