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Edward Beale’s Route (dotted line)

COURTESY OF MASTER SERGEANT ED HINES, USMC (RET.)
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Utah Territory and the Mormons’ proposed state.
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1873 map shows the location of Beaver Lake in what is now
Nevada. Beale’s Trail (the Mojave Trail) is indicated by a dotted
line at the northern edge of the lake. From the “Topographical
Notes” of A. W. Von Schmidt.
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Death Valley location
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Beaver Lake. 1892 map of Camp Mojave. Beale’s Trail indicated
by a line parallel to the Colorado River (Pyramid Canyon)
proceeding from Hardyville (now Bullhead City, Arizona, area),
crossing at Camp Mojave, passing above Beaver Lake.
Topography H. M. Wilson, 1892; from 1884 work by Henry
Gannen and the 1876 Powell Survey.

SOUTHWEST MUSEUM, KINGMAN, ARIZONA



It takes much to bring down a charging camel!

Lieutenant Colonel T. E. Lawrence (of Arabia)
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INTRODUCTION

The story began for me years ago on a hot August afternoon as I drove from Las Vegas to Laughlin, Nevada. South of the old mining town of Searchlight, I turned onto Highway 163, which corkscrews its way down a steep hill to the Colorado River. A lonely, weathered historical marker caught my attention and I pulled off the road to learn what could have occurred of importance in that barren part of the Mojave Desert.

A blast of hot, dry air greeted me as I stepped from the car. My eyes squinted in the brilliant sun that baked the black, rocky landscape around me.

The Camel Corps, the marker said. I read on, learning that a Lieutenant Edward F. Beale surveyed a wagon road through New Mexico, Arizona, and Nevada while testing the fitness of camels. They crossed the Colorado River near this spot in 1857.

Camels in Nevada? Edward Beale was a naval officer, a hero of the Mexican War. What was a navy man doing in the middle of the Mojave Desert? Where did he get the camels?

I spoke with a local historian who assured me that camels did pass through the Southwest in the mid-1800s and he told of a battle between Indians and men riding camels at Beaver Lake in southern Nevada.

Fascinated, I scanned a Nevada highway map but found no Beaver Lake. Had it been a mirage, a figment of someone’s imagination? A navy officer leading an expedition through a desert, men riding camels and fighting Indians, a lake that did not exist; I doubted the story.

Some years later, as I admired a friend’s tattered 1873 map of Nevada, I made an interesting discovery. There was Beaver Lake! It appeared as an oblong spot on the map next to the Colorado River at the southern tip of the state.

So, Edward Beale and the lake did exist. But what was the truth about the camels?

To completely understand the camel story, it is necessary to connect a chain of historical events that form like a picture puzzle. Each link is, in itself, a story of the involvement of brave, dedicated Americans from many ethnic backgrounds, working together in a harsh, dangerous environment to accomplish a mission.

Soon a Civil War would split the country apart. But violence had already infected parts of the United States. Whites were killing one another in Kansas over the slavery issue, Indians and emigrants were fighting in the West, and the United States and the Mormons in Utah Territory were on the brink of total war.

To protect our citizens on the frontier, the army needed a new weapon, something stronger than mules to carry supplies and faster than horses for the cavalry.

For a few years, camels imported by the army played a vital role in the history of the American West. Then, as if in a final charge, the adventure came to an abrupt end.


CHAPTER 1
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Old Douglas


Who is the slayer, who the victim? Speak!

Sophocles, Antigone (442 BC)



VICKSBURG, MISSISSIPPI

THE CIVIL WAR

MAY 1863

“They killed Old Douglas?” The frantic shout of a Confederate soldier on a smoke-shrouded hill pierced through the cracking sound of rifle shots.

Another soldier dead, a friend known by only one name. They could not call him “Private” or “Sergeant” or “sir” because he had not been given a rank. But to the Union sniper who shot him, Douglas was a rebel and deserved to die.

Did Douglas have a family? No one knew. He never spoke of family or home. He left no personal papers or possessions. But friends he did have, through the ranks from privates to colonels. And the Confederate army maintained his service record, which was sprinkled with notations of acts of bravery.

Douglas’s history began during the Battle of Corinth a few months earlier. At least, that is when the men first met him. And that is when General Ulysses S. Grant’s Union Army began to drive the Confederates into a retreat from Tennessee to the river town of Vicksburg.

Now Grant had his former Mexican War colleague Lieutenant General John C. Pemberton and his rebel army trapped with their backs against the Mississippi River.

Union gunboats were patrolling the river, bombarding the city, while Grant’s land forces pushed toward rebel fortifications.

Grant became impatient as the hours passed. His large reinforcement army was still days behind, so, on May 19, he launched an assault against rebel defense lines. That was a mistake. Testing those lines cost him heavy loss of lives. He reorganized and tried another attack on the twenty-second and again was driven back.

Grant needed a better plan. Storming rebel lines only cost lives. So he tried a new tactic. He would starve the city and its defending army into submission. The siege of Vicksburg began.

During this siege, the northern section of General Pemberton’s defenses was held by the 43rd Mississippi Infantry Regiment, also known as the “Bloody 43rd.” Their redoubt consisted of a series of trenches, bunkers, and a few forward pits for sharpshooters. This network followed along the base of a small hill and then linked with the defenses of another unit.

Despite all the protection, Union fire had been heavy, seemingly unending, and the 43rd’s casualties mounted as the siege days crept by.

Replacements of all ages came from the city to fill the vacant ranks. Men from early teens and in their seventies fought side by side in a vain effort to drive the “Yankees” away.

Company A of the 43rd received Douglas as a replacement, assigned personally by Colonel William H. Moore. The big fellow must have been the colonel’s friend, the men concluded, for he carried special orders instructing that he serve only as a noncombatant and never be exposed to enemy fire. Apparently, Douglas had earned that privilege.

In fact, Douglas wore no uniform when he arrived, and to add to the mystery, the transfer orders did not mention his rank or even a last name.

Colonel Moore was killed during the Battle of Corinth and with him died the details of Douglas’s personal history.

But men from Company B claimed that Douglas once served with their unit and answered directly to Lieutenant William Hargrove. They reported that the lieutenant transferred Douglas to Colonel Moore. Then Hargrove disappeared during the Corinth battle, reportedly wounded and captured by Union soldiers.

At least papers attached to Douglas’s transfer orders revealed something of his performance in combat. Douglas first served in the battle of Iuka a little south of Corinth near the Tennessee-Mississippi border. His unit citation read, “He stood bravely in the face of Union fire as his friends fell around him.”

At the battle of the “Rail Roads” during the Confederate retreat, another certificate stated, “He faced the enemy bravely.”

Soon the men of Company A learned that Douglas might be special, but he followed orders without hesitation. He was friendly, and even though somewhat “slow” and “simple-minded,” he worked hard, always eager to help his new friends. If ordered to carry heavy band instruments for the unit or even cooking equipment, Douglas did so without complaint, earning the respect of everyone.

The men nicknamed him “Old Douglas,” though no one knew his true age. Perhaps the affectionate name was a result of Douglas’s gray whiskers. But there were many soldiers with gray whiskers. Few shaved, expecting death at any moment. And there wasn’t enough water to shave with anyway.

A unit officer recorded in his diary, “Old Douglas was a quiet, peaceful fellow and a general favorite. A non-combatant who accomplished his work without rank or reward.”1

On that hot, humid afternoon of June 27, 1863, Douglas stood silently, observing the battle from a grassy hill safely behind the lines, a little north of his unit’s third redoubt.

In battle, death never discriminates; the young and old, the educated, the simple can fall until death’s appetite is satisfied. At Vicksburg, death remained no stranger to soldiers, North or South. By June 27, the Confederates had lost more than 4,300 men, the Union almost an equal number. And more would die that day.

It was 3 p.m. when a rebel soldier at the third redoubt repeated a cry: “Douglas has been shot!”

The news traveled through the trenches like a brushfire. Then someone yelled, “Murderers! Yankee murderers!”

Everyone had lost friends during the siege, but this death was different. The killers of their defenseless friend demanded retribution.

One squad of soldiers in the forward trench fastened bayonets and prepared to charge Union positions. Officers raced among angry troops restoring order. They knew that certain death waited for those who entered the open area separating the warring armies.

Lieutenant Colonel Robert S. Bevier of the First Missouri Brigade was standing behind the third redoubt, not far from the body of Douglas, when he received a report from a young captain. “We are calming the men,” the officer stated. “They are enraged at this useless cruelty!”

“Return to your unit,” Colonel Bevier replied. “Tell them I share their anger. I was standing on this hill. I saw Douglas fall, pierced by an intentional discharge. The shot was no accident, no ricochet. Say to your men, there will be justice!”

Colonel Bevier recorded the details of the event. His story continues.

“All who saw the murder were highly incensed. I was endeavoring to discover through my fieldglass the perpetrator of the deed when I saw a Federal officer standing in front of a patch of woods, so distant that with the naked eye, only a dark line would be seen. He, too, was using a large lorgnette. I waved my sword and then my handkerchief to both of which he responded.

“Shortly I noticed a little puff of smoke by his side and could have dodged the shot as we frequently did from long range, but the distance was so great that I apprehended no danger and stood firm. The bullet passed my head, however, and plumped into the bank at my back with a zip.

“This followed so close in time to the murder of Douglas and was treachery of the worse kind, almost equal to the violation of a truce.”2

Colonel Bevier called for six of his best snipers. It was time for revenge. He directed their attention to the Union officer. The riflemen fired “simultaneously.” They saw the enemy officer throw up his arms and fall to his knees.

Later the colonel learned that the man they shot, the murderer of Douglas, “was a major of an Iowa regiment.” The colonel’s report ends, “I refused to hear his name and was rejoiced to learn that he had been severely wounded.”3

The death of Douglas had been avenged, and the battle continued.

Despite their gallant stand, the starving soldiers and civilians of Vicksburg could finally take no more. On July 4, 1863, General Pemberton surrendered after negotiations yielded a very reasonable arrangement.

General Grant offered lenient terms. Confederate soldiers were permitted to leave the city with their personal possessions and “paroled to return home.” Officers were allowed to keep their “side arms” (pistol, sword, and knife) and staff and cavalry officers could retain “one horse each.”

Confederates killed at Vicksburg have been remembered by loved ones who had names of the fallen engraved in stone markers.

Over the years, the Sons of Confederate Veterans collected data on units, including the 43rd, assuring each soldier a place in recorded history. But one name haunted historians because so little was known of the personal life: Douglas.

In 1893, thirty years after the fall of Vicksburg, J. W. Cook, a surviving member of Company A, wrote an article for the Confederate Veteran Magazine. It included this statement about a friend who could not speak for himself. “Douglas was faithful. His service merits record.”4

Douglas had many friends but no family to erect a marker in his memory.

Recently, Wayne McMaster, historian and member of the Sons of Confederate Veterans of Mississippi, organized a committee and raised funds for a suitable memorial for Douglas.

Today, in Vicksburg’s Cedar Hill Cemetery, at a section known as Soldier’s Rest, rows of white granite stones silently mark Confederate graves. In one area reserved for members of Company A, 43rd Mississippi Infantry, a new stone serves as a lasting memorial for a simple soldier.

Engraved near the top of the stone is a Confederate flag and below, the only name in unit records: Douglas. A few words follow regarding his combat history, but no last name, place of birth, or rank is given. All that remains “unknown.”

We do know something of his appearance. His profile was chiseled into the stone. It is reported to be a fair likeness. And now future generations will know… Old Douglas was a camel.

Why was a camel serving in the Confederate army during the Battle of Vicksburg? Where did he come from?

The answers were hidden in National Archives records. They tell of a strange U.S. Army experiment that began only a few years before the first shots of the Civil War were fired.


CHAPTER 2
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The Mormons Move West


… for open defiance of the laws, the Mormons must be treated as enemies and must be exterminated or driven from the State…

Filburn Boggs, Governor of Missouri,
Extermination Order 44, October 27, 1838

(Rescinded 1976)



The fears of settlers at Haun’s Mill materialized into horrible reality on October 30, 1838. These seventy-five families, living peacefully along the banks of Shoal Creek in Coldwell County, Missouri, worried that a militia from nearby counties might soon attack their community. They had good reason for concern; they were Mormons. At 4 p.m. that crisp autumn afternoon, 250 mounted militiamen suddenly rode into their village.

The Mormons had a plan in case of an attack. Women carrying small children ran into the nearby woods to hide, but they could not outdistance the men on horses. Many were thrown to the ground and raped.

Their men managed to retreat to a log cabin that served as a blacksmith shop. They found little safety there because the building had been constructed with logs spaced wide apart. Militiamen easily forced rifle barrels through the openings and fired on the defenders, and the cabin quickly became a killing zone.

In a few minutes, eighteen Mormons were dead, including two boys, ages nine and ten. A seventy-eight-year-old man handed over his rifle in an attempt to surrender. The militia shot him, then hacked his body into pieces with corn knives. Thirteen other Mormons were wounded.

The militia was not done. Many of the dead were mutilated, then their bodies were dropped into a well. Clothing was removed from the wounded and stolen (not an unusual practice in pioneer days for the victor to take the clothing of the victim). Horses, livestock, wagons, and home items were also stolen.1

The Haun’s Mill massacre was over in less than an hour, the militia suffering a few wounded, none killed. Fifty-five militiamen involved in the killing were named by the survivors, including a county sheriff, a clerk, and members of the Missouri state legislature. None were ever brought to justice and it remains unknown if they were reacting to the Missouri Extermination Order Number 44 or had planned the attack on their own.

From the eastern states to Ohio and on into Missouri, the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints—the Mormons—suffered persecution, yet they continued to experience a remarkable increase in followers. This was a time when religions were forming quickly in the United States, and many, just as quickly, crumbled. Some were questioning the principles of traditional Christian religions and many sought a “true religion.” Joseph Smith, the founder of the Mormon faith, promised that true religion. And the growth in numbers of the Mormon faith, their ability to function as an organization, frightened many non-Mormons who viewed them more as a “cult” than a true religion.

Wherever the Latter-Day Saints tried to find peace and an environment to practice their religion without outside interference, the situation soon became hostile. After the massacre at Haun’s Mill, Joseph Smith knew it was time to relocate. He moved his church and followers to Commerce, Illinois, along the Mississippi River, and changed the town’s name to Nauvoo (Hebrew, “to be beautiful”).

It was 1839 and political parties in Illinois recognized the value of thousands of new voters. In 1840, Joseph Smith was granted broad powers, including the authority to create his own militia, which he named the Nauvoo Legion. By 1844, the legion’s ranks included well-trained disciplined regiments of infantry and cavalry. They totaled 3,000 men at a time when the entire U.S. Army consisted of about 8,500.2

The legion was permitted to draw weapons from the United States, and though it was designed and authorized for the protection of the city of Nauvoo (the population was mostly Mormon), it could also be activated by the governor or the president.

Joseph Smith, mayor of Nauvoo, was also lieutenant general of the legion.

In 1843, the Mormons petitioned Congress, requesting that it declare Nauvoo and its surrounding area “independent territory”; then Smith announced he would run for president of the United States as a “third party.” He organized a “council of 50,” a secret organization having the authority to decide which national and state laws they needed to obey.

Soon popular opinion throughout the state turned against Smith and newspapers began to attack both him and his religion. In the spring of 1844, a dispute developed between Smith and several close associates, partly due to the doctrine promoting plural marriage. Smith’s critics published a paper calling for reform in the church and announced that some members, including Smith, were practicing polygamy. Smith denied it but had the printing press destroyed.

Then the Carthage, Illinois, paper, the Warsaw Signal, went into action with an assault on Mormonism. Its editor, Thomas C. Sharp, declared in his paper, “War and Extermination is inevitable; Arise, One and All!”3

Fearing an attack from other counties, Joseph Smith mobilized the Nauvoo Legion and declared martial law. Carthage responded by calling up a small militia, and the governor threatened to raise a larger state militia unless Smith surrendered.

Joseph Smith and his brother Hyrum were placed in the Carthage jail, charged with “inciting a riot.” Soon charges were increased to “treason against the State of Illinois.”4

Smith sent a letter ordering the Nauvoo Legion to attack Carthage, but the acting commander refused to obey the order. Late in the day, on June 27, 1844, an armed mob stormed the jail and killed both Joseph and Hyrum Smith.

Brigham Young, who had returned from a mission in England, became the new Latter-Day Saint leader and the ranking officer of the Nauvoo Legion. Realizing that many sections of the American public were condemning his Saints because some were engaging in polygamy, he intended to follow through with the church’s plans—move west, find an ideal place to create a utopian society, and begin their lives anew without interference.

Nauvoo came under attack periodically by men firing muskets and cannons, but all the Mormons managed to escape across the river during September 1846, into Iowa territory, where they established a camp for the winter.

The new territory the Mormons had in mind for their Zion was what is now Utah. Except for Native Americans, there were few people living there and it was unlikely any would compete for the land, because, at the time, all of it was owned by Mexico.

Young had already sent a representative to meet with President James K. Polk and asked for safe passage west. The timing turned out to be perfect for the Mormons and the USA. Congress had declared war on Mexico a few days before, and the Saints were needed to fight in that war.

President Polk offered the Mormons an opportunity to serve their country. The bulk of Young’s people would be guaranteed the right to proceed to the Utah area, unmolested by the United States, providing he furnished soldiers. Accordingly, a Mormon Battalion consisting of more than five hundred men was formed. They had their own officers, but all would serve under the command of the U.S. Army. The Mormon Battalion men would be paid, and draw their weapons and other equipment from the U.S. Army.5

Brigham Young gladly accepted President Polk’s offer. It was the first time the federal government had agreed to assist the Mormons and it gave the Saints an opportunity to prove their loyalty to the United States.

The battalion entered service officially on July 16, 1846, as part of the “Army of the West” under Colonel Stephen Kearny (later brigadier general).

As the majority of Mormons followed Young across country in wagons, hand-pulled carts, and on foot, the battalion arrived at Fort Leavenworth on August 30 and promptly moved out along the Santa Fe Trail to New Mexico Territory. They made it to Santa Fe in October and met their new commander, West Point graduate Lieutenant Colonel Philip St. George Cooke, who would march the battalion for the next four months over 1,100 miles through some of the most difficult terrain in the Southwest.6

While in New Mexico, Lieutenant Colonel Cooke enlisted a new guide to take them safely through the desert. He was a qualified explorer and mountain man known as Jean Baptiste Charbonneau.

Some of the more curious Saints became friends with Charbonneau and learned that this quite dark-complexioned frontiersman with long black hair spoke English, German, French, and Spanish and also spoke and understood several Native American dialects. He had been educated in Germany as a young adult, but his early years were spent in St. Louis, where he was raised by William Clark of the Lewis and Clark Expedition.

Jean Baptiste was the son of the Lewis and Clark French Canadian interpreter, Toussaint Charbonneau, and had traveled cross-county before, only much farther north. He didn’t remember anything of that trip, however, for he was only an infant at the time, carried on the back of his Shoshone mother, Sacagawea.

Now a new generation of guides would lead an expedition west, this time to do battle with the Mexicans.

The Mormon Battalion approached Tucson on December 16, 1846, prepared for a fight with the Mexican garrison, but the soldiers had withdrawn and there was no battle.

After marching more than two thousand miles since leaving Iowa (one of the longest marches in military history), the battalion arrived in San Diego on January 29, 1847, only to learn that Mexico had surrendered all of southern California.

The battalion then entered into occupation duty, constructing a number of buildings, including Fort Moore. Equally important was the fact that they had opened a wagon road from Santa Fe to San Diego. When the battalion was finally released from “active duty,” some of the Saints remained in California, some traveled along the Spanish Trail (aka Salt Lake Trail), past the Las Vegas Springs and on into Utah to join their families. Still others headed north in California and cut through various “passes” in the mountains to reach their Zion.

With the battalion troops back with the Mormon body, Brigham Young had an excellent cadre to train other men. While the Mormons hacked out an existence in the wilderness of Utah, the battalion members shared experiences and military knowledge with former members of the Nauvoo Legion.

Though they now could muster an army of many thousands, the Latter-Day Saints simply desired to be left alone and practice their religion. But, once again, they found themselves under the influence of the United States government. Their desired isolation would be short-lived. Thanks to the victory over Mexico, Utah, and most of the Southwest, were now under control of the United States.

By 1849, Mormons already inhabited a large section of the Southwest, so they proposed that most of it be incorporated into the United States as the state of Deseret. This would have included what is now Nevada, Utah, northern Arizona, southern California, and the western one-third of New Mexico and Colorado.

Congress had other ideas and formed the “Utah Territory” to include all of Utah, two-thirds of Nevada, and a small section of Colorado. President Millard Fillmore appointed Brigham Young as the first governor of the new territory, answering to the U.S. government.

In 1848 and 1849, thousands of emigrants traveled through Utah Territory to reach the gold fields in California. There was talk of a railroad from the East and even plans to link Salt Lake City to civilization by the wires of the Western Union. All this might be wonderful for commerce, but it would also open the doors for America to once again study Mormon activities.

At they entered the 1850s, Mormons were becoming more uncomfortable with outside interference, but they knew they could now defend themselves with the largest, most experienced militia in the country.

Soon they explored south, deep into the desert around and beyond what the Spanish called “Las Vegas Springs.” And the more they traveled into that vast wilderness known today as the Mojave Desert, the more they were faced with one major problem… where to find water.

Unlike most of Utah, there were no streams or lakes in the desert. Survival depended upon finding natural springs with water suitable for both men and horses. Often the springs, which once produced cool water, held only dust and sand the next time they passed by.

To defend their southern desert borders, the Saints realized they needed better transportation, perhaps an animal as strong as a horse, but one that required less water on a journey. They knew of camels from their Bible studies. Perhaps camels were the answer. But there were no camels in the American desert… yet.


CHAPTER 3
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A New American Hero


Today dawned on the most tattered, ill-fed detachment ever mustered under U.S. colors. Unless the three volunteers, Lt. Beale, Kit Carson and an Indian servant reach San Diego, and Stockton sends help, we are finished.

Lieutenant William Hemsley Emory, “Notes,”
San Pasqual Valley, December 7, 1846



NEAR SAN DIEGO, CALIFORNIA

DECEMBER 7–8, 1846

What remained of General Stephen W. Kearny’s United States Army of the West retreated in a cold winter drizzle to a fog-draped hill near San Pasqual Valley and waited for the Mexican dragoons to deliver the final deathblow.

Of Kearny’s 150-man army, twenty-one had been killed that day by enemy lancers. Seventeen men suffered from serious wounds, including the general and marine captain Archibald Gillespie.

Captain Gillespie had been deployed with a thirty-five-man detachment by Commodore Robert Stockton with the Pacific Squadron anchored at San Diego bay. The captain’s orders were to warn General Kearny that at least one unit of Mexican dragoons was between his column and the coast.

Ignoring the warning, General Kearny ordered an attack. His men became separated in the fog; their rifles, with wet gunpowder, failed to fire, and his army, mounted mostly on mules, was no match for the Mexicans on horses.

Now their few horses were dead and the surviving mules were either injured or too sickly to carry soldiers. The gunpowder was still wet and the misty, cold rain unending.

The marines talked of a “last stand” fight. Kearny’s men agreed. The Americans were beat but there would be no surrender. If rifles failed to fire, they planned to use them as clubs, and each man still had his saber.

Where was the Mormon Battalion they heard about? The battalion was marching across the southern Arizona desert toward the Colorado River. But they would not arrive for another six or seven weeks, too late to save Kearny at San Pasqual.

Near the base of that large hill where the Americans struggled to erect some effective defense, the Mexicans (often called Californios) reviewed the situation. Their army of one hundred lancers had lost only two men killed during the battle. All the wounded were expected to survive.

It seemed a perfect time to charge up the hill on their fast horses and finish off the Americans, but visibility remained poor and they had no way of determining the exact location of the enemy. Fearing they might ride into a trap, their commander decided the best tactic would be to surround the hill and starve the enemy into surrender.

Before the battle, Commodore Stockton had sent his personal secretary along with Captain Gillespie’s marines to serve as an observer, with orders to report on the military situation outside of San Diego. Most of California was already under U.S. control, captured by Stockton’s sailors and marines or John C. Frémont’s California Battalion, consisting of pioneer settlers and American Indians. But there were still Californio militia units scattered about like the one General Kearny encountered.

Stockton’s secretary was no marine, a fact that may have irritated Gillespie and his men. He was twenty-four-year-old navy lieutenant Edward Fitzgerald Beale, who had proven to be an intelligent officer and good seaman during his several years aboard ship, but had no combat experience on land.

Beale, a man with tremendous energy, was never short of suggestions and continually craved adventure. He got his adventure with a taste of land combat, receiving a slight head wound in the process.1

Kearny, realizing they had but one option for survival, elected to send a volunteer to Commodore Stockton for reinforcements. Obviously, if three men were sent on the mission, one might succeed in avoiding the enemy.

San Diego was thirty miles away and they did not know how many Mexican military units were operating between their hill and the ocean.

There was one man, however, who knew exactly where to find Commodore Stockton: Lieutenant Edward Beale. But Beale had spent most of his adult life on a ship, not traveling through wilderness on foot. He volunteered anyway.

The other two men were experts in wilderness survival and accustomed to walking great distances: an American Indian and the already famous frontier guide Kit Carson.2

Fearing excess equipment might cause unwanted noise, the three men left canteens and weapons at the camp. Carson and Beale would later dispose of their boots.

Total darkness came early. The men cautiously slipped out of the perimeter and started down the hill toward San Diego.

Lieutenant William Hemsley Emory, Corps of Topographical Engineers, had been with General Kearny’s army since they departed Fort Leavenworth.

His assignment was to create maps and keep records of the plants, animals, and Native Americans encountered along the march. He also maintained a diary, or “notes,” as he called them, and recorded the following: “Today dawned on the most tattered, ill-fed detachment ever mustered under U.S. colors. Unless the three volunteers, Lt. Beale, Kit Carson and an Indian servant reach San Diego, and Stockton sends help, we are finished.”3

All three volunteers made it through Mexican lines and reported to Stockton, who wasted no time. He dispatched 120 sailors and 80 marines to relieve General Kearny and his men, saving them from possible disaster. Upon seeing the heavily armed American reinforcements, the Mexican dragoons quickly departed the valley and the entire U.S. force marched unmolested to San Diego.

The volunteers were nearly dead from exhaustion when they reached Stockton’s ships. In fact, the Native American Indian died shortly after delivering his message.4

But they had succeeded in crossing thirty miles of cactus-studded desert in near-freezing weather with no food or water.

Kit Carson, the strongest of the group, was bruised, scratched, tired, and dehydrated, but he recovered quickly after a few days’ rest.5

Lieutenant Edward Beale was in very poor physical condition. His arms, legs, and knees were cut, bruised, and bleeding. During his first brief meeting with Stockton, he confessed he had to crawl “part of the way” to avoid capture. He had a high fever and, after sipping a quantity of water, became delirious.

Stockton provided a private cabin with the “best accommodations” possible and a doctor checked on the young lieutenant’s condition daily.

News traveled of the Beale-Carson mission through the military and civilians’ quarters. California, a new territory (not yet official), had a new hero.

Beale managed to cheat death during the next five weeks and appeared to be making a good recovery. On February 9, 1847, Commodore Stockton ordered Kit Carson and Ed Beale to travel east to Washington with documents describing the U.S. victory in California. Several soldiers were assigned as an escort.

Stockton naturally wanted a navy man to deliver his reports in Washington, but appreciated the fact that he needed Carson’s knowledge and experience.

During the four-month journey, Beale often relapsed into an almost helpless condition, suffering some days with high fever, requiring Carson to assist him in mounting and dismounting his horse.

Carson, a skilled hunter, killed a variety of wild game from which he prepared a broth and, when necessary, spoon-fed the lieutenant. Some days it was the only food Beale’s stomach tolerated. But with that tender care from the rugged frontiersman, the patient grew stronger. Beale credited Kit Carson with saving his life during the trip and spoke often of Carson his entire life.

One night, somewhere along the trail before they reached Santa Fe, the two discussed the possibility of employing camels in the desert they crossed. Ed Beale, having traveled the world with the navy and studied both the Bible and the Quran, was somewhat familiar with the qualities of the camel, but he had never actually seen one. The talk was general in nature, based, perhaps, on their location and the poor performance of mules in the desert (and in combat) against the Mexican horses.

Beale and Carson reached Washington about June 1, 1847, and presented the Stockton letters (which included a complete report on the brave action of both men at the Battle of San Pasqual) to the secretary of war and the president.

The newspapers now had an abundance of exciting stories to report: the new war hero, Edward Beale, more on the exploits of the already popular Kit Carson, and, of course, the war and victory.

For the next two months, Beale rested at home, cared for by his widowed mother, and was visited by Carson before the explorer departed for his home in New Mexico Territory. Carson commented to mutual friends that he worried Beale might never completely recover.

But Beale did recover and began to enjoy “good whiskey” while participating in social events, making the most of his fame.

Edward Beale was a small, handsome man of Scotch Irish stock, plagued with a complex personality. Sometimes sensitive, often outspoken (almost blunt at times), but polite, charming, and witty in the presence of ladies or important political figures.

There was a concern about his frail appearance during that stay in Washington, but he dismissed the talk, reminding everyone that he had always been “underweight.”

A dark side to Ed Beale existed, seldom witnessed by anyone other than family members and very close friends. Some blamed the navy and those years at sea, away from the city. Others believed he suffered terribly after the loss of his father during his teen years. And Beale, himself, commented in an early diary that he could drift into a mood, which he feared was similar to depression, then display an outburst of temper. But he also possessed the ability to regain his composure quickly and once again be a charmer, holding everyone’s attention with stories of his journeys to faraway places and that new land called California.6

Ed Beale had entered the navy after his appointment to the naval school by family friend President Andrew Jackson. At age twenty, Beale sailed to Russia, Brazil, the West Indies, Europe, and South America, and at each port attempted to learn all that time permitted of local culture and history.

In 1845, he was assigned to the squadron of (then) Captain Robert F. Stockton and instantly became the commander’s favorite. Beale soon was appointed to be Stockton’s personal assistant and secretary. In two more years, they would sail together into history at San Diego during the U.S.–Mexican War.

After those recovering months in Washington, Beale’s nervous energy seemed to return and he became restless to be on the move again. In early 1848, he sailed to Central America and crossed over to the Pacific side, arriving in Baja in July. There he learned that gold had recently been discovered near Sacramento. He was off to the gold fields to see for himself if the news was true.

Beale had no intention of becoming a prospector. He had other plans, recognizing the importance of the discovery for the nation and the world. He managed to procure a few large nuggets and started to Washington with the news. There would be a race, for the army had just dispatched a messenger, also bound for Washington.

In a serious effort to be the first with the news of the gold discovery, Ed Beale came up with a dangerous plan. He traveled south, then cut across northern Mexico disguised as a Mexican rancher, boarded a ship on the east coast, and sailed north. He arrived in Washington in late September 1848, weeks ahead of the army messenger.

A master actor and with a knack for gaining public attention, Edward Beale now had the perfect stage—gold. And his news: gold was free for anyone who was strong enough to go and search for it.

California was not yet a state and few had any idea of how to reach that “land of opportunity.” Some joked, “Go west until you come to the ocean, then back up a little and start digging!”

Beale visited the president and later donated a sample of his gold to the U.S. Patent Office. Editors of newspapers in Washington and New York scrambled to interview the war hero and see his samples of gold. Soon headlines led the country, already wrapped in gold fever, to the thought of traveling west. And, with the help of newspapers, Ed Beale once again was a national hero.

Now an urgency developed for making California a state. Proposals were quickly prepared for the people of California to consider, and who would be better to deliver those documents than Edward Beale? Once again, Beale crossed the Southwest, bound for San Francisco. With that mission complete, he returned to Washington, arriving in May 1849.

On June 27, 1849, having used a little of his California gold to buy a ring, Lieutenant Edward F. Beale married his childhood sweetheart, Mary E. Edwards of Chester, Pennsylvania.

The honeymoon had to wait. The country needed Beale again. The day after the wedding, the Navy Department ordered him to prepare to sail to California and deliver “important military documents.” At least this time he could travel by ship.


CHAPTER 4
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The Mojave


In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth.

Genesis 1:1



It was a violent beginning, a horrible chaos following the collision of earth and sky, but from this the Great Spirit Matavilya was born. Treachery came with earth’s creation. Before the Great Spirit could accomplish anything, he was killed by his sister. His little brother, Mastambo, now had the responsibility of completing the universe.

Mastambo grew to be an adult and in the process became lonely, so he created people. With this came responsibility, for his people were hungry, thirsty, cold, and had no knowledge. The desert surrounding the people was master of everything. Mastambo pushed a willow stick into the earth and water came forth, and he colored it red so it complemented the desert with beauty. He made the water become a river and then he made the mountains on both sides from the mud of the river.

In the water he placed fish. He made birds and all the animals and told the fish to share water. He taught the people how to plant melon, corn, pumpkin, and the mesquite tree, from seeds in the pods of which they could make food. Now people were not hungry or thirsty, but they were cold, so Mastambo taught them how to make fire and build shelters to protect themselves from the desert’s blazing sun. He gave the people fingers and showed them how to count, measure distances, and understand the four directions. He also gave them the wonderful gift of dreams and visions and thoughts.

Mastambo told the people that the red river was their center of existence and the universe flowed in front of them every day. The river and all that grew or lived along the waters belonged to the people.

Then Mastambo was no longer lonely. People talked to him and knew he would answer in his own way.

To people, everything had a name. River was, simply, river. Many generations passed and strangers came to the people’s land. They called the red river by a different name, Colorado.

People were special to Mastambo. He had created them and gave them a name, Aha Macave (the people who live along the water). The strangers called them the Mojave.1

The Mojave practiced a farming method similar to other ancient cultures whose people lived in a river basin. They depended on the regular overflow of the Colorado River to irrigate crops, but they also mastered a complex engineering system of irrigation. All of this required a constant removal of weeds and brush to ensure good crop growth.

Fish were taken with traps and nets made mostly from willow branches and fibers of yacca stems, which they also used as thread for sewing animal skins and rope.

From the riverbanks they removed clay and, mixing it with crushed sandstone, formed pottery—bowls, pots, dishes, and ladles, which they often decorated with geometric designs.2

During most of the year, while the weather was warm, men went about in the nude or wearing a small waist cloth. The women wore skirts fashioned from bark, rabbit, and beaver skins. They developed a blue ink from cactus and used it to tattoo parts of the body.

Their language is linked linguistically with other tribes in Arizona, California, and northern Mexico.3

The Mojave traveled and quickly learned they were not alone on this earth. To the northeast the Yavapai (Hualapai) occupied what is now northern Arizona, to the west (now Nevada and California) lived the Chemehuevi and Piute (Pah-Ute), and to the south along the Colorado the Quechan (or Yuma) seemed to always be at war with other tribes, especially their neighbors, the Pima and Maricopa.

The Mojave were physically a tall, strong, fearless race who traveled unmolested on trails that took them hundreds of miles as they pursued their great love, trading for items they did not have along the river. Usually they were blessed with an abundance of food and carried melons and pumpkins as far west as the Pacific Ocean using a network of trails, surviving in the desert from one freshwater spring to the next. At the ocean they traded for their favorite item, seashells.

The Mojave needed weapons to hunt even small game and protect themselves from intruders. The river area provided everything. From the hardwood of the mesquite tree they fashioned two types of war clubs, one almost four feet long and the other (their preferred weapon) a twenty-inch-long club called a “potato masher” by the white men.

Bows were made from the desert willow, designed to be five to six feet in length. Arrows were feathered “arrow weed,” the shaft usually thirty to thirty six inches. The arrow weed, found mostly in river bottoms of the Southwest, has stems that, when dry, are lightweight, gray in color, and naturally straight. They tipped the arrows not with stone or flint but with a detachable hardwood cut with barbs perpendicular to a sharpened tip. The weapons may have been primitive but were very effective in the hands of their large, powerful warriors.4

The Mojave were usually good-natured and happy; they had all they needed in their river valley, but the seventeenth century brought a series of events that would, at first, produce change, then drastically force the nation into modern times.

In 1604, an expedition in search of silver led by Don Juan de Oñate wandered into Mojave territory, but it wasn’t until 1775 that a Spanish missionary, Fray Francisco Garcés, actually spent time with the River People. Fray Garcés was searching for a way west through the desert. The Mojave accommodated him and guided the fray along one of their trading routes. In his journal, Fray Garcés stated that the Mojave were “friendly, very healthy, and robust.”5

In 1821, the southwest area (which would eventually belong to the United States) was transferred from Spain to Mexico. The new government permitted Americans to travel through their land, but trapping was against the law. The early American explorers, who were mostly trappers, ignored that law.

Spanish adventurers explored the Colorado River from its mouth at the Gulf of California, but the American trappers ventured in from the north, heading south to investigate business opportunities. And so it was for one of America’s most famous early west explorers, Jedediah Strong Smith.

With a face horribly scarred from a grizzly-bear attack, Smith was perhaps the first white man to cross the future states of Nevada and Utah and the first American to explore the Pacific wilderness from the Spanish town of San Diego to the Columbia River.

A strong Christian, Smith often claimed that his Bible and rifle were his closest friends.6

Traveling cross-country in 1826 with a few companions, Smith passed through part of northern Utah, then turned south and, following the Colorado River, reached the Mojave nation in October. It was remembered as a productive meeting, the River People giving the white men food and shelter. Visiting the Mojave at the time were also two Tongva men from the Pacific coast. They had brought seashells to trade for pumpkins and corn. The Tongvas made their home between tribes of the Chumash in a basin now known as Los Angeles and were experienced travelers. Long ago they acquired the skill of navigating the ocean in seaworthy canoes capable of hauling twelve men.

This was an exciting time for the Mojave and Tongvas. Everyone was pleased with gifts from Smith’s group and offered to guide them to the ocean along a trail used by the Mojave. The Mojave, of course, added a few men to the expedition.

But the storm of trouble seemed to blow in from the north. The next year, 1827, another party of trappers led by Kentucky-born adventurer James Ohio Pattie entered Mojave territory and, without permission, began to trap and skin beaver, leaving the carcasses on the riverbanks to rot in the sun.7

The Mojave were appalled. The beaver belonged to them. Not only was the meat wasted, the balance of nature in their world had been disrupted. They demanded that the white men pay for the destruction with a horse.

Pattie ignored the demand and he and his men continued trapping for another two days. Finally the River People could take no more and launched an attack. Pattie managed to escape across the river and started west. He left behind two dead companions and sixteen dead Mojave.8

James Pattie reached San Diego, where there was more trouble waiting. Mexican authorities arrested him and his friends and confiscated all their beaver pelts.

Following Pattie, trappers from the Canadian Hudson Bay Company invaded Mojave territory. They were driven off at a cost of twenty-six more warriors.

In 1828, Jedediah Smith, unaware of the previous year’s troubles, returned to visit the Mojave nation with eighteen men, expecting to find another friendly reception. The River People no longer trusted white men and had developed a strategy to deal with intruders.

When the Smith party was halfway across the river, the warriors released a barrage of arrows. Ten of Smith’s party were killed in minutes, but he and eight others managed to escape and reach safety at San Gabriel.9

During the next twenty years, word of the Mojave’s warlike nature spread, their people described as often friendly, sometimes deadly, but always unpredictable.

At the same time the Mojave looked at the white men as intruders who had no respect for their culture and hospitality.10

The Mojave had been content to live in their river paradise given to them by Mastambo. Truly, the Mojave had no other place to go and no way to prepare for a future of change being forced on them by the intruders who came to steal and kill.

The Mojave would stand and fight to protect their world. They would win battles, but not the total war swooping down upon them.


CHAPTER 5
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The Army Explores the West


It is the sandstorms that shape the stones of the desert. It is the struggles of life that form a person’s character.

Native American Proverb



In the early 1840s, explorers like Lieutenant John Charles Frémont thrilled easterners with reports of strange lands west of the Mississippi River, of towering snowcapped mountains and deserts with plants and animals they had never seen before.

On one expedition Frémont followed a river (now called the Mojave) near present-day Barstow, California, then turned onto the Spanish Trail, traveling it until arriving at an oasis called Las Vegas by the Spanish. (It is doubtful he dreamed that a city with a street named in his honor would grow there someday.) Frémont needed water, and the oasis furnished all he could drink and carry.

Lieutenant Frémont was in the West to explore, not claim territory. At the time all the land he traveled belonged to Mexico. But there were very few Mexicans living in this “wild frontier.” In fact, in most places there was no one at all except Native American Indians.

Then, starting with disputes over the annexation of Texas, the United States declared war with the Republic of Mexico on April 25, 1846. In two years, it was over and the United States gained vast unmapped territory in the West, stretching two thousand miles from the Mississippi to the Pacific Ocean. The efforts of men like Lieutenant Frémont were suddenly very important.

At the war’s end, a treaty with Mexico required the United States to establish and maintain a series of army posts near the border to prevent Indians from attacking Mexican ranchers. It was soon clear that the soldiers would also be needed to protect American travelers.

Both infantry and dragoons (mounted riflemen, later called cavalry) manned those forts. Garrison life was miserable in the arid climate of the desert wilderness with its extreme temperature ranges of 120 degrees in summer months and below freezing during winter.

Newspaper articles in the East about explorers such as Frémont, Kit Carson, James Pattie, and Jedediah Smith stimulated imaginations, but still, very little was known by the general public of the “great American Desert.”

With the discovery of gold in California in 1848 and Lieutenant Edward Beale’s “proof,” the so-called civilized part of America was engulfed with gold fever and the great Gold Rush began.

Some believed that the best trail to California would be the same route followed by the Mormons crossing the frontier in the north. But many feared reprisals for the persecution the Latter-Day Saints endured in the Midwest a few years before.

A four-month sail around Cape Horn of South America was dangerous, uncomfortable, and very expensive.

Many elected to disembark from a ship at Panama, cross the isthmus and board another vessel on the Pacific Ocean side, and then continue on to California. This adventure required three months, sometimes more.1

Others thought of traveling by horse, mule, or ox-drawn wagon directly west on the thirty-fifth parallel. No trail existed along this route and nothing was known about the availability of water and food for animals, nor was there any information on the friendliness of Indians.

The “southern route” became the one of choice. General Cooke had marched his Mormon Battalion through this part of the wilderness. Prospectors, adventurers, and emigrants traveled to Santa Fe, New Mexico Territory, on west to Tucson, to the Gila River, then south to a Colorado River crossing at the future site of Yuma. Only 180 miles of desert remained to reach San Diego.

In a year, thousands of treasure seekers traveled that route and were relieved to find that the army had erected a fort on the bottomlands near where the Gila River emptied into the Colorado River. The fort and its soldiers were there to control the warlike Yuma Indians, but it soon became a key resting area for travelers. The soldiers even operated a ferry to cross the Colorado.

In March 1851, the fort was moved to a higher elevation on the west bank (California side) and officially named “Camp Yuma.” Then, in June, the army began to withdraw and abandoned Yuma. In December, the fort was completely empty. The cost of supplying the men, mules, and horses had become impractical, and it made no difference if supplies were moved across the desert from San Diego or sent by sea into the Gulf of California and then up the Colorado River.

The military now faced a serious dilemma. By treaty with Mexico, they were required to keep the post open, and with thousands of Americans traveling the trail, soldiers must be there to protect them.

It seemed logical to the army to travel the most direct route through the desert from San Diego, but for one mule-team wagon loaded with supplies for the soldiers, two additional wagons were required to carry water and food for the mules.

The military simply had to find a more efficient means of transportation across the desert, not only for Camp Yuma but all the frontier outposts.

With the army gone from Camp Yuma, the Indians seized the opportunity to attack travelers within one hundred miles of the post. But the Indians were not the only danger. White and Mexican outlaws took control of the area and robbed and killed travelers. By the first of March 1852, the army returned, restored order, and the “Camp” officially became “Fort” Yuma. But the wild days of 1851 had become a famous part of the violent history of the American West.

The government in Washington recognized that communication and transportation needed to be developed between the East, California, and the entire western territory. A few primitive maps existed, but no reliable charts. Was it possible to navigate by river from the center of New Mexico to the Gulf of California? No one knew.

Before 1852, citizens in the East had been spoiled by the availability of rivers for transportation and the movement of supplies. Did a new network of similar rivers exist in the Great American Desert?

With the discovery of gold in California, pressure increased on the government to find a suitable way to travel cross-country. Then, in 1849–1850, as California became a state, rumors persisted that there would be trouble with the Mormons in Utah Territory. Perhaps the talk began with some knowledge of the Mormons’ strong military, but at the time few outside of Utah knew exactly their military strength.

In 1850, government expeditions most logically fell upon the military. The War Department selected a forty-year-old West Point graduate, Captain Lorenzo Sitgreaves of the Army Corps of Engineers, to lead the first official scientific expedition west through the wilderness to the Colorado River. His assignment: explore and map the rivers in the West and determine their navigability.2

Captain Sitgreaves, a hero of the Black Hawk Wars and Creek nation battles, had a reputation for being a cautious officer with a clear understanding of how to deal with Native Americans. He realized that they could be very friendly, but quickly shift to a dangerous mood. Regardless, he had a strong policy of treating native people with respect.

During the Mexican War, Sitgreaves had been promoted to captain for “extreme bravery” in combat, but his experiences extended beyond war. He was sent into the wilderness of what is now Wisconsin early in his career to build roads and survey the border with Canada.

Now, in 1851, Captain Sitgreaves prepared for another dangerous assignment: the expedition into the virtually unknown wilderness of the Southwest.

In September, Captain Sitgreaves’s group consisted of a small but impressive list of scientists, topographers, artists, naturalists, a medical doctor, and, of course, support personnel of mule drivers and laborers. For protection, a military escort of fifty men joined the expedition at the little village of Zuni in western New Mexico Territory. Along with their mule pack train, a large number of sheep was included for food.

They traveled southwest along the Zuni River and then northwest following the Little Colorado River. Here, their fifty-year-old, experienced guide, Antoine Leroux, suggested it was not necessary to follow the river any farther because it flowed into a deep canyon and then emptied into the “great canyon” (now called the Grand Canyon).

The expedition gave up on river travel and headed due west, deeper into the wilderness, unaware that they were entering an area suffering from the worst drought in years. Many water holes were dry, and grass, necessary for mules and sheep, was in short supply.

Somehow, mostly by sheer determination, they continued west until reaching the Colorado River at a point a little south of modern-day Bull Head City, Arizona.

Completely exhausted, after days with food and water on ration supply, the expedition moved south along the river and was suddenly greeted by the Mojave people.

The reception was friendly; the River People laughed and talked, trying to communicate with the white visitors. The Mojave produced pumpkins, beans, corn, and wheat and wanted to trade for
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