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United States Department of the Interior 

BUREAU OF LAND MANAGEMENT 

Mother Lode Field Office 

5152 Hillsdale Circle 

El Dorado Hills, CA 95762 

www.blm.gov/office/mother-lode-field-office 

 

VIA ELECTRONIC MAIL ONLY 

 

June 3, 2025 

 

Nevada County Historical Landmarks Commission 

Attn.: Chairperson  

P. O. Box 1014 

Nevada City, CA. 95959  

 

Subject:  Nevada County Historical Landmarks Commission Application for Registration of 

Historical Landmark: Mule Spring  

 

Historical Landmark: Mule Spring 

 

Location: Map coordinates are Latitude 39.24449, Longitude 120.80112 (UTM coordinates are 

10S689757E 4346212N) WGS84. See Attached Map 

 

Applicant:  

Bureau of Land Management 

Mother Lode Field Office  

5152 Hillsdale Circle 

El Dorado Hills, CA 95762 

 

Brief History of Proposed Landmark:  

The Donner Lake to the historic Johnson Ranch, segment of the California Trail, is known locally as 

the Overland Emigrant Road. Which is the earliest wagon road first used successfully by Captain 

Elisha Stephens in December 1844, with his train of ten wagons made up of men, women and 

children. By studying a number of the personal diaries of California bound emigrants, researchers 

have been able to accurately locate the route of the Overland Emigrant Road in Nevada, Placer and 

Yuba Counties. This Overland Road was one of the principal routes used by Gold Rush wagon trains 

going to California, and carried a great amount of the over-the-plains travel from the east to 

California, in the years 1848 to 1852. In 1852, toll road companies began to make improvements on 

the routes over both the Donner Pass and Echo Summit and created graded wagon routes with far 

better grades.  

 

Located along a small segment of the California Emigrant Wagon Trail on BLM administered lands 

in Nevada County is Mule Spring. Mule Spring was a favorite place for the first Emigrants and their 

teams to rest traveling west to the Johnson Ranch and Camp Far West in the early 1850’s. Mule 

Spring is also famous for where the first relief party set off to rescue members of the Donner Party in 
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1847. These young men came together at the urging of their organizer James Reed in hopes of 

rescuing the starving members of the Donner Party who were snowbound at Truckee Lake, today re-

named Donner Lake in memoriam and for the sacrifices made by the rescuers. 

 

The significance of the California Emigrant Trial that passes by Mule Spring has been recognized by 

the National Park Service and is designated, a National Historic Trail. Congress officially designated 

the California Trail as a National Historic Trail in 1992, recognizing it as a national treasure. Today 

the trail commemorates and interprets the rich heritage of the route through hundreds of historic sites 

including Mule Spring. See Supporting documentation for the Historic Designation of Mule Springs 

Chuck Scimeca, Nev. County Historical Landmarks Commission, 8-16-22 for more information.  

 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

 

Jeff Horn 

Mother Lode Field Office Manager 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Enclosures: 

Mule Springs Location Map 

Supporting documentation for the Historic Designation of Mule Springs Chuck Scimeca, Nev. 

County Historical Landmarks Commission, 8-16-22 

JEFFREY HORN Digitally signed by JEFFREY HORN 
Date: 2025.06.04 08:29:17 -07'00'
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Supporting documentation for the Historic Designation of Mule Spring  

Chuck Scimeca, Nevada County Historical Landmarks Commissioner 2-12-24 

The Donner Lake to the historic Johnson Ranch, segment of the California Trail, is 

known locally as the Overland Emigrant Road. Which is the earliest wagon road 

first used successfully by Captain Elisha Stephens in December 1844, with his 

train of ten wagons made up of men, women and children. By studying several of 

the personal diaries of California bound emigrants, researchers have been able to 

accurately locate the route of the Overland Emigrant Road in Nevada, Placer and 

Yuba Counties. The Mule Spring location on the Overland Emigrant Trail1 was 

one of the principal routes used by Gold Rush wagon trains going to California and 

carried a great amount of the traffic of over-the-plains travel from the east to 

California, in the years 1848 to 1852. In 1852, toll road companies began to make 

improvements on other routes over both the Donner Pass and Echo Summit and 

created graded wagon routes with far better grades.  

The purpose of this paper is to highlight the significance of one small portion of 

the Overland Emigrant Trail which figured prominently in Nevada County’s early 

history. I am speaking specifically of Mule Spring, Nevada County, on the 

Overland Emigrant Trail. The spring is located about three- and one-half miles 

northeast of Dutch Flat and one-half mile southwest of McGuire Mountain on 

Bureau of Land Management property. The map coordinates are 39.24449, 

120.80112, Elevation: 3,925 ft.  UTM coordinates are 10S689757E 4346212N 

WGS84. *BLM map p. 9 

 

Mule Spring was a favorite place for the first emigrants and their teams to rest 

traveling west to the Johnson Ranch and Camp Far West in the early 1850’s.2 Lt. 

Derby at Camp Far West counted 100 wagons a day in 1849. 

 

“Mammoth Spring to Mule Spring, about two miles, the old road is on the very top 

of the ridge: it crosses the peak of McGuire Mountain, then goes down slope to 

Mule Spring. This was a favorite camping place for the travelers. The spring is still 

flowing, having been protected by the U.S. Forest Service.” 

 
1 Overland Emigrant Trail is the name commonly used today to describe the Trail and will be 
used throughout this paper. Other names used are, the Truckee Route of the California Emigrant 
Trail and the California Emigrant Wagon Road. 
2 Bert Wiley, “The Overland Emigrant Trail in California.” Sac. CA. 1979 
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The following map is from Bert Wiley’s research paper, page 43, plate five. Note 

that Mule Spring was once known as “Dead Mule Springs.”3 On the map Mule 

Spring is shown located between Mammoth Spring to the east and Mormon Spring 

to the west which is now dry. 

 

 
3 Note: Many of the early pioneer diaries refer to Mule Spring, in the plural, as Mule Springs.  

Mule Spring 
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Mule Spring remains embedded in early Nevada County history for another reason, 

the heroic rescue effort that cost men their lives. The rescue began at the Johnson 

Ranch in early 1847 and became known as the First Relief party. These young men 

came together at the urging of their organizer James Reed in hopes of rescuing the 

starving members of the Donner Party. The following is a quote from the leader of 

the modern day “relief party” made up of experienced athletes equipped with 

modern winter survival equipment.” They followed the same historic trail in March 

2022, of the First Relief Party that made the heroic effort to rescue members of the 

Donner Party stranded at Truckee Lake, now known as Donner Lake.  

 

Text from the Donner Relief Expedition of 2022 

 

In the winter of 1846, eighty or so members of the Donner Party, a group of men, 

women and children, became snowbound and trapped in the Sierra Nevada 

mountains. They were among the first pioneers seeking a better life in California, 

their Manifest Destiny. 

 

After seven survivors of the Forlorn Hope Party broke through to Johnson Ranch 

on January 18th, 1847, after a harrowing 33-day trek where 8 members perished 

and they were lost and starved for weeks, relief parties were mustered to try and 

retrieve the remaining survivors of the Donner Party. 

 

There were four Relief Parties in all. 1st Relief departed Johnson Ranch on 

February 4th, 1847, with mules and provisions. As the frigid winter and rugged 

Sierra terrain persisted, their numbers dwindled to seven men who summoned their 

determination and goodwill, eventually reaching the cabins on the edge of Donner 

Lake on February 18th, 1847. Upon arriving they encountered silence and saw 

nothing but snow drifts 20 feet deep. Eventually a lone dark figure emerged from 

the snow and in a frail women’s voice said, “Are you men from California or do 

you come from heaven?” Thus began the rescue of the Donner Party. 

The Relief Parties are a lesser-known part of the Donner saga yet have captivated 

historians and adventurers for nearly two centuries. The grit and selflessness of 

these men who risked their lives for strangers is a tale of inspiration and intrigue. 

 

The terrible disaster that the Donner Party suffered is well documented in 

California and Nevada County history.  
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The following statement found in the diary of John Markle who traveled the 

emigrant road to California in 1849 and personally witnessed seeing the remnants 

of the fallen members of the ill-fated Donner Party. 

MONDAY, AUGUST 20, 1849  

 

Today we traveled about 10 miles and encamped in a valley at the base of the 

mountain about 3/4 of a mile east of Truckee Lake. Our first 2 miles of travel 

brought us to the valley where Donner encamped. 1 mile more brought us opposite 

to where his cabins were, which were situated about 1 or 2 miles from the road on 

the right-hand side, or Alder Creek. There were a number of fragments 3 left, but 

more human bones than anything else. 6 miles more and we came to where the 

Graves family wintered, and all perished except 5 and 2 of them died after they got 

through. 1 mile more and we came to Fosters and Breens cabins where we 

encamped, at the lake near the Donner Monument. The road now leaves them on 

the right, but the old road runs just past them leaving them on the left. No Donners 

were ever there except children going by with rescuers. 

 

                                          JOHN A. MARKLE (As interpreted by Wendell Robie) 

  

The First Relief Party Left Sutter’s Fort on February 4th 1847 

George Tucker a 15-year-old, member of the First Relief Party, described Mule 

Spring camp in his 1879 manuscript: 

The next day [the 10th day after leaving Sutter’s Fort], about noon, we reached 

Mule Springs. The snow was from three to four feet deep, and it was impossible to 

go any farther with the horses. Unpacking the animals, Joe Varro and Wm. Eddy 

started back with them to Johnson’s Ranch. The rest of us went to work and built a 

brush tent in whch[sic] to keep our provisions. 

 

George Tucker and Billy Coon stayed at the base camp at Mule Spring guarding 

the provisions and horses while his father Reason P. Tucker and six other members 

of the First Relief Party hiked up over the pass to the Donner camps. On March 2, 

1847 Reason P. Tucker returned to Mule Spring base camp with members of the 

First Relief Party and waited for the badly weakened Mrs. Reed to arrive. 

 

From the journal of Reason. P. Tucker of the First Relief Party (father of George 

Tucker), beginning March 26, 1847 
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26, at noon had a small divide of shoe strings roasted and eat them and 

then proceeded about half a mile when we met two of our men with 

provisions we struck fire and feasted on our dry beef when we travelled 

about one mile further and camped- 

27th Travelled 4 miles and met with another Company hear Mr. Reed met 

with his wife and two children the meeting was very affecting; travelled 

about 3 miles further and camped in our old camp head of Bear Valley 

here we found plenty of provisions and was waited on by Mr. Thompson a 

man of good feeling and judgement- 

28th remained in camp but after all our precaution three of the party eat 

to excess and had to be left in the care of an attend. 

  

March 1st Travelled 10 miles and camped on the mountain side in the 

morning Mrs Reed was very sick and we had to stop that day 

on the 2d met Lieut. Woodworth and three men well loaded with 

provisions and blankets 10 miles from Bear Valley Travelled on 3 miles 

and reached the Mule Springs at our old encampment where we met with 

nourishment tea and sugar which revived us a good deal- 

[March 3] Mrs. Reed reached Mule Springs and was waited on by Mr. 

Thompson about 4 o'clock John Gordon arrived with two of the three that 

were left behind sick the other a boy about 15 (Wm. Donnor [i.e., Hook]) 

had died and was buried in the ground by the side of a tree- 

March 4th Lay still waiting for mr. Kern arrived at 9 o'clock with horses 

and packs- 

[March 5] left Mule Springs and came to Rocky Run to Kerns Camp their 

he had 8 Baqueros to tend camp he shared very close with us keeping the 

best for himself and his Indians- 

[March 7] at 3 in the evening reached Johnsons- 
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First Relief Party Members 

Selem E. Woodworth was the designated leader, however, Captain  

Reason Tucker actually took the lead at Mule Springs to Donner Camp 

and then back to Mule Springs. 
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The following photographs were taken by members of the Nevada County 

Historical Landmarks Commission 

 

 
 

Mule Spring May 2022 

Landmark Commissioners from left Chuck Scimeca, Jerry Martini & Mike Kochis 

 

 
 

BLM sign located about 50 feet north of above photo 
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Camel’s Hump 
 

Camel’s Hump on the Overland Emigrant Trail is not far from Mule Spring. The 
photograph shows the difficult terrain that was traveled. Often a steep hill was 
chosen to climb, as pictured here, to avoid the possibility of rolling the wagon and 
losing the team on the steep contours.  

Mule Spring is located to the north of the Bear River across from present Baxter, 

California. The First Relief Party probably reached the snowline along Lowell Hill 

Ridge near the Camel Hump, a steep and narrow climb up the ridge. 
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Topographical map, tented brown area, is Bureau of Land Management Property, 
showing Mule Spring located within. 

Mule 
Spring 
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Relief Party Extraordinary Heroism 

 

 
 
 

John Stark, Forth Relief Party  

(Courtesy of the Donner Summit Historical Society) 

 

In Summit Valley the remaining rescuers discussed what to do and took a vote to 

save only two of the children in Starved Camp. That might have been all they 

could manage. The others would have to stay behind. 

John Stark, above, could not abide that. That meant that nine people, mostly 

children, would die on the mountain, exposed to the elements down in a very deep 

hole in the snow. John Stark decided he would save all nine, “Already shouldering 

a backpack with provisions, blankets, and an axe, he picked up one or two of the 

smaller children, carried them a little way, then went back for the others. Then he 

repeated the whole process again and again and again.  

To galvanize morale, he laughed and told the youngsters they were so light from 

months of mouse-sized rations that he could carry them all simultaneously, if only 
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his back were broad enough.” Once they were out of the snow he would eat and 

rest he said, but not before. He saved all nine.  

This is an act of extraordinary heroism. It was also heroism he never got 

contemporary credit for. James Breen, one of those in the pit at “Starved Camp” 

later said, “To his great bodily strength, and unexcelled courage, myself and others 

owe our lives. There was probably no other man in California at that time, who had 

the intelligence, determination, and what was absolutely necessary to have in that 

emergency.” 

 

In summary  

 

Mule Spring figured prominently in the early years of emigration along the 

Overland Emigrant Trail, used by the first wagon trains in 1846 through the early 

1850’s.  

In one poignant moment in California’s historic memory, Mule Spring also served 

as the base camp, at snow line, for all Four Relief Parties. Theirs was an 

extraordinary heroic effort by determined men to save the starving members of the 

Donner Party, it is a moment in history not to be forgotten. 
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