The Horseback Party of Six: Pioneers of Courage and
Determination

On a cold November 14" morning in 1844, six brave souls made a decision that would forever
change the course of westward expansion in America. As the Stephens-Townsend-Murphy Party
faced the imposing Sierra Nevada mountains with winter closing in, these six individuals chose
to venture forth on horseback into uncharted territory, becoming the first non-Indigenous people
to traverse the treacherous mountain passes via the Truckee River corridor.

The Formation of the Party

The Horseback Party of Six (HBP) was born from necessity and strategic thinking rather than
democratic process, contrary to some historical accounts. When the main Stephens-Townsend-
Murphy wagon train reached the fork of the Truckee River near present-day Truckee, California
and a creek flowing from a lake to the west (Donner Lake), party leaders Elisha Stephens and
Caleb Greenwood made a calculated decision. With supplies dwindling, oxen exhausted, and
winter storms threatening, they selected six of their strongest and most capable members to forge
ahead on horseback.

The chosen six represented a remarkable cross-section of frontier resilience: Elizabeth
Townsend, wife of Dr. John Townsend and one of the first women to cross the Sierra Nevada,;
Ellen Murphy, a young Irish-American woman from the large Murphy family contingent; John
Murphy and Daniel Murphy, Ellen's brothers who possessed essential wilderness skills; Francis
Deland, an experienced French-Canadian teamster; and Oliver Magnent (also spelled Magnan),
another Canadian seasoned traveler. These individuals were selected not by vote, as most historic
accounts suggest, but by leadership assignment based on their physical endurance and capability
to survive the arduous journey ahead. It was a hedge; to divide the Party and spread the risk,
increasing the odds some, or all would break through.

The Great Debate: Mission or Abandonment?

Historical narratives have long debated the true purpose of the HBP's departure, creating three
competing theories that have persisted for nearly two centuries. The first theory, popularized by
historians like George R. Stewart, incorrectly framed their mission as a rescue attempt for the
stranded main party. However, primary sources clearly establish that the HBP departed on
November 14, 1844, while the main party didn’t decide to split yet again, leaving three members
(Schallenberger, Montgomery and Foster) at the Lake with six wagons whilst the rest of the party
headed towards Donner Pass and beyond with five wagons, until after the HBP had left. Thus,
the idea that the HBP was on a rescue mission doesn’t make sense, since they were unaware of
the timing and eventual whereabouts of the STM Party, and would not have known where to
direct a rescue party to go.

The second theory suggested the HBP was sent to secure supplies and fresh animals from Sutter's
Fort, which aligns more closely with documented evidence. The third theory portrayed their
departure as an act of impatience, suggesting they abandoned their companions out of frustration
with the slow progress. However, the reality was far more pragmatic: this was a leadership-



driven strategic decision to expedite arrival at Sutter's Fort and secure the resources necessary for
the entire party's survival.

The Historic Route: Traditional vs. Revolutionary Discovery
The Accepted Historical Route

For years, historians have reconstructed the HBP's path based on limited primary sources and
geographical speculation. The traditional narrative describes their journey following the Truckee
River south to Lake Tahoe, where they became the first European Americans to set foot on its
shores. From there, historical accounts suggested they descended via McKinney Creek and
followed the Rubicon River through treacherous canyon terrain, eventually reaching the
American River system and arriving at Sutter's Fort on December 10, 1844, after a grueling 25-
day journey covering approximately 200 miles.

The accepted route included several key waypoints: departure from the Truckee River fork,
southward travel along the Truckee's winding canyons to Lake Tahoe's western shore, descent
through McKinney Creek (named for later settler John McKinney), navigation of the dangerous
Rubicon River drainage with its boulder-filled riverbeds and narrow gorges, and finally
emergence into the Sacramento Valley toward Sutter's Fort. The party stayed high along the
ridges following the rivers whenever possible, keeping the river in sight as westwardly guide, but
avoiding the steep, rocky and swollen riverbanks, avoiding dangerous water crossings, whenever
possible, on weary horses. Even so, John Murphy almost drowned after he and his horse were
swept away whilst crossing a swollen and raging river.

History Expeditions' Discoveries

The landscape of our understanding changed dramatically through the extensive research
conducted by History Expeditions and its augmented team of historian and archeological
researchers over the past year. This team embarked on an unprecedented investigation combining
modern athletic capability with thorough historical research. It’s possible there has never been
such extensive search performed regarding the Stephens-Townsend-Murphy Party combining
historical, scientific, archeological, meteorological, geology and field surveying with the aid of
digital technology, digital mapping and Al.

Their methodology proved revolutionary: for every hour of archival research, they spent three
hours "putting boots on the ground," studying the actual terrain and searching for physical
evidence left by the original party. Through this intensive field work, they discovered that the
traditional historical route contained significant inaccuracies and gaps that could only be filled
by understanding the role of Indigenous assistance.

The Silent History Speaks: Washoe Guidance Revealed

Perhaps the most significant discovery emerging from History Expeditions' research concerns the
role of Native American assistance, specifically from the Washoe (WaSiw) people. While
traditional historical accounts remained silent about Indigenous involvement, the research team
uncovered compelling evidence that the HBP's survival depended heavily on Washoe guidance
and support.



The Washoe people had inhabited the Lake Tahoe region for thousands of years, maintaining
seasonal camps and well-established trail networks throughout the Sierra Nevada. Their intimate
knowledge of mountain passes, water sources, and winter survival techniques proved crucial to
the HBP's success. History Expeditions discovered that rather than struggling through unknown
wilderness, the six travelers were likely guided from Washoe encampment to encampment,
following ancient routes that Indigenous peoples had used for generations.

This assistance took multiple forms: directional guidance through treacherous mountain terrain,
knowledge of safe water sources and shelter locations, possible provision of food during critical
moments, and most importantly, navigation expertise that prevented the party from becoming
lost in the maze of Sierra canyons and ridges. The silence of traditional historical accounts
regarding this assistance reflects the broader pattern of marginalizing Indigenous contributions to
westward expansion.

Extraordinary Courage: The Women Who Led the Way

The bravery displayed by Elizabeth Townsend and Ellen Murphy cannot be overstated. In an era
when women were expected to remain protected within traditional domestic spheres, these two
pioneers chose to face the unknown dangers of Sierra Nevada wilderness on horseback during
the onset of winter. Elizabeth Townsend, as the wife of the party's physician, possessed
education and social standing that she willingly risked for the greater good of the expedition.

Ellen Murphy, representing the younger generation of Irish American immigrants, demonstrated
remarkable courage and independence. At a time when young women typically remained under
family protection, she chose to venture into potentially lethal mountain terrain, trusting in her
own capabilities and those of her companions. Both women rode through freezing temperatures,
navigated treacherous river crossings, and endured weeks of uncertainty, all while maintaining
the physical and emotional strength necessary to complete their mission.

Their success proved that frontier women possessed capabilities far beyond traditional societal
expectations, paving the way for future generations of independent female pioneers. Their
journey demonstrated that survival in the American West required contributions from all capable
individuals, regardless of gender.

Legacy and Historical Significance

The Horseback Party of Six achieved far more than personal survival; they brought attention to a
corridor that would shape American history. Their successful traverse of the Sierra Nevada via
the Truckee-Rubicon-American River route proved there was a route across the rugged Sierra
that could be navigated on horseback or foot, with relative ease, establishing what would become
a crucial segment of the California Trail. This route, established some 30,000 years ago by
aboriginals, would later be used by thousands of Gold Rush emigrants.

For the Stephens-Townsend-Murphy Party specifically, the HBP's success provided essential
validation that their chosen route was viable. While the main party struggled with wagons over
Donner Pass, the horseback contingent proved that the broader Truckee River corridor offered
passage to California.



Conclusion: Unsung Heroes of the American West

The Horseback Party of Six represents far more than six individuals who happened to reach
California ahead of their companions. They embodied the quintessential American spirit of
determination, innovation, and mutual dependence that characterized successful westward
expansion. Their willingness to venture into unknown territory, their ability to work
collaboratively with Indigenous peoples whose knowledge proved essential, and their
demonstration that courage and capability transcended traditional gender roles all contributed to
their lasting significance.

Most importantly, the recent discoveries by History Expeditions remind us of that American
westward expansion was not solely an achievement of European American pioneers, but rather a
complex story of cultural exchange and Indigenous knowledge sharing. The HBP's success
depended not only on their individual courage and determination, but also on the generous
assistance of Washoe people who chose to help strangers navigate their ancestral homeland.

Their legacy endures not just in the trails they blazed, but in the model, they provided for
cooperation, determination, and the courage to venture into the unknown when the stakes
demanded nothing less than everything.



