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John:

I am Captain John L. Merriam, late commander of Company L, 1st California Volunteer Cavalry Regiment during the War of the Rebellion of 1861 to 1865.

Anna:

And I am Anna Betsey Lewis – Merriam, the Captain’s wife, since our marriage at Pittsford, Vermont on June 23, 1868.

John:

We arrived here in South Riverside, what is now called Corona, on November 6, 1888 to make our new home here after living our previous 20 years together in the Midwest of the country.

Anna:

At the time prior to our relocation here we lived in Wayne, Nebraska, just west of Sioux City, Iowa; and we were recommended to this place by the reports of our acquaintance Mr. R.B. Taylor of the Congregational Church, who brought news back to Sioux City of the colony that he and ex-governor Merrill of Iowa were founding here. The advantages seemed boundless, and we had suffered the discomfort of the Midwest winters long enough.

John:

Of course this beautiful locale of the Temescal Valley was well known to me, for I had trooped through here with my Cavalry Command in March of 1864 on the way to Fort Yuma and the Arizona Territory. At that time of the year the valley is a perfect garden of greenery when the rains of winter had brought forth the alfilaree and wild flowers in great profusion. As we marched through the valley, we also became aware of the mining and quarrying prospects in the area that promised a good future for those who might settle here to pursue those interests.

Anna:

As John says, he knew of this area from his days in the Army; and our journey across the country following his railroad work from St. Paul to St. Peter to Sioux City to Wayne .... well, it seemed like the perfect time and place for us to move to this new colony. Our only sadness was leaving our poor young son Otto lying in his eternal rest back in the cold soil of Minnesota. It was our blessing though to have our second son George, who was born in 1874, along with us in fine health.

John:

Let me now digress a bit to tell you how I came to be here with the California Volunteers. I was born in the town of Westport in Essex County, New York on January 18, 1835. My parents were Darius Merriam and Eusebia Potter, and my father was by occupation a farmer. His family though was quite prominent in Essex County with large land holdings, and a great business interest in the making of iron in the local mills. At age 17 in 1852, I set my lot to the westward and traveled to the gold country of upper California to see if I might find my fortune. The gold prospects were rather hard work to make a go of, but I found good enterprise in the making of soda at Sonora in Tuolumne County.

Anna:

I am some years younger than John, I being born to my parents Benjamin and Susan Lewis in July 1840. I too was born and lived in Essex County, New York at Elizabethtown. Of course John was gone from Essex when I was still a young girl, and we didn’t meet until he returned from the war.

John:

At the outbreak of the Rebellion I made my way down to San Francisco where the most of the recruiting was taking place. I hoped to find enlistment in a regiment that would travel back east to the seat of war, but there was only one cavalry battalion that went back by a special arrangement with the Governor of Massachusetts. So, I signed on as a private with Company E of the 2nd California Cavalry (the same regiment as Countryman over yonder) on September 20, 1861. We moved up to Camp Union near Sacramento, and I transferred to Company F as a Corporal a year later. We spent the next 9 months between Benicia, Camp Union, and at Camp Bidwell up in Butte County where we were employed in moving Indians onto the Round Valley Reservation.

Anna:

During the war there were a lot of the boys coming home to New York and Vermont with just terrible wounds and disfigurement. We young women at home tried to do everything we could in the way of helping the soldiers who were suffering so. The Sanitary Commission employed us to cut and roll bandages, and we gathered as many useful goods and niceties as we could to send off to the boys at the front. Some of us were fortunate enough to gain positions as nurses under the superintendence of Miss Dorthea Dix, and we were able to work directly on the care of our beloved wounded and diseased soldiers in the hospitals.

John:

In May of 1864 the Department was trying to fill up companies of the First California Cavalry that had never been fully recruited, and I was offered a Lieutenancy in the new Company L. I reported for muster in March of 1863 back at Camp Union, and began to train up our troopers along with Captain James Gorman. We improved the Company to a level of competence, and then we moved the command by the coastal steamer down to Drum Barracks at San Pedro. It was from there that we set out on our trek through this valley to join the Army of General James H. Carleton in the Departments of Arizona and New Mexico.

Anna:

The war was so dreadful in the east. It seemed as if it was at our very doorstep, with all the boys returning maimed, or not returning at all. Such suffering! But we knew very little of what went on in the western territories, for it was so far off and news was so slow to travel in those days. Although there were not the thousands being killed in the territories, we suppose our boys suffered much from their exposure to the hostilities of this wild country.

John:

Indeed life was harsh for our troops. I was promoted to Captain in February of 1864, and was given charge of the Company and the small outpost of Tubac, Arizona Territory on the banks of the Rio Santa Cruz. We served there until June of 1865, and we were regularly involved with fighting off attacks of the Apaches at our various outlying stations or at the mines. In July we moved to Fort Bowie in the Chiracahua Mountains. It was there that I had to perform one of the saddest duties of my service .... that of writing to a father to tell him of the death of his son in a murderous ambush. Only when our own little Otto passed on would I learn that the receiving of such news is far more difficult than the sending.

Anna:

After the war John went to St. Paul, Minnesota where he had learned of an opportunity with the railroad that was being built by his cousin who lives under the same name, John L. Merriam. So, with a good position in hand my John came home to Essex County to visit his family, having missed the sad passing of his parents while he was off in California. We met through our common interest in the Congregational Church, and were married within the blessings of the Church.

John:

The railroading suited me just fine, and as we already told you, we followed the progress of the Saint Paul & Sioux City Rail Road westward over a period of 21 years. I always held the position of Station Master or Agent at the furthest station as the line was extended. The opportunity that was afforded by the new colony here at South Riverside is what allowed us to break ours ties with the railroad.

Anna:

The opportunities here were abundant from the start, and we felt very secure within our circle of the Church. John was quickly appointed Postmaster of the new town, and he also was given a commission as a Notary Public. So you can see that he held a responsible position within our new community, and he was held in high regard. I too felt very comfortable in our new surroundings, and I immediately joined in with the other ladies of the Church to help our neighbors in any way we could.

John:

I’ll tell you, things went along quite well for our family. We built a fine house on Ramona Street near 7th, where we entertained many friends over the years. I was elected City Clerk in 1896 and served for six years, and then the good folks of Corona saw fit to elect me as City Treasurer from 1902 until it became necessary for me to retire due to my failing eyesight in 1918. Along the way I found time to help organize the cemetery association in 1892, and we’re standing here in the result of that endeavor. In 1893 we got together the Union veterans of the Civil War to form the General Carleton Post # 168 of the Grand Army of the Republic, along with the first Memorial Day ceremony (we called it Decoration Day) here at Sunnyslope.

Anna:

Well, John sure kept himself busy, and so did I. We helped formed the Veterans Aid Society; and we helped our old boys just they way we had when we were nurses during the war. A little later we organized a Circle of the Ladies of the Grand Army of the Republic; and we helped the Carleton Post with all their patriotic activities. We were instrumental in helping with the fund-raising for veterans’ monument that you stopped at just a few minutes ago. I must say that I’m most proud of John here for his appointment as a Life Deacon in the Congregational Church in 1919. I’m also very proud of our son George who married Bessie Baird in 1899. They’re a fine couple, and they gave us two wonderful grandchildren.

John:

So, you can see that we had a fine life here in Corona. We grew comfortably old together. The young ones around town wound up calling me “Grandpa” Merriam. On our 50th wedding anniversary in 1918, all our friends from town got together with us to celebrate, and I’ll tell you it was a first rate time. I was feeling pretty spry right up through my 85th birthday in January 1920 when that newspaper fella caught me out cleaning up around the house, and he put a story about it on his front page. Well, maybe I over did it a bit there, because my health took rather a downturn and I didn’t get to feeling chipper again until a couple years later.
Anna:

Yes, I suppose John did exert himself a bit too much, but we nursed him back to health. Only trouble was that just about the time that he was back on par, dogone if I didn’t suffer a fall that put me low for quite a spell. That was in 1922, and I guess that was a sign of us getting towards the downside of our happy lives together. We celebrated John’s 91st birthday with a festive dinner in January 1926; but by the end of March of that year the Lord took him to his great beyond. The remaining “boys” from the Carleton Post along with the younger veterans gave him a fitting military style send off, and made sure that he received the proper Government headstone from the War Department.

The Lord called me to follow John in December of 1928, and the veterans and the Ladies of the G.A.R. saw to it that my grave was also marked with a Government style marker to honor my service to our veterans. The younger women hereabouts also formed the Corona Corps #136 of the Woman’s Relief Corps to help with the care for our veterans that we had started with the LGAR.

Thank you for stopping to visit with us. We hope you will come back again on Memorial Day or Veterans Day to visit with all those who have given of their service to our Country.
