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  Miles and Miles of White Burning, Blinding Sand


  Alice Garrison Dryer


  In 1860, when Alice Dryer started across the desert from the California coast to Fort Yuma, she may have wondered if she had made a dreadful mistake. The heat, the sand, the persistent swaying and rocking of the wagon, not to mention the constant search for water continued day after day with no relief or respite. She tried to shield herself from the sun’s blistering rays, yet her skin turned a bright blistering red and then a golden tan, not at all what a proper eastern woman favored. But she was determined to go wherever her husband was ordered, although the deserts of Arizona were not where she had hoped to land.
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  Fortunately, Alice’s journey ended at Fort Yuma, which was physically in California but under the military Department of Arizona. The Yuma Depot, on the Arizona side of the Colorado River, housed supplies for camps located in the Territory. Ferries transported provisions back and forth between the two facilities.


  Alice had accompanied her husband, First Lieutenant Hiram Dryer, on what she thought would be a tour of duty at Fort Vancouver, Washington Territory. Hiram had enlisted in the Army in 1846 during the Mexican War and distinguished himself throughout his career, rising within the ranks to the position of major by 1865. He was a first lieutenant when he married Alice Garrison, who claimed Detroit, Michigan, as her native city.


  Probably not a young woman when she married fifty-year-old Hiram in 1859, Alice went with her husband wherever he was posted throughout his military career. Her descriptions of the often-stark military posts at which they were stationed were less than laudatory.


  The couple started their journey west by sailing out of New York for the Isthmus of Panama. Hiram might not have been overly enthusiastic about the trip as this would be his second crossing of the Isthmus to reach the West Coast. The first time, in 1852, 104 men had died from cholera on the expedition.


  Alice’s account of her travels, chronicled in her booklet, Reminiscences of an Army Woman, which she penned sometime after her husband died in 1867, reveals a woman used to comfortable surroundings but who also loved her husband enough to stay with him no matter where he was ordered to go.


  She found the sea voyage down the Atlantic Coast delightful. As they headed across the Isthmus, however, she became concerned about “contracting the Panama fever in a hot, damp atmosphere which was conducive to the ripening and perfecting of the native fruits, especially bananas and pineapples, even though the air was not good for man . . . It was a delight to board the elegant Pacific steamship when we reached the other side of the isthmus. They were such an improvement on the Atlantic steamers, larger by far, more comfortably furnished, and best of all, kept scrupulously clean.


  “The trip from Panama to San Francisco was enjoyable,” she continued. “For two weeks we glided along in this floating palace on the peaceful glassy waters of the Pacific—no such thing as seasickness known on that side. We made several ports on the Mexican coast, anchoring out in the harbor in sight of dock, but not landing.”


  From San Francisco, the party headed to Fort Vancouver, Washington Territory. As soon as they arrived, they were ordered to Los Angeles to begin the difficult and dangerous journey to Fort Yuma.


  Back in California, Alice took advantage of a few days’ reprieve before the troops headed into Arizona by touring the nearby wine country, a venture that proved advantageous once she started across the desert.


  “The native sour wines were used as an ordinary beverage on every table,” she noted. “And we took a supply with us which many times in crossing the desert had to be used in place of water. We were nearly three weeks in crossing the desert and sometimes where we camped the water was undrinkable.”


  Alice was one of the few officers’ wives to travel with the troops across the desert this early in the Indian campaigns, struggling through ankle-deep sand, always on the lookout for sources of water. Her description of the crossing echoes that of other women who later accompanied the troops.



   The length of the marches across the desert had to be made according to where we could find wood and water—both of which were scarce articles—so the day’s journey varied from ten to fifteen miles, longer marches could not be made in the burning sun and heavy sand. As it was during the hottest season of the year we had to make very early starts in the morning. We were awakened by fife and drum sounding reveille as early as 3 a.m. some mornings, when there was a longer march to be made that day, so that we could be out on the road before sunrise. There was no time to be sleepy or to dally.


  The camp fires were going betimes and we soon smelt the coffee and bacon for our breakfast. It is not necessary to say that it was always relished—no such appetite can be gained from the present day tonics as our out of door life gave. All bedding, camp kit, etc., had to be ready for the men to put into the wagons at a certain moment when the call was sounded to strike tents. Oftentimes we commenced our day’s journey by moonlight or starlight, and were always in camp by midday. Once we tried a night march instead of by day, but it was not satisfactory, as the soldiers were more pulled down by it than by day marching.


  The officers and men led the line, next came the ambulances or carriages with officers’ families, then the line of wagons of six mule teams hauling the tents, baggage, etc. The last named had to travel very slowly and late getting into camp with the stuff, for which we could do nothing but patiently wait. We hailed the cloud of dust with delight, as it betokened their approach ever so far off. The four gray mules which drew my ambulance would rarely go off a walk, as the soft sand often reached the hubs of the wheels.


  It was monotonous and wearisome for women, but harder for man and beast (the men sometimes gave out and fell down by the roadside and waited for the hospital ambulance to come along and pick them up). Few of the officers’ wives undertook the trip, as they could not bear being dragged at snail pace through miles and miles of white burning, blinding sand, day after day for three weeks, Sundays no different from weekdays, to all outward appearance. One can imagine how the weary eye eagerly stretched its gaze ahead to try and catch a glimpse of distant trees, for there we would find a stream of water of some kind and get a little relaxation from our cramped position by sitting or lounging under the shadow of a tree while waiting for the wagon to come in with the tents and camp chests. . . .


  There was very little variety in our long march from Los Angeles to our place of destination, Fort Yuma, noted especially for being the hottest place in the world. (Cheerful to look forward to!) The camping places along the road were all dignified with names, as if they were towns, but when we reached them we found only a few trees beside a stream or creek, and a whisky shop wherewith to tempt our soldiers. We generally picked our camping ground as far as we could from the latter snare.




  Alice and her party were not immune to desert hallucinations that weary, thirst-driven travelers often envisioned as they gazed into the blazing sun.



   We were once entertained by a very beautiful mirage which looked like a large city in the distance, and which we never seemed quite able to reach. The atmospheric illusions were very pleasing for the time being, even though we found the foundation of our picture to be nothing more than a dry alkali lake, which was very white and visible for several miles, giving the impression of a far off city or castle. We also sometimes came across an old mission in the neighborhood of our camp, which was most interesting. These were founded chiefly by the Franciscan Fathers, who were most courteous to us when we met them. But oh! The relief and the delight of seeing our dear Stars and Stripes waving its welcome to weary travellers [sic] as we came in sight of our home [Fort Yuma]; it was home, no matter what discomforts or disadvantages might prove to be.




  Alice found little to please her in a post remiss of shade, trees, shrubs, and grass.


  “[N]othing green visible to the naked eye,” she complained, “nothing but bare rock and sand reflecting the heat like a fiery furnace.”


  She did marvel at the gardens that nearby Native and Mexican families cultivated close to the riverbank, and admired the rows of lettuce and succulent peppers that thrived in the searing heat. But she distressed over not being able to keep butter as it almost immediately melted into oil.


  “The water was put in oyers [ollas or clay pots],” she said, “made by the squaws, which were suspended in the air on the piazzas, wrapped in gunny sack or blankets kept wet. This process kept the water cool—or at least what we call cool in that country.”


  Post housing also left her less than satisfied:



   The quarters were built of adobe and three feet thick, they did not keep the heat out, for the walls were so hot on the inside that you could scarcely bear your hand on them during the summer. . . . Beds and mattresses were deserted; one could only sleep on canvas-covered cots with linen sheets and a hair pillow for bedding, and that outside in the inclosed [sic] piazza—cots had to be carefully screened from mosquitoes, as they were not of the ordinary kind but very large and very fierce, leaving a stream of blood trickling down from their bite. . . .


  Soldiers went on guard in their shirt sleeves and had to wear Panama hats with a wet cloth inside to protect them from the intense heat and liable sunstroke. Not a very military sight, and even they succumbed to the sun’s rays and averaged two and three deaths a week from sunstroke during the hottest weather. The hospital being opposite our quarters, we could distinctly hear the groans of the sick and dying. The dead march became a mournfully familiar sound on the fife and drum as they carried these poor men to their last resting place in the cemetery below the fort.


  The wives of the officers, the sutler, the postmaster and the steamboat captain, who lived over the river, all left the country before the very hot weather began. Afterwards it would be too hot to cross the desert. I chose to stay, and consequently was the only white woman there except the camp laundresses who had to stay and work. I could not be persuaded to leave my husband to bear alone the discomforts of this forlorn country, and as it was my first post I felt it would be cowardly to desert him for my own personal comfort.


  In October and November the temperature began to drop a little, so that after sunset we could walk out or ride on horseback down to Pilot Knob [a volcanic landform that was used as a landmark by riverboat pilots], which was about all the recreation we had. The arrival of the overland mail once or twice a month was a great event—sometimes six weeks would pass without our hearing a word from the states, owing to the stages being attacked by Indians or because of bad roads. It was one of our few pleasures when we got the mail to meet and exchange the news one with another. This post was established to protect the overland mail, as the Indians in that part of the country were very troublesome at that time. [Fort Yuma was a stop for the Butterfield Stage from 1858 until 1861.].


  Our commissary stores and supplies were brought from San Francisco to Fort Yuma by water down the coast and up the Gulf of California, but the one thing we craved and needed—ice—could not bear transportation.


  Occasionally during the winter a wagon would arrive from Los Angeles with grapes which were a great treat.


  We had rain only twice during the year and a half of my stay there, and that, instead of cooling the air, rather had the effect of a vapor bath, which necessitated the immediate change of clothing. The Indian women there wore only one garment, that being made into a skirt of strips of willow fastened into a belt at the waist and reaching to the knees—little bells attached to the strips so that their approach was heard fortunately. Scorpions and centipedes abounded in this country, as well as armies of formidable ants which moved in upon us in large bodies at intervals.


  The stir in this region was only cooled by sandstorms, which were an occasional relief; when they came everything had to be put away and covered closely, as the fine sand penetrated books, clothing and every exposed article in the house.




  When the Civil War heated up in the East, Hiram’s unit was called back to the States. “As it was in the cool season,” Alice wrote, “we crossed the country very comfortably to San Diego. One feature of this march was the Temecula canyon [California], through which we had to pass—so very rough with rocks and steep in places that a rope had to be wound around my ambulance many times to keep me in.”


  Safely back on the West Coast, Alice waited for a steamer that would take her from San Francisco to Panama. She joined several other Army wives who were also on their way east to a different type of war than what they had experienced in the West. Alice learned her tour of duty, although difficult, had not been as harsh as what others endured.



   We Army women were glad to meet again and during our long voyage home had ample opportunity to talk over our experiences and compare notes. Some of the ladies I found had been situated more uncomfortably than we at Fort Yuma in some respects. Our heat was more intense, but at Fort Mojave the quarters were wretched, with thatched roofs and houses old and uncomfortable. It rained there more frequently than at Fort Yuma, and leaked through so that they had to sit under umbrellas, and the children got under the tables to keep dry, and many other amusing inconveniences which we were able to laugh over now that we were well out of them.




  One of Alice’s many disappointments during her western tour of duty was the lack of churches. “In all my year and a half at Fort Yuma,” she said, “I never saw a church or a priest, but a church woman can always find comfort in her prayer book and united with the dear ones far away in the church services.”


  Alice arrived in New York just before Christmas 1861. “We were not allowed to touch dock until the next morning,” she said, “but one lady and myself with our husbands got off and went to a hotel in the city, late though it was. We had both suffered in outward appearance by our exile and in our old-fashioned, dilapidated clothing made rather a grotesque and incongruous picture in a fashionable hotel in New York city.”



   The Metropolitan was the Army hotel of that day. As we were passing a long mirror at the end of the hall on our way to supper we suddenly confronted ourselves, at first not recognizing the forlorn-looking women, but finally, very much amused and not at all disconcerted; we came home like soldiers from battle—rather proud of our scars in the service. We had left home young and fresh only a year and a half before and now our dearest friends did not know us when we reached our native land. Thin and brown, the color of the adobe houses and the Indians, weighing
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