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SESSION 2.2:  READ: GOLD RUSH DOCUMENT 1

Background
The following is a reminiscent account by James Shimer and Colonel John Con-
well of their trip to the gold fields of California. The group left Cadiz, Ohio on 
March 20, 1849. This reminiscent account was published in the Evening Gazette 
in Reno, Nevada on July 7, 1915 and in the Cadiz, Harrison County newspaper 
on July 22, 1915.

Shimmer and Conwell, “James Shimer’s Trip to California in ’49,” 1915
One of the many adventures across the plains and over the mountains: when 
they were camped in North Platte Valley, one night there was a terrific storm.  
The tents were blown down and could not be made fast.  Rain fell in torrents and 
hail covered the ground to a depth of three inches.  In the morning they found 
themselves on a bed of quicksand.  The wagons sank in the sand up to the hubs.  
The mule teams could not get close enough to the wagons.  A long rope was 
attached to the wagons and boards were laid on the ground and placed near the 
wagon wheels.  The men stood on the boards to prevent them from sinking in 
the sand.  The mules were hitched to the rope, by pulling and the men by lifting, 
the wagons were finally brought out on safe ground.  On the average they made 
twenty mile a day, one day fifty miles were covered. This was necessary in order 
to reach a place where they could obtain water. 

This wagon train had an easier trip than most of the pioneers. They attributed 
this to their mules.  A majority of the pioneers crossed the plains with oxen, all 
the way from the Missouri River, they passed carcasses and skeletons of these 
animals.  They had died of thirst and exhaustion.  These pioneers knew nothing 

of how or where to locate water.  The Shimer party did not have the know how 
either, but their mules did.  When they were within four miles of the Humbolt 
River, the mules were on the point of dropping.  Suddenly one of them whin-
nied, and the team stopped automatically, the mules sniffed and as if a starter 
had said “go” they took off at a terrific pace.  There was no stopping them, they 
had smelled water.  They ran right into the Humbolt River and did not stop until 
they had found the deepest place.  In the river they again demonstrated their 
keenness.  Instead of committing suicide as a horse or man would do when so 
nearly dead of thirst, they drank sparingly and remained in the middle of the 
river for more than an hour. 

In this group there were several experienced hunters and they had no trouble 
killing two or three deer a day so they had plenty of food. They also did not have 
any trouble with the Indians. 

Vocabulary
Torrents:  a violent downpour
Quicksand: deep bed of soft sand saturated with water. Will suck down objects
Hubs: center part of a wheel
Obtain: get / receive
Keenness: a very smart mind
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