




• ancient mariner, marooned. on a ship in the middle of the sea. He 

Overland Trail • would have found many a sympathetic ear among the emigrants who 
• 

: water, water, every where. Nor any drop to drink," complained the 

were going to the gold fields of California or the lush farmlands of 
.•• -.-~- -0--iii'"'· ·w: - ... .. - - 22!9t' • ;:~•\l:y~; i(..-;i~ ;i. c~_lii_., :- . -_· -,;._: Oregon Territory in the middle of the 19th century. Even though their route followed 

150YEARS 
• the Missouri, Platte, and Sweetwater rivers, keeping the water keg filled was not an easy 
• task. "Camped without water" was a recurring phrase in the emigrant's diary. Going 

without affected the mood of the travelers, as 
Charles Gray, an emigrant on the way to Califor, 
ni.a, so graphically tells us: 

Nor Any DROP At a wood, we took in quite a lot and also some water, 
& before I could get the casks full, the train moved on. 
Gen. Darcy had no reason for this great haste to get to 
the diggi.ngs ! So the consequence was that although we 
had supper & a little water to wash dishes with-yet we 
had nothing to drink during the evening when we were 
thirsty-nothing to wash in the next morning, or cook 
with till 12' Oclock [ sic] the next day, when I luckily 
fill' d 2 canteens with dirty water to drink. This may 
appear a very small matter, but it was a great annoy, 
ance & I merely mention it to show how great a depriva, 
tion the loss of a few gallons of water is on the plains. 

t0 DRINK 
The Search 
for Water 

on the 
Journey 

West 

By Jacqueline Williams 

Guidebooks advised the emigrants on where to camp and find fresh water, but they 
were not always up to date or checked for accuracy. For example, if in the year a guide was 
written numerous storms had filled the rivers, plenty of water could be found. A year 
later the travelers might find streams dried up and the expected water long gone. The 
stopping places suggested in a guidebook did not always prove practical either. A loose 
wagon wheel, a missing cow or a sick child often delayed the journey, and an unplanned 
stop had to be made. 

At other spots along the trail no water was obtainable because the river followed 
terrain that would not accommodate the covered wagons. Sometimes the water simply 
disappeared under a sandy bed or became a dirty drizzle. "[I]mpossible to get water on 
acount [sic] of the banks of the river being so high & difficult to ascend," bemoaned 
Celinda Hines, who traveled to Oregon Territory in 1853. Then the only thing to do was 
to grab a pail and go looking. "We had to get our water out of the river and carry it up a 
hedge of rock sixty or eighty feet high and very steep & then a quarter of a mile to our 
wagons," recalled Basil Longsworth who came to Oregon in 1853 with a large wagon 
train. "Very laborious," observed Abigail Scott, another early Oregon pioneer, after she 
had toted water for camp up a half,mile, long river bluff. 

In certain areas of the trail, particularly along portions of the Platte River, the water 
was sullied with noxious bacteria and contained "salt or alkali substance, white as snow 
and half an inch thick." Many attributed the recurrent diarrhea to the polluted water 
and doctored themselves with vinegar, an all,purpose drink that was said to cure any ill. 
They even fed it to the cows that became sick from drinking too much alkaline water. 
One such remedy that was supposed to work every time was credited to Captain John 
Fremont, the noted explorer and author of the first reasonably accurate emigrant guide, 
book for the Great Platte River Road: "REMEDY FOR COWS. Take one,half pint each 
of lard and syrup; warm just sufficient to mix good, and if the animal is bloated, add to 
this one,half pint of good vinegar and drench them immediately." 

Finding fresh water was a daily task. When the water keg was empty dinner was cold 
hardtack with nothing hot to wash it down. Emigrants devised many schemes. When the 
streams and rivers dried up or ceased to appear the crafty travelers obtained water "from 
the road." They would make a "well" by digging a hole two to four feet deep in the sandy 
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"About one 
hundred yards 

from the road ... 
we saw several 
wells, but all 
the water was 

salt. '9 

Even the hardy 
oxen could succumb 

to exhaustion and 
thirst on the long 

journey west. 

• 

soil near the river or stream, lower a pail and haul out water. "Traveled about 19 miles & 
camped without water or wood. Got some water out of the road. Cold cold cold," 
bewailed Mary Burrell. Some overlanders considered this water source superior to that 
obtained from rivers. Others disagreed and believed the so~called "well water was more 
apt to be warm, dirty, and often alive with tiny creatures." S. H. Taylor, an early Oregon 
pioneer who left detailed journals about his trip west, took this view and warned that 
"everyone ought to have too much sense to use water from the stinking holes dug by 
some foolish persons in the margins of 'slews' and alkaline marshes." 

To get rid of river water mud and silt the emigrants used cornmeal as a makeshift 
filter. A drinking vessel was filled to the top with the muddy water and a handful of 
cornmeal added. After 20 minutes the mud, or at least most of it, was carried to the 
bottom with the cornmeal. The water on top would be reasonably clear and, with care, 
could be siphoned off. When cornmeal was not available, alum ( aluminum ammonia 
sulfate) was substituted. If there was no time to wait, the water was drunk, mud and all. 

I t was commonly said among the emigrants that before they reached Oregon 
territory everyone had eaten a "peck of dirt." One diarist wrote that they 
"generally get a pint of mud out of every pail of water." Though we don't know the 
size of the pail, a pint of mud is an enormous amount of dirt. Speculating on what 

would happen if someone "swallows twice his allotted amount of dirt (one peck)," a 
young bride named Helen Carpenter took the philosophical attitude that their overland 
struggles made them "impervious to what would kill ordinary mortals." The Carpenters 
journeyed to California in 1857. 

Cornmeal was also used to remove the sulfurous taste of the water in the Humboldt 
Sink. James Hutchings reported: 

About one hundred yards from the road . . . we saw several wells, but all the water was salt. 
One being a littlefresher than the rest I took a quart of it, and mixing it with a little panola 
[ dried ground cornmeal], drank every drop, and was not thirsty after it altho the day was hot. 
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Lemon extract plus 
sugar turned river 

water into a refreshing 
lemonade. 

Although this picture 
shows a calm crossing, 

river crossings were risky. 
Taking the wagons across 

rivers often meant that 
much of the goods became 

a soggy mess or ended up 
on the river bottom. 

: To make the alkaline water palatable the pioneers mixed it with vinegar or citric acid, 
• sugar and essence of lemon and had an instant lemonade. Extracts of various flavors were 
: available and emigrants usually included one or two in their provision box. An adver, 
• tisement in a St. Louis newspaper described the product. 

• 

Concentrate Extract of Lemon-This extract is of such 
strength that a small phial produces more than a gallon of 
lemonade, thus at all times affording to the emigmnt a 
pleasant beverage. It is highly recommended by physicians 
as an excellent preventative of scurvy. 

U
nfortunately, the Food and Drug Admin, 
istration was not there to guarantee that 
you got what you paid for, and emigrants 
were sometimes disappointed with their 

purchase. This happened to the Tootle family in 1862 
when they were traveling to the mines in Colorado: 
"Mr. Tootle brought with him a preparation of lemon 
(as he thought) but it proved to be tartaric acid and 
sugar, he had been cheated. It was refreshing, though 
rather a poor substitute for lemonade." 

Another source of water and a great curiosity were 
the Ice Springs in present,day Wyoming. Here the emigrants used large chunks of ice 
that when melted back at the camp site made water for cooking. The preferred method 
for obtaining the pure ice was to dig down four to six inches, cut a piece about as large as 
a pail, wrap it in a blanket and bring it back to camp. The ice was "as clear as any I ever 
saw and more so," reported one satisfied emigrant." Others said it had a bad smell and 
"tastes strongly of alkali." To counteract that problem one group of men "gathered 
several buckets full [of ice], from which we have had Mint Juleps in abundance." These 
travelers from Kentucky were obviously carrying on the Bluegrass State's tradition of 
banishing the cares of the day with a tall, frosty drink. · 

Besides using ice from the Ice Springs, ingenious cooks took advantage of snow in the 
mountains. Several Fourth of July celebrations featured ice cream desserts. Thanks to 
Charles Parke and his detailed diary, an explicit recipe for snow ice cream survives: 

Having plenty of milk from two cows we had with us, I determined to [do] something no other 
living man ever did in this place and on this sacred day of the year, and that was to make Ice 
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Covered wagons were 
nicknamed prairie 

sch.ooners. For four 
to six months the 

wagon was the emigrant 
family's living room, 

kitchen, bedroom and 
storage room. 

"With [the] aid 
of a clean stick 
to stir with, I 
soon produced 

the most delicious 
ice cream tasted 

in this place." 

The various types of natural spring water that appeared in Wyoming, Idaho and Utah 
• also provided water. Soda Springs, now beneath the waters of the Soda Point Reservoir 

in Idaho, was especially popular. That natural marvel was described in several diaries as 

springs of water of an alkaline taste bubbling up through the rock and forming mounds of the 
mineral from 2 to 20 feet high and with bases of proportional size and gas sufficient coming 
up to keep them constantly boiling . . . and the opening at the top resembles a large kettle. 

T he springs were surrounded by natural stone walls. In some the water had a 
reddish cast. Celinda Hines maintained it "equalled the best soda water .... 
It boiled up out of the solid rock-as they all do .... The vapors has the same 
effect which the inhaling of hartshom [smelling salts] produces." Enter, 

prising pioneers mixed the spring water with sugar and vinegar and considered it "makes 
a drink equal to any prepared soda in the States." 

Another popularly named water source, Beer Springs, reminded some of the taste of 
"small beer," a weak brew that has a long history in this country. According to one 
account, Beer Springs was different because the water "is not forced up by gas, like the 
Sodas, but runs spontaneously." Henry Allyn said he "drank nearly a pint and it had no 
bad effect, but set me to belching wind from the stomach, on which it set very light." 

Captain John Fremont speculated that "Beer [S]prings received their name from the 
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"· .. drank nearly 
a pint and it had 

no bad effect, but 
set me to belching 

wind from the 
stomach, on which 

it set very light.~ 

M•L~ The Oregon Trail 

• voyageurs & trappers ... who, in the midst of their rude & hard lives, are fond of finding • • some fancied resemblance to the luxuries they rarely have the fortune to enjoy." That 
• variety of beer first gained notoriety as part of a prison diet of bread and water or bread 

and small beer. It was served to prisoners when there were no prisons and men were 
incarcerated in their own houses. By the mid 19th century, when the emigrants were 
making history, small beer had acquired a new status and was served at social outings as 
we would serve carbonated drinks. It was considered harmless. 

Other springs that fascinated the emigrants and provided water were those in present, 
day Utah that emitted hot or boiling water. A few unbelievers had burning lips or hands 
when they fetched a cup of water. Always ready to try something new, emigrants 
collected the water and used it for cooking. Since it was hot enough to boil an egg or 
cook "meat perfectly done in a few minutes," it saved on precious fuel. Mary Bailey, an 
enterprising cook, used the boiling water in a makeshift double boiler. She placed an egg 
in "fresh water and that in a tin bucket in the hot water," and in a few minutes had a 
cooked egg. The Bailey contingent had just spent several days in Salt Lake City where 
they got "plenty of vegetables to eat & milk & eggs." 

F
inding water for cooking and drinking was but one of the difficulties the 
emigrants encountered on their long journey west. Observing that period from 
the safe distance of 150 years we marvel at their courage, ingenuity and 
tenacity, their ability to "get water from the road" or enjoy a mint julep made 

with last winter's snow. That they persevered and found ways to cope with such a 
fundamental challenge to survival made it possible to withstand their long, strenuous 
camping trip. Their ability to adapt and "make do" not only made the trip successful, it 
helped prepare them for an arduous life in the new territories. Certainly a bit of Yankee 
ingenuity was tucked into those all,purpose provision boxes. 

Jacqueline Williams is a free,lance food and nutrition writer/educator and co,author of four cookbooks. 
This article is based on material from her new book Wagon Wheel Kitchens: Food on the Oregon 
Trail (August 1993). 
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