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PART 4: TO AMERICA 

CHAPTER 2: FROM NEW YORK TO UTAH 
 
America! 
 
In the early 1860's, the American population was 31.4 million. There were 30,000 miles of 
railroad tracks. Cotton was king in the South. Immigrants continued to pour into the country 
without the need for documentation like visas and passports. Records for Castle Garden were 
destroyed in a fire in 1897. 
 
There were 4 million slaves. Abe Lincoln was President. States seceded from the Union and 
joined the Confederacy. The Civil War was still in progress (April 12, 1861 – May 9, 1865). 
 
It was in this setting that James Reid stepped foot on American soil, in New York City, on July 
14, 1863. The plan was for the Reid family to immediately begin their journey across the 
Great Plains to their destination: Salt Lake City.0ver 40,000 converts to Mormonism had 
already made the trek across the plains in wagons and handcarts. By the time the Reids’ 
arrived, the trek had been well-organized. While other immigrants had to find their way from 
Castle Garden to wherever their destination was, the Mormon converts continued easily on 
their way.  
 
Leaving Castle Garden 
 

“After a few hours in New York, they marched in rows from the Castle Gardens to  
Broadway, a distance of perhaps one half mile. They boarded a street car that 
was pulled by 6 mules that took them out of the main City to the railroad 

station.”1 

 
From Castle Garden, also referred to as Castle Clinton, (which is in Lower Manhattan), they 
would have walked away from the Castle Garden compound to Broad Street (which was 
Broadway Street at the time) which is a little over ½ mile. There they probably took the 
streetcar to the railroad station at 4th Avenue (now called Lexington) and 27th Street (which is 
close to Madison Square Garden today). This was the location of the train station before there 
was a Grand Central Station. This was a distance of 2.5 miles.  

 
Railroad Depot 4th Ave and 27th streets2 

 
The Trip Ahead 
 
Before 1869 several areas in Nebraska, Iowa, or Kansas were used as staging areas for the 
four-month trip on the Mormon Trail across the plains into the Rocky Mountains to Salt Lake 
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City. The trip made by these Pioneers was usually done April through September to avoid the 
harsh weather. Every year from 1847 until 1869, church members making this journey were 
formed into organized companies. 
 

NEW YORK TO ST JOSEPH, MISSOURI 

They traveled by train to St. Joseph, Missouri.”3 

 
The trip from New York to St. Joseph is 1,263 miles. Today it takes about 20 hours to travel 
by automobile and 48 hours by train.  
 
After leaving New York, the Saints (aka Mormon leaders) got the converts on a train and they 
traveled to Chicago (at the south end of Lake Michigan) and then to Quincy, Illinois (on the 
border of Illinois and Missouri.4 In the 1861, the next leg of the trip was often to catch a 
riverboat down the Mississippi to Hannibal, Missouri. In Hannibal, they would board another 
train and head to St Joseph. In the biography that Enid dictated, James states he traveled by 
train to St Joseph. It is possible that the route had changed by the time the Reids made the 
trip or it is possible that James was just summarizing his travel. But the Civil War had also 
made the travel difficult, and routes had to be changed. There were a variety of routes taken 
from New York, including one that had to go north into Canada. It is not possible to tell at this 
time what exact route was taken by the Reids to get fully to St Joseph. It is very likely they 
saw evidence of the war whichever route they did take.  
 

 
The Route through Iowa5 
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ST JOSEPH, MISSOURI TO OMAHA, NEBRASKA 

“From St. Joseph they took a steamer up the Missouri river to Florence, 

Nebraska, a distance of five hundred miles.” 6  

 
After arriving in St Joseph, Missouri, the pioneers would board a steamship that carried them 
upriver about 136 miles To Florence, Nebraska. 
 
Florence is currently part of Omaha. At that time, Florence was on the outskirts of Omaha and 
was called the Winter Quarters. This had been a major stopping point for many years. The 
outpost was on the Western side of the Missouri river.  
 

 

The Winter Quarters of Florence7 

Preparing for the Next Journey 
 

“At Omaha, Nebraska, there was a store where the necessary equipment for the 
trip across the plains was secured. They were allowed one frying pan, one stew 
kettle and one dutch oven. Those were about all the cooking utensils necessary 
and about all they could bring. The immigration fund supplied all the food and 

transportation for the Saints to Salt Lake City, Utah.”8 

 
“Here the Ox Teams from Salt Lake City, Utah were waiting for them. There were 
75 wagons (eight oxen to each wagon) making a string of a mile or more in 
length. There were approximately 500 people in the company the fifth Church 
Train with Daniel D. McArthur as Captain of the Company. Note: (Taken from 

1977 L.D.S. Church Almanac.)”9  
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Departing Florence 
 
The Mormon Group departed Florence (Omaha) on August 6, 1863 by wagon train ran by the 
Daniel D. McArthur Company. They started with 500 individuals and 75 wagons (Enid Cook 
has also found the records that stated this information).  

 

Mormons leaving Florence10 

 
OMAHA, NEBRASKA TO SALT LAKE CITY, UTAH 

James Reid did not provide a geographic account of the trip from Omaha to Salt Lake City. 
However, by 1863, the Mormon Trail had been well established. The trail typically followed 
the Oregon Trail from Omaha to Kearney Nebraska, a distance of 185 miles. At Kearney, the 
Mormon Trail diverted from the Oregon Trail. The Mormons took the north bank of the Platte 
River. They continued to Fort Laramie, Wyoming, a distance of 323 miles. The area here was 
flat and easy to travel. They continued to Fort Caspar, Wyoming, a distance of 128 miles. A 
ferry helped the Mormons cross the Platte River at this stop. Once on the other side, they 
continued another 49 miles to Independence Rock, Wyoming, and then another 242 miles to 
Fort Bridger. 

 
 
 



 

5  

“Grandpa Reid drove four yokes of cattle on a provision wagon part of the way 
across the   plains. He was only 10 years of age but was very capable of doing 
work of that kind. At night they would corral their wagons in a big circle and build 
a big fire to keep the Indians away. They danced every night on the bare ground to 

Violin music.”11 

 

 
Provisional wagon with cattle12 

 
Conestoga Wagons were very heavy to use and required 6-10 cattle or oxen. The Provisional 
wagon, also called prairie schooners, was much lighter, had a white bonnet and only needed 
2-4 animals. 
 

“Grandpa remembered the times when the Indians would come in the camps at 
mornings to beg for something to eat. The teamsters would cook a cake of bread 
and put it up for the Indians to shoot with their bows and arrows to see how good 

they could shoot. The small ones, as well as the larger ones took their turns”.13 

 
"About the only experience that stands out in my mind as the worst that 
happened on the entire journey was a thunderstorm. It was very severe. When 
we first started out on the flats from Omaha it began. Such terrible thunder and 
lightning, and my, how it did rain! The ground was covered by two inches or more 
of water after the storm cleared away, and that was the only bad storm on the entire 

journey."14 

 
“Other exciting and interesting experiences also happened on the way. At one 
time there was a herd of Buffalo which blocked the road and made it necessary 
to stop and wait for them to move on. There was plenty of buffalo meat and fish 

to eat almost all the way.15  

 
A company U. S. Cavalry, moving from one fort to another, traveled with the 
immigrants as far as Ft. Laramie for safety. They kept the camp in meat. There 

was little sickness or death on the trip.”16 

 
Although James does not discuss the negative Indian relations with the immigrants, Ft 
Laramie was used in the 1860’s to protect the travelers (not just Mormon) from Indian 
confrontations that had been occurring in the area. But at the time of the Reid trip, the troops 
at Fort Laramie had been called to fight the Confederate Army and volunteer regiments were 
the ones to actually help the travelers until the end of the civil war.17  
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The Route through Nebraska18 

 
 

 
The Route through Wyoming19 

 

 
The Route from New York to Salt Lake 
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