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Near Death in the Desert The Story of Sarah Eleanor Bayliss Royce

WHEN SARAH ROYCE LEFT HER EASTERN IOWA HOME ON APRIL 30, 1849, to cross the continent in a covered wagon, she had no idea how close she and her small family would come to perishing along the way.

Their trip began with deep prairie marshes slowing their progress, and rain making travel muddy and unpleasant. But Sarah, her husband Josiah, and their two-year-old daughter Mary were in good spirits as they crept over the plains. They were off to California, where gold had been discovered.

To Sarah, sleeping in a wagon seemed strange at first. Raised and educated in New York, she had never camped outdoors. But the wagon was cozy and sensibly packed with the family’s bedding, supplies, and most cherished belongings, including Sarah’s Bible and her small lap desk. Their three yoke of oxen and one yoke of cows were strong, and their provisions were adequate.

It took a month and four days to cross Iowa. Council Bluffs, on the banks of the Missouri River, was such a popular “jumping off” place for emigrants traveling west on the overland trails that a whole city of covered wagons was camped along the broad river waiting their turn to ferry across. It wasn’t until June 8 that the Royces could transport their wagon and animals to the opposite shore. By then the season was late. The family was among the last of the travelers to start out.

They spent a day forming a wagon train with others, selecting a captain, adopting rules, and cooking or washing. Then the company turned out onto the Mormon Trail and, as Sarah later wrote in her memoirs, “launched forth upon a journey in which, we all knew, from that hour there was not the least chance of turning back.”

Immediately they encountered hundreds of Plains Indians who were apprehensive about the newcomers. That year, 1849, the native peoples had seen more wagon trains than ever before encroaching on their hunting grounds. Deeply disturbed, they began to take action. When the company stopped they asked the emigrants to pay a fee to cross the prairie. But the wagon train leaders believed the plains belonged to the US government and that they had the right to cross for free. Arming themselves heavily, the travelers refused the request and started up again. They were allowed to pass peacefully.

As they journeyed on, one man in the company became ill, so Sarah and Josiah let him rest in their wagon. Soon he was in misery, stretched out behind the seat where Sarah and little Mary rode. Within hours he died. A doctor from a neighboring wagon train diagnosed cholera, the terrible, infectious disease that pioneers feared most because it was often fatal. Sarah and Mary had been thoroughly exposed, their wagon contaminated. Fellow travelers kindly helped the Royces disinfect their belongings, washing their bedding and spreading their things to dry in the sunshine. As the company pushed on, two others fell ill with cholera.

In her darkest moments Sarah
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