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via Fort Yuma 
Vedette Mail From Tucson to Los Angeles

Th e Civil War Post
Patricia A. Kaufmann

Vedette mail is military mail carried by vedettes, 
a French military term. Vedettes are defi ned as 

mounted sentries or outpost pickets whose function 
was to relay information, give signals, warnings of 
danger, etc., to the main body of troops. Navies use the 
term vedette to refer to a small scouting or patrol boat.1  

Shown in Figure 1 is a July 1862 vedette mail 
use from Union-occupied Tucson, in the Military 
District of Arizona, to Los Angeles, via Fort Yuma. 
Figure 1. July 1862 vedette mail use from Tucson to Los 

Angeles via Fort Yuma.

Below: The Vedette, 3rd New Jersey, by Keith Rocco.

Image courtesy of the artist.
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Th e cover is endorsed “Soldier’s letter, 1st 
Lt. J.P. Hargrave, Act. Adjt.” It is addressed 
to “Mrs. Clara S. Nye, Macomb Co(unty), 
Memphis, Michigan,” in the hand of De Witt 
Vestal, from a known correspondence. Th e 
addressee, Mrs. Clara Sutherland Nye, was a 
widow who operated a successful millinery 
business.2 

Th e letter was carried by vedette mail 
from Tucson to Fort Yuma, then by another 
vedette rider to Los Angeles, where it 
entered mails with a “Los Angeles Cal. Aug. 
1” circular datestamp and “10” in an oval 
due handstamp, which replaced the earlier 
device requiring the manuscript rate. 

Figure 2 shows a newspaper obituary 
of DeWitt Clinton (D.C.) Vestal (1836-
1914), explaining his move west from 
North Carolina at the age of 14, arriving in 
California in 1850. Th e obituary explains 
he was part of the volunteers in the Union 
army sent to guard the Arizona border 
against Texas Confederate troops, fi ghting 
both the rebels and the Indians. He was a second lieutenant 
in Company D, First California Infantry.3 Figure 3 is a photo 
of Vestal in later years. 

Th e rare Figure 1 vedette mail cover passed through Fort 
Yuma, which was the staging area for Union troops prepar-
ing to invade the Confederate territory of Arizona. Th e fort 

Figure 2. Newspaper obituary hails DeWitt Clinton (D.C.) Vestal as a California pioneer.
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was in Imperial County, Calif., across the 
Colorado River from Yuma, Ariz. Fort 
Yuma was on the Butterfi eld Overland 
Mail route from 1858 until 1861. Th e 
Overland Mail route was frequently 
subjected to Indian attacks, result-
ing in interference with the mail 
and telegraph services, but also 
with lethal threats to human life 
and heavy losses of merchandise 
while in transit.

A companion to the fi rst 
use is shown in Figure 4. It is a 
March 1862 cover addressed and 
endorsed by D.C. Vestal, with a 
red manuscript re-endorsement 
“Soldiers Letter, Co. D, Ben C. 
Cutler, 1st Lt. & Adjt., 1st Inf. C.V. 
(California Volunteers).” It was carried 
from Fort Yuma by vedette to Camp 
Drum, Calif., then by military courier to Los 
Angeles where it entered the mails with a “Los 
Angeles, Cal. Mar. 30” (1862) circular datestamp and 
“DUE 10 CTS” oval handstamp with a manuscript 
rate. Camp Drum, built between 1862-63, is located 
near the Port of Los Angeles.

Th e Union retained control of Fort Yuma when 
the First California Infantry replaced regular army 
soldiers sent east in December 1861. Th e southern 
half of New Mexico Territory seceded, becoming the 

Confederate Territory of Arizona until 1862 
when the California Column,4 marching 

from Fort Yuma, expelled the Confed-
erate troops; they marched as far as 

western Texas. In 1863, the Union 
established control of the region 
known as the Arizona Territory. 
Th ere was no battle action at the 
fort, since they were far from 
most of the fi ghting.

Joseph Priestly Hargrave
and Fort Whipple

Joseph Priestly Hargrave, 
sender of the Figure 1 cover, was 

born April 12, 1830, in Union 
County, Ill. He moved to California 

in 1849 as a young man. Hargrave 
enlisted in the U.S. Army in San Fran-

cisco April 28, 1862, and initially spent his 
time fi ghting Indians. 

Hargrave served in Company F, 1st Regiment, California 
Volunteers during the Civil War. He was promoted captain of 
Company C on Aug. 24, 1862, about a month aft er the cover was 
sent, and eventually left  the army with the rank of captain from 
Los Piños, N.M., Aug. 31, 1864. 

Hargrave was one of three offi  cers appointed to choose a site 
for Fort Whipple, where his company (Company C) served in the 
initial garrison. It was temporarily established at Del Rio Springs, 
north of present-day Chino Valley, Ariz., in December 1863. 
Figure 5 is a historical marker for the seminal Camp Whipple at 
Del Rio Springs.

Figure 3 (top). DeWitt Clinton Vestal in later years.

Figure 4 (above). March 1862 vedette mail use from Fort Yuma to Camp Drum 

and Los Angeles.

Figure 5 (left). Del Rio Springs historical plaque, marking the original site of 

Camp Whipple.
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Fort Whipple was a wooden stockade fort named aft er Union Civil War 
General Amiel Weeks Whipple (1817-63) who was mortally wounded at the 
Battle of Chancellorsville. Figure 6 shows a historical marker for Fort Whipple. 
Brigadier Gen. Whipple was posthumously promoted to major general by his 
personal friend, President Abraham Lincoln.5

Shown in Figure 7, Lt. Amiel Weeks Whipple was a West Point graduate who 
was referred to as the wheel horse6 among the Army’s Corps of Topographical 
Engineers, surveying Arizona during the 1850s. He participated in the chal-
lenging survey establishing the new boundary between the United States and 
Mexico aft er the Mexican-American War. He also led the survey of a possible 
transcontinental railroad route along the 35th parallel from Arkansas to Los 
Angeles.7 His expedition explored from Little Rock, Ark., through present-day 
Oklahoma, New Mexico and Arizona, then through the Mojave Desert to Los 
Angeles. Fort Whipple served as Arizona Territory’s capital prior to the found-
ing of what is now the surrounding town of Prescott in 1864. Th e fort’s purpose 
was to protect miners and settlers from Indian raids. 

Aft er mustering out, Capt. Hargrave settled in Prescott, Ariz., where he 
practiced law and was considered one of the foremost attorneys of Arizona. 
He resided in El Dorado County, Calif., in 1860 and 1864, and from there 
resided in Arizona/New Mexico in 1870. He served on the councils of the 
Arizona Territorial Legislature in 1873 and 1875 for the Yavapai District. 
His residence was listed as Prescott, Ariz., in 1880 and 1890. Hargrave 
married Jenny B. Wardner (born in Vermont about 1845) in 1878 in 
Arizona.8 He died circa 1890 in San Bernadino, Calif.

Acknowledgements: My thanks to Robert A. Siegel Auction Galler-
ies for use of images. 
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Figure 6 (right). Fort Whipple historical plaque in Prescott, Ariz.

Figure 7 (below right). Amiel Weeks Whipple (1817-63), for whom Fort Whipple was named.


