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My McGaffee Ancestors Traveled the California Trail                        William J. Wilson 
(28 December 2004)  My great grandfather, John Sybile McGaffee (my mother’s paternal 
grand-father), was discharged from the Union Army in 1864.  He traveled to California flat on 
his back in a wagon, recovering from a mini-ball through the hips.  He got married along the 
trail—and my mother always thought his bride must have had a lot of courage to marry a man 
so severely wounded.  That was the family legend. 
This story intrigued me.  Sometime after I got interested 
in genealogy, in the late 1970s, I sent off to the National 
Archives for the military records of John McGaffee.  For 
$3.00 I discovered an amazing amount of information.  
Most of the “ family legend”  only skirted around the 
edges of the truth.  Because of his medical discharge he 
received a pension of $6.00 per month (which had 
increased to $72.00 by the time he died in 1926), and 
many of his papers on file dealt with applying for (and 
re-applying for, at new addresses) this pension.   
 
John Sybile McGaffee was born on May 13, 1840, at 
Port Burwell, Ontario, Canada.  Sometime later, pro-
bably in 1861 (John’s entry in the 1900 census indicates 
that he immigrated to the U.S. in 1861), he followed his 
older brother, Philip, to Jackson County, Iowa.   
 
Philip was born in 1835 in Canada, and his entry in the 
1900 census indicates he immigrated to the U.S. in 1855; 
he shows up on the 1860 census for Jackson County.  
Philip married Mary Cooley on Dec. 31, 1860.  John 
enlisted in the Union Army on 10 August 1861, in 
Company A of the 9th Iowa Volunteers.   
 
John worked as a teamster, and 10 July 1863, he was 
incapacitated by sunstroke and “partially paralyzed in 
the spine.”   This happened near Jackson, MS; his unit 
was apparently involved with the siege of Vicksburg.  
(Hence the legend of being wounded in the hips; my 
mother said that ever after he did not have a lot of 
strength in his legs.)   He spent the next five months or 
so in a hospital in St. Louis, and received a medical 
discharge on 11 February 1864.  By 8 March 1864 he  
was back in Jackson County, Iowa, where he first  
applied for his pension.   

Here the story gets murkier, as I’ve not yet found a diary 
that would place John with a particular wagon train.  The 
family story says that John was hot to go to California to 
mine for gold.  So he convinced his brother, Philip, to 
sell out and go with him, as John couldn’ t handle the 
wagon work in his weakened condition.  (Family infor-
mation handed down was that Philip was a lawyer—but 
the 1860 and 1870 censuses listed him as a farmer.)                        
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         John Sybile and Melissa J. McGaffee, taken in             
             Grangeville, Idaho, probably around 1890. 
John Sybile McGaffee married Melissa J. Cooley on 
May 18, 1864, just 5 days after his 24th birthday.  She 
was the younger sister of Philip’s wife.  Again, my 
family story handed down, said that it happened at 
Independence Rock.  I had thought I remembered that it 
was written on his pension papers that it was at Council 
Bluffs, but it wasn’ t stated in that source.   



I finally found a letter from my mother that said her 
cousin, Karl Joses, told her it was Council Bluffs (Karl 
was the youngest son of Emma, John and Melissa’s third 
child).  That makes more sense to me, as the date of their 
marriage fits better with that location—and they 
probably had a better chance of locating a preacher 
there, as well.  
 
No family stories have come down about the trip across 
the wilderness.  I assume they traveled through Idaho, 
and by City of Rocks into the Nevada desert.  But Larry 
Jones told me some years ago that by 1864 many of the 
trains were traveling by way of Salt Lake City, so that 
may have been their route.  When they reached Califor-
nia they settled outside of Ione City, Amador County.   
 
Their first child, Mary F., was born there on March 13, 
1865, but she died in infancy.  They had eight other 
children there before they left for Idaho, and their 10th 
and 11th, both sons, after settling in Idaho.  My grand-
father, William Ellis McGaffee, their 8th  child, was born 
Nov. 17, 1879.  Philip and Mary McGaffee did not like 
California, and within about 18 months or so they 
returned to Iowa.  Their first (and only) child, Lewis, 
was born in Iowa Nov. 11, 1867.   
 
In 1884 John moved his family to Idaho, settling in 
Grangeville, Idaho County.  They apparently made this 
move by wagon, because his oldest daughter, Emma 
(born Nov. 1, 1867) told her son, Karl, that she was 
awfully angry with her father on that trip, because he 
never missed a saloon at each place they camped (John 
was apparently addicted to alcohol).   
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            John Sybile McGaffee, unknown location,  
                   but probably taken in ear ly 1920s.   
Somewhere in his California work he had learned the 
trade of steam engineering.  After settling in Grangeville 
he is reputed to have operated the first steam thresher on 
the Camas Prairie around the Grangeville area.  John 
also worked as a county road supervisor, in and around 

Grangeville, and for a while was again a steam engineer 
for a sawmill at Rustic (near Cottonwood), Idaho.   
 
In early 1894 Melissa became ill with breast cancer.  
Their daughter Emma had returned to California a few 
years before that to marry John Joses and spend the rest 
of her life in Ione City.  Melissa went back to Ione City 
to stay with her daughter, and died on Aug. 17, 1894.  
John came back to Grangeville for a time, but after his 
daughters married and left home, he eventually returned 
to California for good and died there on Feb. 6, 1926.   
 
His four youngest sons eventually returned to Idaho 
County, including my grandfather, William E. McGaffee 
(always known as “Billy” ), and stayed in that area for 
the rest of their lives.  And that is why Bill Wilson is a 
member of the Idaho Chapter of the Oregon-California 
Trails Association—instead of the California-Nevada 
Chapter! 
_____________________________________________                      
BILL WILSON, PAST I -OCTA PRESIDENT 
AND PAST EDITOR OF TRAIL DUST,  NOW 
REPRESENTS OUR CHAPTER AS AN OCTA 
BOARD MEMBER. HE IS ALSO SOMEWHAT 
LONG-TIME TREASURER FOR I -OCTA, 
AND A GREAT HELP IN OUR TRAIL WORK 
ALONG THE IDAHO HISTORIC TRAILS.      
__________________________________________ 
GOODALE NORTH TRAIL THREAT! 
(OCTA News From the Plains story--JWMc)  
A proposal by Idaho authorities to establish a north-
south highway across the state threatens a portion of the 
Goodale Cutoff north of Emmett, ID. The proposal calls 
for a highway heading north of Emmett, straight over the 
top of the Goodale Cutoff, Crane Creek variant ruts that 
we are presently working on mapping and verifying! 
 
The proposed route could destroy more than 20 miles of 
an Oregon Trail alternate route, many miles of which we 
have driven and rediscovered in 2004. Protection of this 
route is only now in the planning stages! Much of the 
endangered areas of trail, from Haw Creek to Crane 
Creek Reservoir, are across BLM land. 
  
It appears that we need to become proactive now, and to 
enlist all the help we can in hopes that a highway will 
not cover that trail, which goes through those valleys and 
along those streams. A highway following the ridges 
nearby would be an alternative route that would protect 
that historic trail. 
  
In January [this Editor] presented our Goodale Cutoff 
North research to the Gem County Historical Society 
and to the Canyon County Historical Society, some 
members of both groups which have recently gotten 
involved in this research and protection project. These 



endangered ruts are in the northern half of Gem County. 
Some members of these societies want to help in 
discovering all the existing trail ruts by involvement in 
on-the-ground research and marking of that trail. 
  
From 1862 on this has been a historic route contributing 
to the mining in the Boise Basin and settlement of the 
Middle and Upper Weiser River Valleys. This was the 
route used extensively for both of those accomplish-
ments. On portions of that trail are miles of spectacular 
historic ruts, not covered by the present gravel roads. 
  
In March of 1863, W. P. Horton documented that trail 
route (including from the Weiser River on NW across 
the Snake River, Brownlee Ferry all the way to Walla 
Walla) and laid out the segments with a report on the 
mileages between the stream and river crossings. Soon 
many wagon trains would follow the miners’  pack trains 
and freight wagons, making it the major route to and 
from the Boise trail route and the Boise Basin. Horton 
named the Goodale Crossing of the Payette River, where 
others accessed that route for many years. Most of the 
pioneers that settled along the Weiser River, from 
Midvale up through Council, ID, used that trail. 
  
In 1876 Boise Statesman Editor, Milton Kelly, wrote 
several articles about the importance that Fourmile 
Creek and Crane Creek trail route variant, naming Tim 
Goodale for his influence on the whole history. At that 
time he mentioned a plan that might have turned that 
into a north-south highway route up through Idaho, but it 
was never completed.  
  

The construction of Highway 95 somewhat to the west 
of this variant, however, covered most of the original 
route of Tim Goodale©s trail for many miles through 
Middle Valley. We will now find only some short 
sections of that part of the Goodale Cutoff to map and 
mark, from upper Mann Creek on NW to the 
Salubria/Cambridge area! 
  
The pressing need to discover and mark what is left of 
both of these routes, as well as the double—both sides of 
the River—route from Emmett down the Payette River, 
is emphasized by the fact that Idaho also has long-range 
plans to turn U. S. 95 into a wide freeway! We have 
found satellite photo evidence of some ruts along that 
route near the present highway also. The 1960s land 
plats of the Goodale Train trail route, which has been 
compared to the present satellite photos, appear to 
indicate that those old rut sections still in evidence are 
parts of that trail. We must get to all of these areas soon 
and verify all of the "Goodale North" that remains. 
  
We would hope that all with any clout, interest, and/or 
concern and appreciation for our historic trails would get 
involved, and write or correspond with all who might 
help prevent this unnecessary destruction upon the trail.  
 
Some field trips are planned for the spring, including 
local Historical Society members, to take people along 
that route, and to find, map, and document the remaining 
parts of that endangered trail beyond Little Willow Flat. 
We will also explore the Mann Creek and U.S. 95 area 
parts of the old trail.

        THE SUPPOSED NEW HIGHWAY MIGHT GO OVER THESE TRAIL RUTS (ARROWS)

            



In connection with this concern about the possible threat 
to the Goodale North, there are other groups and citizens 
who have responded to some of the information that we 
have sent out. Our National Preservation Officer, Dave 
Welch, and other OCTA members have been made 
aware of this situation, as well as Idaho State’s Historic 
Preservation Officer, Steve Guerber. We wait to hear 
from him!  
 
Some responses have come from different people to 
whom the emails have been forwarded. One State 
Senator, Chairman of the Senate Resources and 
Environment Committee, is already calling for hearings.  
 
We in I-OCTA, with assistance from others, will con-
tinue to do what we do best toward preservation, with 
many days ahead on the trail routes and in further study 
of the project to bring these emigrant routes into the 
historic trails system! How much we look forward to  
sharing these newly found ruts with other “ rut-nuts!”  

CANYON COUNTY’S OREGON TRAIL 
Several years ago Larry Jones, Idaho State Historian 
with the Idaho State Historical Society, told a college 
class that the old timers at Caldwell, ID, maintained that 
the evident swale [running from east to west] through 
the middle of Canyon Hills Cemetery was a trace or 
remnant of the Oregon Trail!  
 
Stories of the Oregon Trail’s passage through Caldwell 
have been published at times showing the route that 
approached from the east. If entering the land from the 
SE and up onto the plateau that Canyon Hills sets upon, 
the Cemetery area would have been quite out of the way. 
It sits on the east side of the plateau nearly one mile NW 
of the entry of the trail. (See map below.) 
 
The steep ramp down from the plateau on the west side 
of Canyon Hills, from the trail on top to the Boise River, 
is the proven route of the Oregon Trail. From down over  
that bedrock, wheel-marked ramp on the west side of the                              

________________________________________________________ 
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          OREGON TRAIL ROUTES ON CANYON HILLS PLATEAU, CANYON COUNTY, IDAHO
plateau the trail, according to the land plat evidence, 
crossed the Boise River and passed along the river  
northerly. The route followed along present River Drive, 
on further north for more than one-half mile total. There 

the road met the trail alternant that came west on the 
north side of the Boise River. The trail then turned 
westerly and followed across to the Notus and Parma, 
ID, areas near the present roadbed of Highway 20-26. 



Some old maps and the book, Emigrant Trails of 
Southern Idaho, map 47, show the Oregon Trail crossing 
Canyon Hills from bottom right to top left, not going 
near the Cemetery, the western route on the map.   
 
There appeared to be little reason why the trail would 
not have followed the shortest route, as the maps show, 
not first passing north along the eastern side of the 
plateau to the middle of the Cemetery, and then turning 
directly west leaving deep ruts through the Cemetery. 
But that evident swale in the Cemetery still shows the 
evidence of long time wagon wheel wear, soil grinding, 
wind blown-away silt, and general rut deepening!  
 
Some few years ago, armed with the possibility of the 
Cemetery swale being part of the Oregon Trail, this 
writer and Patti scouted the area. In a telephoto picture 
taken from the most NE part of the Cemetery area back 
to the south, from just SW of the corner of the sections 
10, 11, 14, and 15 (see map), there appeared to be a 
slope where a road once came up the eastern side of the 
plateau—within the western rim’s swayed indentation. 
 
Upon close inspection there was but one narrow area 
where the rim rock disappeared under the soil. Up that 
slope, under the brushy over-growth, the old remnant 
and traces of a dirt road were found.         
                                                                  MCGILL PHOTO 

 
ROAD/RAMP, TRAIL UP THE EAST SIDE OF CANYON HILLS  
Recently when a copy of the 1867, area land plat was 
obtained the old road on that plat that identified the 
original trail became evident as show by the western 
most dashed-red line. And to this writer’s pleasure, 
another variant of the trail was inscribed. 
 
Though there were also connecting roads to the southern 
ends of both routes (green), later additions of a road that 
led from Nampa and branched, the two variants were 
connected in a system of the trail. The eastern most route 
followed around the bottom of the east side of the 
plateau, near where Mason Creek has now been rerouted 
to follow the plateau side-hill. The trail then went up the 
east side of the plateau, exactly where the remnants of 
the old road had been discovered under the brush and 
trees, and on west through the cemetery area connecting  
with the western route as shown.               
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TRAIL DOWN— WHEEL MARKS UNDER THE WILD BERRIES  
These trail evidences are probably the only remnants of 
the Oregon Trail still found across Canyon County! We 
would hope that they can be protected. Who will become 
involved and help do this? 
_____________________________________________ 
I-OCTA Summer Meetings and Activities 
On March 19. 2005, the I-OCTA Board and Officers 
will meet at 10:00 a.m., at Perkins Restaurant, Twin 
Falls, ID. The meeting is open to the membership. (See 
directions in Doug Jenson’s letter below) The final 
schedule of summer events will be completed and 
approved by the Board. The spring Membership Meeting 
will be at Jerome, ID, on April 23, 2005, location to be 
finalized later, but may be at the Jerome Library. An 
afternoon tour will follow. 
 
Other activities in the planning stages are in May, a 
finishing of the marking of the Oregon Trail west of the 
parting of the ways from the California Trail—about 3 
miles west of the Raft River and Yale Road, and 2 miles 
south of I-84. In June a trip from Malta through the City 
of Rocks along part of the California Trail may be 
coupled (if the snow is gone) with a planned two-day 
marking of the California Trail. The marking will be 
done through the Granite Pass area, westerly to where 
the trail passes from Idaho into the NW corner of Utah. 
 
Other trips, including working/marking days, may be the 
marking of the Hudspeth Cutoff from Lava Hot Springs 
toward the City of Rocks, some marking of the North 
Alternate in the Pioneer Reservoir and Bliss areas, and 
exploring some of the Goodale Cutoff north of Emmett. 
 
Some marking will also be done on the main Oregon 
Trail from SE of Mountain Home to Glenns Ferry, ID, 
and other sections of the same trail along the Snake 
River back to the east. Some Jeffrey Goodale Cutoff 
work may also be done north of Carey and west of the  
Wood River Valley.  



Last fall some miles of the Jeffrey-Goodale cutoff were 
marked both west and SE of Arco. There remains one 
section that crosses INEEL land, a second—the oldest 
branch of the trail—north of Wildhorse Butte, and a 
third short section SE of Kennedy Crossing, the second 
Arco site, which all need to be marked. We hope that 
will be a trip worked in for the membership. 
    
We have a new member now who was raised on a ranch 
east of upper Ditto Creek, where the I-OCTA members 
traveled last October 9. She, Norma Dart, will be helping 
us get access to the Goodale Cutoff from west of the 
Dixie Station site near Anderson Ranch Dam, and 
toward Ditto Creek. That may also be part of the 2005 
activities. Norma has already gotten very excited about 
helping preserve our historic trails! 
 
Some trail-work outings will be planned by I-OCTA’s 
Preservation Office and others of the leadership between 
regular scheduled activities, as marking materials are 
made available by the BLM and OCTA and times can be 
set with available helpers. The President and others will 
be notified as soon as possible for these extra days so 
that the word can be given to all who want to participate. 
 
On Oct. 8-9, a joint trip is planned with the Owy. CHS 
on sections of the South Alternate west of Glenns Ferry. 
 

From I -OCTA President, Doug Jenson 
Plan now to attend the spring I-OCTA board meeting, to 
be held in Twin Falls on March 19 at 10:00 AM.  
Location is Perkins Restaurant. Peg Cristobal has made 
arrangements for us for the meeting, including driving 
directions: 
 
“ I did contact Perkins and it is a go for 3/19/05.  To get 
there take the Twin Falls exit from I-84, and go south on 
Hwy. 93. Cross the Perrine Bridge, go through two stop 
lights, and it is .1 mile south of the second stop light.  
Look for the Shilo Inn sign and Perkins is right there.  
(Note, street looks like you are going to the Shilo Inn.)   
 
“ I ran into Curtis Johnson, and he has a lot to do with the 
Friends of Stricker. He plans on being at the Striker 
Ranch at 2 pm on the 19th, to have the house open and 
tour the group around the area. I did tell him that we 
were interested in the Cemetery condition.”  [Peg]  
 
After the meeting and lunch we will go to the Stricker 
store area and see for ourselves how things are looking 
with the cemetery, etc. 
 
My intention is to put together an agenda for the 
meeting, and distribute copies (via e-mail) to all officers 
prior to the meeting.  If there are items any of you would 
like placed on the agenda, please get them to me in a 
timely manner.  

Also please take a good look at the I-OCTA by-laws, 
which was e-mailed out a month or so ago.  There are 
some issues we need to consider. I look forward to 
seeing all of you [Board, Officers, and Members 
welcomed] in March.                       jensondd@ida.net 
           Regards, Doug Jenson,  President, I-OCTA                             
__________________________________________  
TRAIL PRESERVATION TRAINING 
The planned OCTA training for Mapping, Marking, 
and Monitor ing will be held at Mountain Home on 
April 14-16, 8:00 a.m. This will be a train-the-trainer 
event, that is training some leader who can pass along to 
other members the skills and methods we will be using 
for historic trails preservation. 
 
I-OCTA will be privileged to use the facilities of the 
Elmore County Historical Society in the old Carnegie 
Library, 180 S. 3rd E, Mountain Home, ID. One of their 
membership will be involved and 2-3 BLM Officers, 
with whom we work across Idaho in trail preservation. 
 
The mapping portion of the training will be following 
the MET Manual, developed to help standardize the 
work done on historic trail mapping for all supervisory 
agencies and workers who have portions of the trails to 
care for and supervise. We would like to get one of these 
Manuals into the hands of all participants before the 
training so that each can familiarize himself with the 
contents, and prepare for the training. This Editor can be 
contacted for a copy. 
 
Please also notify the Editor if you would like to 
participate. Everyone who is involved will be asked to 
make a time commitment later to be involved in helping 
on either or all of the mapping, marking, or monitoring 
of local trails. Interested parties are invited to come and 
see what training will be offered on an agenda. The 
participants will be a limited number, however, and thus 
we must be notified ahead of time. Call or email names 
and information about interests, willingness to give time 
to this work, and group affiliation. **********  Send to 
jwmcgill@pobox.com or call 208 467 4853, Nampa, or 
D. Jenson jensondd@ida.net  208 526 2327, Idaho Falls. 
 
(I will be emailing those who have already notified me 
in the next few days (late in February). If you do not get 
an email or phone call I do not have your name!!)_____ 
_____________________________________________ 
TIME TO RENEW MEMBERSHIPS, BOTH 
IDAHO CHAPTER AND NATIONAL OCTA. IF 
YOU MISPLACED YOUR OCTA REMINDER, 
ASK BILL WILSON FOR INFORMATION 
WHEN YOU SEND $10 TO HIM FOR I-OCTA!! 
Bill, 5204 Waterwheel Dr., Boise, ID 83703-3130 
OR request a form from- - - -jwmcgill@pobox.com 
OR GO ONLINE- - - - - - - - www.OCTA-trails.org



I-OCTA OFFICERS 
Douglas Jenson - - President 
Lyle Lamber t - - Vice-President 
Jerry Eichhorst -- Vice-President 
William Wilson - - Treasurer 
Afton Patr ick - - Secretary 
James McGill - - Trail Preservation  
Jerry Eichhorst - - Webmaster, IdahoOCTA.org 
 
Board of Directors 
Peggy Cr istobal, Filer, ID -- Walter  Meyer, Boise 
Gil Wyllie, Boise -- Clair  Rickets, Jerome 
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