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Daniel Owen  

Great-Grandson of Benjamin Franklin “Frank” Owen 

 

 

 is located in Irving, Oregon, 

just north of Eugene, and is the final resting place of 17 

members of The Lost Wagon Train of 1853. 

Luper Cemetery Lost Wagon Members:  

Bond: Allen & Rachel, Isaac “William” & 

Hettie  

Bowers: John & Maria 

Bushnell: Elizabeth Crawley Adkins & Charles  

Butler: Minerva “Fannie”  

Jennings: Joseph 

Lyman: Joseph & daughter Mary Sophia  

McClure:  Vincent & Sarah Bruce; James & 

son Robert  

Wadsworth: Harriet Brakeman  

 

The Oregon Trail 

The traditional Oregon Trail turned northwest where 

present-day Vale, Oregon stands today. The road crossed 

the Blue Mountains and traveled down the Columbia 

River. Emigrants then made a difficult crossing at the 

mouth of the Deschutes River before arriving at the 

Methodist Mission at The Dalles. From here they could 

either raft down the Columbia to Oregon City – negotiating 

rapids along the way - or take the Barlow Toll Road over 

the Cascades, passing the south side of  Mount Hood.  

How did the “Cutoff” or Lost Wagon Trail come into being? 

Meek’s Cutoff: 1845 

In 1845 Stephen Hall Meek was chosen as Pilot of the 1845 

emigration. Meek was a fur trapper who had traveled all 

over the West, in particular Oregon and California. But 

after a few weeks the independently-minded ‘45ers decided 

no Pilot was necessary – they had, after all, ruts to follow - 

so it was not long before everyone was doing their own 

thing.  

 

As emigrants traveled through southern Idaho they 

became aware of threats by the Walla Walla and Cayuse 

Indians in the Blue Mountains of Oregon. Tribal leaders 

were tired of emigrants entering their territory. Meek 

understood the seriousness of the threat and decided to 

propose another option. He could lead them around the 

Walla Walla and Cayuse Indians by taking them south of 

the Blue Mountains. About half of the Oregon-bound 1845 

emigration decided to follow him. 

Meek had every intention of getting his followers safely to 

The Dalles, but they quickly ran into problems. Meek was 

used to traveling on horseback. It took much longer for 

wagons to cross the stony mountains east of present-day 

Westfall, Oregon. Water sufficient for stock was frequently 

unavailable. Within a week Meek’s followers were angry. 

Things were taking much longer than expected, and their 

supplies were running low. 

By the time the Train reached the north shores of Harney 

Lake, some of the men decided they wanted to drive due 

west, and find a pass where they could cross the Cascade 

Mountains. Meek was no longer in control. When they 

arrived at Silver River, Meek advised them to turn north, 

and follow the creek to Crooked River, but they ignored his 

advice. So the Train headed west until they became bogged 

down at the “Lost Hollow,” on the north side of Wagontire 

Mountain. Here they became stranded, because no water 

could be found ahead, in spite of the many scouts 

searching. Meek was not familiar with this part of Oregon, 

although he knew it was a very dry region. 

Numerous men of the Train hunted for water for five days. 

Then Meek found water for them by climbing Sheep 

Mountain, and spotting Buck Creek and the GI Springs. 

The wagons headed off into the night to the creek. After 

refreshing themselves, Meek led them north to the 

Crooked River. The Train traveled down the river, then 

through present-day Prineville. It made a long trek down 

the east side of the Deschutes River until reaching 

Shearers’ Falls on September 28, 1845. The traditional 

Native American crossing was directly below the falls. By 

this time, nearly twenty people had died of Camp Fever, 

exhaustion and other ailments. A man who lost two sons 

came gunning for Meek, so Stephen and his wife Elizabeth 

were escorted across the river, with the help of the local 

Indians. When they arrived at the Methodist Mission, they 

made arrangements with Black Harris, a mountain man, to 

take equipment and supplies to the remaining emigrants. 

After the starving train arrived at the Mission, it is 

estimated another twenty people died. 

1852: A Free Emigrant Road 

It seems that history can find ways of repeating itself. 

Settlers of the Upper Willamette Valley sat up at night 

thinking of ways to attract more people to Central Oregon. 

Eventually, a plan was hatched to build a road over 

Willamette Pass. Unlike the Barlow Road, this new road 

would have no toll. It would be a Free Emigrant Road. A 

group known as the “Road Viewers” left the valley to 

survey the pass, and once they struck the Deschutes River 

they continued east and found the ruts of Meek’s wagons. 

William Macy, John Diamond and others were riding 

along the northern shore of Harney Lake when they 

encountered a Native War Party, and were chased out of 

the Eastern Oregon Basin and back to the Oregon Trail.  

Macy, Diamond and J. Clark were wounded by musket 

balls and four horses were killed by arrows. The Viewers 

lost their notes, provisions and their geological specimens. 

As a result, they did not see Meek’s road from present-day 

Vale into the basin, but rode directly north to find the 

Oregon Trail along Burnt River. 

 

Free Emigrant Road southwest of Diamond Peak 

Although Macy and Diamond were wounded in the 

skirmish, they filed a surprisingly optimistic report after 

returning to Oregon. During the summer of ’53, the road 

was built over the Cascades - at least trees were chopped 

down for a road. Emigrants would have to move them out 

of the way themselves (but at least the road was free!) 

1853: Elijah Elliott’s Wagons 

Elijah Elliott was among the road promoters. His wife and 

children were crossing the plains in 1853 and he planned 

on meeting them at Fort Boise. Since William Macy was 

preoccupied with finishing the road, Elliott volunteered to 

lead the ’53 emigration on the Cutoff, and then to the Free 

Emigrant Road.  

To reach Boise, Elliott traveled over the Barlow Road 

instead of the new road. He also lost his travel notes 

somewhere along the way. Still, he 

was confident he could fulfill his 

mission. He successfully persuaded 

over 1,050 people in some 250 

wagons to take the new route. Elliott 

told them they would save 135 miles 

by taking the Cutoff. They left 

present-day Vale, Oregon on August 

29, 1853 and followed Meek’s ruts up 

the Malheur River.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



On September 2, 1853 the McClure-Bond Train was 

negotiating the Malheur Canyon between present-day Vale 

and Harper. On its 4th crossing of the river, William 

Bond’s wagon upset in the Malheur spilling all its 

passengers and contents into the cold water: Hettie & 

William Bond, Allen and Rachel Bond, Sarah 

McClure and her daughter Jane all ended up in the river. 

Hettie emerged from the Malheur laughing and was always 

remembered for her pioneering spirit. 

Emigrants who were in poor condition were attracted to 

the promise of a shorter route, although it was risky. 

Supplies quickly dwindled, so eight men of the train 

decided to form a relief party to get help and supplies. 

They left the train on September 13, but were unable to 

find the Free Emigrant Road. Crossing the Cascades 

between the South and Middle Sisters, they arrived in 

Springfield too late to help the wagon train. In this group 

were two men who kept diaries:  Benjamin Franklin 

“Frank” Owen and Andrew “Andy” McClure from the 

McClure-Bond Train.  

Other groups also went for help. Joseph Lyman and two 

companions left the train before reaching the Valley.        

Nearly starving in the mountains, they followed the 

Deschutes to the Columbia and arrived in Salem three 

weeks after the train was 

rescued.  

 

When the Elliott Train 

reached present-day 

Burns, Oregon, they 

decided to leave Meek’s 

tracks and travel around 

the east side of the 

Malheur and Harney 

Lakes and along the 

south shores. This was 

because of a popular 

perception at the time 

that the Cascade 

Mountains turned 

eastward in southern Oregon. They wanted to find the 

Cascade foothills so they could locate the Deschutes River. 

In actuality they were heading towards Steen’s Mountain, 

not the Cascades.  

Not everyone agreed to turn southeast. Hanks Neville Hill 

led a company along the north side of the lakes. When 

people on the south side realized how quickly they were 

being passed by the Hill Company, confusion and anger 

resulted. The southern route took five days longer than the 

northern route. Some men suggested they hang Elijah 

Elliott but his wife and friends intervened. At any rate, the 

Hill family was now in the lead, and the 1853 train 

followed them all the way to the Deschutes River. They 

arrived sometime around October 3.  The diary of James 

McClure recounts the difficulties of finding water along 

the way, and at one point the McClure-Bond Train had 

to turn back and travel miles to their previous campsite as 

no water could be located ahead. 

Once at the Deschutes, it took several days to locate the 

Free Emigrant Road. While the now starving train was 

recovering from their long desert crossing, a scouting party 

led by Snyder Saylor found the terminus of the road where 

there was nothing but a small stake, and a date on it. As 

the wagons made their way to the road, Martin Blanding 

and Ranson Kelly decided to ride over the mountains to get 

help. Blanding was discovered in a starving condition at 

Butte Disappointment on October 16 by thirteen year-old 

David Cleveland Matthews. Word quickly spread all over 

the valley that a starving wagon train was in the 

mountains, so the people of the Upper Willamette Valley 

launched a herculean rescue effort to help the train. They 

quickly mustered 94 pack animals and 23 wagons loaded 

with ten tons of flour. Other supplies were sent up the 

road: bacon, potatoes, onions, salt and sugar. They also 

brought 290 head of cattle to be used as food, or to draw 

the lost wagons.  

The rescuers met the Lost Wagon Train as they came down 

the western slopes of the Cascades. Now leading the 

starving emigrants was veteran wagon-master Thomas 

Clark. Those in the front had to help remove the trees out 

of the way as they came across the mountains. Meanwhile, 

the rescuers were removing trees as they came up the hill 

and met the weary immigrants near Pine Openings. Three 

days behind Clark, and three days ahead of Elijah Elliott 

were the John and Maria Bowers family with their six 

children. Two days later came Elisha and Harriet 

Wadsworth, and her sister Esther Brakeman Lyman with 

Mary Sophia, and with them Elizabeth Bushnell and 

her son Charles. The Lyman wagon and the worn-out 

draft animals were pretty much shot, so rescuers placed 

the family on horseback and brought them in. Three days 

later, the McClure-Bond Train arrived in the valley on 

October 26, 1853. Arriving with them on that day were 

Thomas and Fannie Butler with their four children and 

newlyweds Nancy and Joseph Jennings.  

    

When the starving train arrived it nearly doubled the 

population of the Upper Willamette Valley. 

 

Vincent McClure 

Captain of the McClure-Bond Wagon Train 

 
James & Nancy McClure holding Robert McClure 

 
James and Elizabeth Bushnell 

 holding Charles and Lucy Jeanette 

 

 

 

William and Hettie Bond 

 

Allen and Rachel Bond 

Written Accounts - Lost Wagon Train of 1853 

        

Sarah Watson-Hamilton, Andrew McClure & Frank Owen all 

kept trail diaries. Sarah turned hers into a poem: “The Pioneer 

of 53.” Andrew McClure kept a detailed diary in the possession 

of the Oregon Historical Society. 

Benjamin Franklin Owen’s diary is 

published by the Lane County 

Historical Society along with the diary 

of James McClure. James  gives a brief 

but methodical record of mileage and 

conditions until he reaches the summit 

near Diamond Peak. There are other 

shorter diaries, letters, & reminiscence 

from a number of the emigrants of The 

Lost Wagon Train of 1853.                                    James McClure   

 

 

 

 

 

 


