
 21 December 2019                                                                                          Donner Pass, California 

Soda Springs Station, originally opened for Christmas 1925 as the Soda Springs Hotel three miles west 

of Donner Pass (elevation 7,056 feet / 2,151 meters) in the unincorporated settlement of Norden, 

California. Tahoe National Forest, Nevada County.  



 

Sunrise at Donner Lake as seen from West End Beach where Donner Creek enters the lake. 

 
Shooting pictures of a sunrise at the western end of 
Donner Lake, 6,000 feet up in the Sierra Nevada, I 
could occasionally hear muffled explosions set off by 
the ski patrol at Sugar Bowl another 2,400 feet higher. 
 
The patrollers were triggering small avalanches from 
the two feet of snow that fell the day before, lest 
another couple of feet fall atop that. Then an even 
bigger, spontaneous avalanche might take out some 
skiers, or the lodge, or maybe a train climbing over 
Donner Pass on the transcontinental railroad. 
 
This is the kind of winter weather of which the Sierra 
frequently is capable.  
 
It’s the kind of weather that made sailing damn near to 
Antarctica and back the safer choice for the first  

Americans who wanted to move to California – if 
they could afford the clipper ship ticket – rather than 
joining a wagon train from Missouri. 
 
North Carolina-born George Donner and his family 
couldn’t afford the cruise fare. They arrived in the fall 
of 1846, after the snow had already begun to pile up 
where I was standing.  
 
In addition to the lake before me and the mountain 
pass behind me, the family name is scattered all over 
this part of the Sierra, including the hotel where I 
spent a night on this trip as well the state park that is 
their memorial and is the site of the Pioneer 
Monument to all who attempted the Emigrant Trail, 
survivors or not. 

 – Continued on next page 
 



  

This is a tiny section of Squaw Valley USA, site of the 1960 Winter Olympics. All the runs in this view 

are black diamond (expert) level. The run that this caption is written across is Red Dog Face with the 

Red Dog lift climbing upwards to the left. The lift running straight up the left side to the leftmost peak 

is Olympic Lady, and the run descending from the ridge just to the right of peak was the women’s 

downhill course in the Olympics. The peak in the center is KT-22 (8,070 feet / 2,459 meters) and the 

lift climbing up to it is KT-22 Express. Directly below KT-22 is the top of the Exhibition lift. 

 

 – Continued from previous page 
From the start, California wasn’t a welcoming place for newcomers, and the 
Sierra wall on the eastern border was just nature’s role in it.  
 
The human antipathy included the 49ers, who murdered each other by the 
thousands during the Gold Rush, and the 20,000 Chinese, who were recruited 
to the state to build a railroad over the Sierra to connect the state with the 
rest of the country but were denied all rights of citizenship after they 
succeeded in that work. 
 
But I live today in a county of nearly 2 million people, more than half of 
whom speak a language other than English at the dinner table. Somehow 
over the decades, much of my county and the rest of California have come to 
terms with being a place much less exclusive and opposed to the belief that 
the United States be the private club that our president insists. 

 – Continued on next page 
 

https://www.sfgate.com/news/article/Violent-young-men-of-the-Gold-Rush-3078204.php
https://www.sfgate.com/news/article/Violent-young-men-of-the-Gold-Rush-3078204.php


 

The Pioneer Monument marks the spot where the 

Donner Party camped to spend the winter and where 

many perished in snow as deep as the base of the 

statue. The survivors were rescued in the spring. 

– Continued from previous page 
This holiday message is political. In the season my religion 
considers to be dedicated to peace and goodwill among all, I 
refuse to pay lip service to that phrase. Lip service is a denial 
of the story of Jesus – the story that inspired Christianity – 
which is about a life begun and ended in ways inseparable 
from the politics of his time.  
 
If he not been perceived as a threat to political authority, his 
family would not have fled to Egypt nor he would not have 
been tortured and executed by the government.  
 
There are lessons of his story that are unique to Christian 
belief. But the need for love for each other and justice for the 
oppressed is universal. 
 
That’s why I send this message out, whether  
our holidays are mine, from another tradition   
or simply a time to pause, refresh and then  
return to the life that lies ahead. 
 



 

House at Royal Gorge Cross-Country Ski Resort 

decorated for Christmas. Tahoe National Forest, 

Nevada County. 

 

House decorated for Christmas near Royal Gorge 

cross-country ski area. Placer County. Tahoe 

National Forest. 


