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Introduction  

The Brewer family of Murfreesboro, Arkansas took a covered wagon trip to 

California and to the Willamette Valley in the Oregon Territory in 1853.  They 

travelled on the Cherokee Trail, the Santa Fe Trail, the California Trail, the Oregon 

Trail and the Barlow Trail.  This narrative is an attempt to assemble some of the 

available information and present it in a more or less chronological order. 

For about the last ten years I have been reading diaries, remembrances, old 
newspapers, cranking through reels of microfilm, searching census records, 
studying maps and exploring parts of the trail that can still be seen.  

 

Much information has been passed down to us by our relatives who recorded in 
their bibles; the births, deaths, marriages, children, activities, and other events in 
their lives.  In addition there were researchers who contacted county clerks to get 
birth, death and marriage certificates; visited libraries, colleges, museums; and  
who browsed the web to get online information that could fill in the gaps.   
 
Some of those who had a strong curiosity and interest in recording, researching 
and informing us about the past were:  Aileen McCrimmon Brewer, Ronda 
Howard, Marjorie Dilts Brewer, Teresa Harris Mattison, Deanna Bass McGill, 
Margaret Stevens Brewer, Rachel Brewer Spoor, Geneva Zoe Bass Dimmick, Clara 
Crowe Gose, Margaret Isabelle Scott Brewer Palmiter Sparks, Beverly Brewer 
Brewer, Gary Brumbaugh, Ellen Roundtree Harmon, Elinor Roundtree Burke, 
Martha Brewer Crowe, Dorothy Brewer Sechler Mintz, Evangeline St. Clair  
Brewer Mann. 
 
Without these family historians and family researchers this narrative could not 
have been told.   Thank you! 
 

         James Henry (Jim) Brewer 
        6 February 2011  
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Oregon or Bust   ---1853 
 

Oliver (Sr) Brewer,  had started life in the Hillsboro district 

of Chatham County, North Carolina in the last half of the 

1700õs.  By about 1792 Oliver had married a girl whose last 

name is unknown and even her first name, Sarah, is u n-

certain. Oliver and Sarah carried on the Brewer family 

name with four children .   1    

 

Sarah died, though, and by 1804 Oliver had married 

again.  Mary òPollyó Henderson was the bride and they 

were married on 10 Jan 1804 in Knox County, Tennessee.  

Polly raised Oliverõs four children and in the 23 years of 

her marriage, she and Oliver had eig ht more before she 

died in 1827.    2, 5 

 

Ancestors of the Brewerõs had landed and settled on the  

Atlantic Coast of America as early as the 1600õs.  In gen-

eral, the off spring of these first settlers emigrated west to 

establish their own frontier homes.  Leaving the old hom e-

stead and traveling another 50 miles west toward the ever 

moving frontier, came to be a typical pattern for early 

Americans .   3     

 

 Following this pattern, Oliver and family had made the 

moves from North Carolina to Tennessee to Missouri and 

then to Arkansas. The family arrived in Arkansas in 1818 

or 1819 and first located in Hempstead County.  In 1826 

they moved to Clark (now Pike) C ounty, Arkansas and se t-

tled on the Three Forks of the Little Missouri River, on what 

was known as ôThe Islandõ and remained there until Oli-

verõs death, 13 Oct 1834. Oliver had purchased this land 

from the government, approximately 78 acres, for $1.25 per 
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a cre under the terms of The Land Act of 1820     1, 2, 4, 5   

 

Oliverõs eldest son, John Brewer , married Elvira Alexander .  

Elviraõs mother, a widow, Mrs. Mary (Price) Morrison Alex-

ander, moved her family [four sons and six daughters] 

from North Carolina to Bellevue, Missouri in 1808.  Here 

they joined a Presbyterian colony and it was here that the 

youngest member of the Alexander family, 15 - year - old El v-

ira, met John Brewer.  On 7 Sep 1815 the couple was ma r-

ried and a short time later they moved to Arkansas.  They 

settled on 82 acres of land in Pike County about 2  miles 

west of Murfreesboro and a half mile west of Oliverõs place.   

They had ten children .   6  

 

By 1850, John / Elvira Brewerõs  second child and first son 

was 32 year - old, William Alexander Brewer .  Williamõs   

grandfather, Oliver (Sr), had died back in 1834 and John 

had passed away in 1845. In 1850, Elvira , now widowed, 

was the elder in the family.  Some of her kids had married 

and settled on places of their own, all within a few miles of 

Murfrees boro :  

 William Alexander Brewer  married Margaret Isabelle  

 Scott  on  25 Feb 1841,  

 Sarah Ann (Sally) Brewer  married John D. Bacon  in 

 1844,  

 Lucinda Brewer  married Patrick Laird   in about 1849.  

 Elvira Caroline Brewer , the youngest, at 11 - years - old, 

was still at home with her brothers; John Manning (Jack),  

23 yrs;  Oliver P ,  17, and Reece  A, age  15.  They were all 

òscratching out a livingó on the old homestead.   

 

*Some in the family say that Olliver and Reece were never given middle names but they just assumed their own middle initials.  ---
others think the P. stands for Price and  the  A. stands  for Alexander. 
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The 1850õs style and ease of life was very different for peo-

ple in different parts of the United States.  In the upper ci r-

cles of the East,  the very wealthy enjoyed extreme luxury.  

They gathered at spas in New York, Newport and Saratoga 

according to the s eason.  The men dressed elegantly and 

expensively and there were òdelicate and lovely women, 

who wore fine furs and rolled in the most stylish equ i-

pageó.  Manufactured fabrics were available and women 

no longer had to spend time at the spinning wheel . Bas e-

ball had become popular, yacht racing and intercoll e-

giate rowing had been introduced and a popular song of 

the day was Stephen Fostersõ latest: òOh! Susannaó.  Then 

there were the professionals, shop keepers and farmers and 

at the bottom, the newly arrived , penniless immigrants 

whoõs only assets were hopes and dreams.   7 

 

Life in the West  and on the frontier in 1850 was rough and 

in some places, primitive.  There were the steamboat ga m-

blers and others trying to live in the highest luxury that 

the frontier afforded.  ---   at the lower end of the scale 

there were the settlers trying to ôscratch out a livingõ on the 

land with home - grown and hand - made products and 

barely being afforded the necessities of lifeó.  7   Life was 

rough but here they also sang òOh! Sussanaó.  

 

In 1850, outside events were occurring that would affect 

the fate of the Brewer family.  Zachary Taylor had been 

president only 16 months when he passed away in July of 

that year.  The Slavery issue, the major concern of the day, 

had not been se ttled.  The tension with the South had been 

relieved somewhat back in 1820 by The Missouri Compr o-

mise, which preserved a balance of Free States vs. Slave 

States and had kept the Union from splitting apart.  
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 After winning the Mexican War in 1848, the US had  a c-

quired huge parcels of land that would form the territories 

of New Mexico, Arizona, Utah and California.  Shortly a f-

ter the end of the war, gold was discovered in the new te r-

ritory of California.  Suddenly there was a rush to this te r-

ritory where, repor tedly, people could make a fortune by 

just strolling around and picking gold up off the ground.  

The area, though, was lacking in civil authority to start 

with and the huge influx of prospectors, miners, suppliers, 

adventurers and others, in a lawless envi ronment, made 

the urgent necessity for government apparent.  This meant 

that if California was to be brought into the union, a d e-

termination of whether it should be a Free or Slave state 

would have to be made .. 

 

When Vice President Millard Fillmore assumed  the Pres i-

dency after Taylorõs death, he inherited the unsolved Slav-

ery problem.  However, during his term in office, The Co m-

promise of 1850 was passed.  This allowed new territories 

the choice of entering the Union as a Free or as a Slave 

State, and once again the final settlement of the slavery 

issue was deferred to the future .    

 

I n 1850 there were 1,862 people living in Pike County, 110 

were slaves. Arkansas was a slave state and John and El v-

ira had owned slaves.  The family of Margaret  Isabelle 

Scott  moved from Georgia to Spring Hill, Arkansas and it 

was here in 1841 that 21 year old, Margaret Isabelle had 

met and married William Alexander Brewer .  Margaretõsõ 

own parents had brought their slaves with them to Arka n-

sas and as a wedding present they gave  Margaret and Wi l-

liam a negro man and a negro woman.   8   

 



7 
 

There doesnõt seem to be a record by 1850 of Wm  and  

Margaret  owning slaves but the Pike County, Arkansas 

Slave Schedule of 1850 enumerated a 30 - year - old female, 

and an 11 - year - old female, owned b y Elvira , Williamõs 

mother , as well as a 2 - month - old baby boy.  What ha p-

pened to these slaves by 1853 is not clear but there is no 

record of Negros going to Oregon with the Brewer party.  

In fact, the Provisional Government of Oregon had a l-

ready, back in 1844, made slavery illegal and settlers who 

currently owned slaves were required to free them within 

three years.  Free blacks, 18 years or older, had to leave the 

area.   

 

The original Oregon òExclusion Lawó subjected blacks who 

remained in Oregon to a  w hipping  ----  every six months 

as long as they remained in the territory.  Before this went 

into effect, the law was modified to replace whipping with 

forced labor.  Any black found in violation of the law was 

hired out publicly.  After the period of force d labor the 

òemployeró then had six months to get the black person out 

of Oregon or face a $1000 fine.    After 1865 and the end of 

the Civil War, all exclusion laws were declared invalid by 

the Federal Government.    9  

 

By the estimate of John Mack Farag her,  ò Two men (or 

one man and a strong boy) could cultivate 50 acres and 

produce a living for a medium sized family.   An acre in a 

home garden; 20 acres for small grain crops and about 30 

acres in co r n.ó  Cor n was the essential of every animal and 

human  on the place.   10 
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        The Great Wheel 

           Used for spinning wool yarn 
             
               

             
 
    
                                      
                               
 
 

                  
              Fireplace & Bread Oven                                            
 
 
          
                                             

                       Butter Churn 

  


