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BURBT WAGON BASIB HISTORIC: SI'l'B 

By 
Sheila D. Reddy 

•one .most·. beautlful evening - ~n the last of August (1862) .we came t .o where 
our old wagon irons now _are laying _- overlooking what ia now known as Long 
Valley, now filled with many beau_tiful prosperous ho.mes, it is here it 
dawned on me that. :we had rea~d 0Ur jumping off -p~~cie, and muat abandon 

_our wagons anc! t~ too~ oxen backs.• 
. . , ' . . 

Tha . remains . of the '!'old wagon irons• as d•acribed above -.-.by Dunham Wright, 
became one of Central Idaho' I!' early lµ.stori .c sites. Wright, .a western pioneer, 
retold. his early ezpuiencea in a latter to John G. York of Cambridge, Idaho in 
th,-a 1920'•· The wagons left behind by Wright and hia _party were located in a 
~gh _- mount~in ~dow on the ridgelin:• of t~ West ~taina, weat of Caaaade 

.. Reaervoir. '!'1- ar.e& . became known to early. Jattla.rs •• . •Bumi; ·wagon .B•ain. • 
Wright's story of his trip t;Q . ~i,.e · gc;,l~ -.~ielda ia .. a story of early I~o. 

•Yea, . I -aa the .boy y~ . are. looking for to te;Ll . you of -tho•• old wagons. I 
~ ~ of .. •~ . othe~• .t~t • l~ft thell ,ragona on . that _014_ Mo\lnt~in 
overlooking what ia now called Long Valley Idaho,• wrote ~iight .• 

. . . 
In 1862, Wright, a young man . ~f ~wenty, ._started f _or tl?,e Florence gold fields. 
At the Sne,ke Ri•er .ferry tan miles above Old Fort. Hall ha joined a .wagon train 
of nearly. 300 .,..gona. 1-a~ ~•t. -._ ~oping to c_onaerv.e •~th -~ vat~, the 
party started their forty mile desert crossing to Loat R~ver _at-~ight, ~iving 
at 3 o'clock the next day. Aa Wright remmabarad, they buried a man at thia 
fi~•t •~op; reatad and wat~r•d tba animala. . 

•Indians ware c:m all aid~• Qf ua m~ing_ hostile ~~pstrationa, we moved 
that evan~ng and night up tot~ mountains f~ftean mile• farth~r. on, here 
we org~isad and buri:•d ~thar ~-

. " . ,•,. ., . , ' 

•sad to have a working c:rew aa we. ware making road. (We) had to ·have a 
guard before, one behind, and one on either aid• of the train(.) W• made 
the .. __ road ~ough b~g_ and li;tle C~• prairie and e~t,rad .the . ol~: Oregon 
.Trail at the. maeaa.cree grounda of .1852 ( . ·) Here lay _ in . c.ircular shape .. the 
great ~tity .of . wag011 irons and many bones pf human .and _brute aaattared 
thru the. tall _~ graaai _many ~uaim scu1ls .. [aic;] .were on the . ground(.) One 

I ' . : ~ '.pioltad OU . <.~d) .put.- (it) . in .. hia wag~~ ,which -~ .•• .-huddercsic] -~ •• 
. , ha p~c;:kad i ~ up the_ . t'Jlll SP='~•• had ~ --. th:roug~ .t~ aye h~lea ( . ) , J: told 

him I would aa . laave p·ut a rattle snake in my wagon.• .· · 
•• -.. 1 , • •• • •,•. I , I • '•, ' • • 

The train follO-.d the Oregon Trail mlU' a point where,. JU.~~t~ _i• located on 
the Boise River. TJ:uu:e the wagon train split. Wright and hia party with fifteen 
wagons continued west to old . Port . B~i•• on .the Snak_e River. At: the z;-ivar 
croaa~g . _another man ~•d uc1:. two wagon.a~ .. each with f~ ' yoke .of ·oxen 
drifted d~atr•Pl in t.ha rapid water. The .oxen broke . out of their . harnaaa, and 
the •gon , boxe■.- drifted ' to'- on• · •hora ,and .. tha ozen _the other·. Contents of the 
wagons were aoakad. Wright reaaat,ua, •Bverytbing got vet(.) I ~emmlb•r there 
waa a great sack of dried apples thoroughly soaked(.) They ware tm:Ded out on a 
quilt to dry and in lees than an hour there waa a wagon box full covering half 
an acre of ground.• 
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The work party constructed a road to Payette and then to Weiser. At this point 
the members of the train became lost. wandering around for two weeks until one 
of the craw ran across Brownlee Perry on the Snake River. Brownlee, tha owner 
oft~ ferry, . caae into their camp and offered to lat them all cross free in 
exchange for the construction of a road to and from hia ferry. 

At Brown.lea the party split again. Wright and the following men continued north 
to the gold fields: Mr. Briggs, Edwi_n Morgan, Absolom George, John Leland, D.A. 
Johnson, R.W. Barl, and John -Swisher. Wright reaambered, •While camped here wa 
picked a bag of dried sarvia berries (servicaberry, .Aaalanchier alnifolia) that 
later came in• like a big nugget in a gone up claim.• 

The eight started north with ~lire• wagons. The first day they left a wagon 
after having to cut trees and roll rocks out of the trail. Thay •wmlt clown 
mouDtain slopes so steep it se-d the wagons would upset endways on the OZ8D, 

(even) with a great tree dragging behind the wagon.• 

The party climbed the slopes along the Little Weiser River, coming to the ridge 
of the Wast Mountains. Looking down the steep. forested slope· they decided to 
abandon the wagons. 

•Ona of the men in our party was a carpenter- and had with him a few 
tools ( • ) Bare (we) camped for two weeks cutting up wagons(_, ) making 
saddles, taking our wagon canvases for cinches and all other necessary 
straps(~) ID the mean time teaching our oxen the new duty they ware soon to 
be called on . to perform. 

•Bverything in readiness we took a · long last sorrowful look at our old 
wagons that we had mutilated, leaving chains, trunks, and all - other 
paraplumalia [sic] that could not well go Oil oxes backs (.) Had not gone 
over a mile when a little pony wa had with us loaded with what little flour 
wa had rolled down the mountain side and (was) brought up standing in a 
little blue lake ... • 

The party made their way slowly~ the mountain to •the moat beautiful tall 
grass 1 have aver seen.• Zn parting the grass to cross a creek they stepped on 
a yellow jacket ·nest, creating •the greatest stampede tha world has ever known 
for the size of it.• The affects ware diaastrciua and spactacul~r. 

•Bight big steers going bucking, spiking, bawling tails i n the air, tinware 
rattling, like a chaviri [sic], they turned their packs underneath them and 

. trulpled our bedding and wearing apparel into strings and timrara into a 
cocked hat (.) The whole thing looked as though it had passed through a 
terrible cyclone.• . 

After re-packing what was left they headed north again. 
•we camped at Payette Lakes for three weeks trying to find a way out(.) The 
Indian trai1 bad the picture■ of men made on peeled tree■ with red paint 
and an arrow left sticking in thaa(.) This did not appea1 to us . • 

\ 
\ 
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Wright gathered togethar . hia shredded blankets and sat out to look for a trail 
or scmaa sign of aaoke fr011l a friendl.y CaJIIPfira. · · . 

Ct) want to the summit of the highest mountain at the head of Payette Lake, 
a~y(ed) all Di.ght and nearly froze to see if I could clatact saoJte froa a 
burning caap, but all to no avail •. A twenty year old boy lost in the h-rt 
of the Rockie• more than 60 years ago· laying down at night with nothing but 
the broad canopy of heaven for a covering, and look(iDg) to the atara and · 
moon for company [for they ' ware the • only things that I had ever seen 
before] , while the gentle moaning of the breeze in ••• great forest tree 
topa (triad) to lul.l ma into to dreamland, and yet there was no sleep ... 
Away in the deptha of the night ·the · great · savage timber · wolfe in the 
distance would put in hill~ long lone■01118, mournful howl which sent cold 
chills up my back to cool my gold fever, never to· retUX'll (.) ••• Whan the 
sarvia berries straight became our only diet(,) we took to the war trail 
and made a safe landing on the big Salmon River.• 

The ramains of the old wagons left b~d by Wright and his party ware carried 
away and re•uaed by euly settlers in the area. Tha only evidence marking the 
historic site i• -a concrete ma,rker reading, •BURNT WAGOHS·DUDAK WRIGBT-1862•. 

To access Burnt Wagon Basin ~rom . the wast side of Caacade Reservoir, take 
·Poraat Service Road 422 to its intersection with Poreat Service Road 435. Turn 
waat on Pm:e•t Service Road 435 (We•t ,Mountain Road) and go uphil1 approx· 
imataly seven mi.lee to the intersection .of Poreat Service Road& -435 {Boise 
Rational Poreat) and Poreat Service Road 835 (Payette Rational Poreat). Thia 
inter•ection at t 'he ~op of the r:l.dga ·marks the boundary of the two Foresta. At 
this point, an unnumbered road· (4-whael ~ive only) tu.me. north following the 

· ridgalina. The Burnt. ··wagon Basin maX'.ker is .. located 4 .4 mil•• north of the 
illteraeation. A concrete marker inclic;ating the location i• adjacent to and eaat 
of the ri~alina road. · 

'1'ha view · frcm the mountain ridgelina · ia spectacular. To the eaat ia a broad 
overview of Caacade Raaervoir .and Long Valley, to the wast lies the headwaters 
of the Little We:l.aar drainage and Indian Mountain · Lookout. Hiker■ can reach 
Burnt Wagon Basin fraa Long Valley uaing tha Arling Trail (Poreat Service Trail 

·1116) . · , · 

It ia not difficult to ·envision Wright and hia party in Auguat of 1862 caapad 
on the high mountain : meadow. In a .· draw waat of the marker a small spring 
surfaces. the headwaters of the Little weiaar River.· Stands of spruce and pine 
create ial~-. of t~• al011g the ridgeline. Graaa au.cl low, gray sage cover the 
hillaic:iaa~ Thia n- countzy was open, there for th.ea to see, Hubbard Ridge 
stretching ~th, th.a Salmon ·River country ahead of thaa. ••• took one last 
sorrowful ioo1t at our old wagons we had mutilated.• Thay were leaving a b:l.t of 
their ~••t behind. Thia is the story of · Burnt Wagon Basin, an Idaho story., · a 
part of Idaho'• pioneer heritag~. 
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