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  INTRODUCTION




  In the early years of the American West, three trails attained legendary status. They were, from the latest to the earliest, the Chisholm Trail, the Oregon Trail, and the Santa Fe Trail. The Chisholm “Trail,” as spoken of today, was not really a trail in any ordinary sense of the word. A trace, it was laid out by a trader named Jesse Chisholm and ran from his store at present-day Wichita, Kansas, to another of his trading posts near Oklahoma City. Just before the end of the Civil War, Texas cattlemen, with herds of range-fattened steers, began pushing their cattle north to railroads being built west of Kansas City. They struck Chisholm’s trace in central Okalahoma and followed it north, ending at the trailhead towns in Kansas. As different shipping points developed over a breadth of several hundred miles, the herders continued using the term Chisholm Trail for the path they followed, even though they may have no longer been following the original trace at all. The events that took place along this trail are often remembered today in television, movies, and books.




  The other two trails were covered-wagon trails. In an important sense they were both “folk” trails, meaning they were developed without any important guidance from the government or big business. In the 1840s eastern families began heading west along the Platte River, following what would become known as the Oregon Trail, destined for the Willamette Valley. In 1843 more than a thousand pioneers moved west, and the migration had started in earnest. These settlers wanted what Americans have always wanted: good agricultural land where they could live without interference from civil or religious authorities. After a time some of the immigrants branched off and headed to California. In the late 1840s the Mormons used the eastern and central parts of the route on their mass migration to Utah. Therefore, this trail went by many names. Branches were called the California Trail or the Mormon Trail, which ran for the most part on the opposite side of the Platte River, and the whole thing was sometimes called the Overland Trail. About a half million people used it to move west before it effectively grew obsolete with the completion of the transcontinental railroad in 1869. The trail had many points of origin in Missouri, Iowa, and eastern Nebraska. It ran almost two thousand miles. Passage required about four months.




  The Santa Fe Trail began two decades before the Oregon Trail. The impetus for it came from the persistent belief among Missouri frontiersmen that the people of New Mexico were eager for their cheaper American goods. The Spanish, however, desiring to protect their own trade, forbade American merchants from entering New Mexico.




  In 1821, when word reached Missouri that the Mexicans had revolted against Spain, Missourians struck out across the plains to Santa Fe, the capital of New Mexico. While Captain William Becknell is credited with being the first to open the trade, in fact, two other parties of Missourians arrived in Santa Fe at almost the same time. But when Becknell drove wagons to Santa Fe the following year, he blazed a more dangerous but shorter road across the plains. All this made him the traditional “Father of the Santa Fe Trail.”




  Soon, however, professional traders recognized the potential of the New Mexican market. Adventurers like Becknell were shunted aside, even while many other Missourians were employed as teamsters, scouts, hunters, and the like. Becknell’s party had set off from Franklin, Missouri, in the center of the state, but for most of the trail’s long history, the Kansas City area would serve as the jumping-off place. (Many of those braving the Overland Trail also started here.)




  From Kansas City to Santa Fe was about 750 miles going the shortest distance across the Cimarron route, and a bit over 800 miles on the longer but safer branch through a pass in the Rocky Mountains. This so-called mountain route was opened for wagon travel in the 1840s. Wagon trains crept along at about fifteen miles a day. The entire trip took about six weeks.




  Some wagons were drawn by mules. Others were pulled by oxen. Mule skinners rode the animal in front of the left fore wheel of the wagon. Bull whackers, the name for ox-train drivers, walked beside their charges. Both mule skinners and bull whackers controlled their animals by the use of whips. They would snap on one side or the other to guide the animals. Contrary to popular images, reins were not used, and there were no seats in the front of the huge freight wagons. The average large freight wagon carried about sixthousand pounds of goods. Toward the end of the trail era, many wagons pulled a smaller wagon behind, called a trailer.




  To an extent trail hands lived off the land. Their packed provisions typically consisted of something like fifty pounds of flour, the same amount of bacon, ten pounds of coffee, and twenty of sugar per man. But buffalo and other game supplied most of the meat. Occasionally, beans, dried fruit, and crackers were also taken, but these “luxuries” were considered dispensable. “Bread” was made by mixing bacon grease and flour. Salaterus (or baking soda) was added if available. Sometimes a powder obtained from the white residue left after a buffalo wallow or other body of water had dried was substituted. The batter was fried over a fire of whatever fuel was at hand. Often on the prairie this meant buffalo chips (dried buffalo droppings).






  After the Civil War the trail became progressively shorter. As the railroad traveled west out of Kansas City, the trail began wherever the tracks stopped. In 1880 the railroad reached Santa Fe, and the longest serving of the Old West trails became history. Today Interstate 70 parallels the route of the railroad west of Kansas City, and Interstate 25 follows the old trail through the mountain passes to Santa Fe. U.S. Highway 56 runs fairly close to the Cimarron route, and U.S. Highway 50 follows the mountain route, until it meets I-25.




  The importance in American history of these two covered-wagon trails, the Oregon and the Sante Fe, can hardly be overemphasized. Thanks to them, eastern America penetrated—and ultimately claimed—the West. Although the early territory of Oregon was jointly administered by Britain and the United States, American covered-wagon immigrants, by their sheer numbers, settled the question of which country would finally own this territory. Similarly, the number of American gold prospectors, arriving mainly by the Overland and Santa Fe Trails, overwhelmed the very small indigenous population of California. Few Americans actually took up residence in New Mexico, but the trail showed the local folks that relations with the United States were to their advantage. After the Mexican-American War (1846–1848), New Mexico territory, as well as much of the Southwest (including California), was incorporated into the United States with relatively minimal opposition from the local inhabitants.




  Many of the enduring images we have of the Old West were forged along the Santa Fe Trail. Some wagon trains became lost in the so-called Cimarron Desert in southwest Kansas. One such, supposedly, cut the ears of their mules and drank their blood. Fortunately, they found pools of alkali-laden water in the Cimarron River and averted disaster. The trail passed through the hunting grounds of some of the most famous Indian tribes of the West. The Comanche, the Kiowa, the Pawnee, the Cheyenne, and the Arapaho all raided and skirmished, at one time or another, along the trail.




  Many of these stirring episodes are included here in this slim volume. Read them. Enjoy them, and keep in mind the larger historical context—namely, that the Santa Fe Trail helped incorporate the Southwest into the United States of America.






  THE LAST CONQUISTADOR ON THE SANTA FE TRAIL




  - 1601 -




  IT WAS JUST AS HIS APACHE GUIDE HAD PROMISED. There ahead on a sandy plain in the land that would one day be known as Kansas, Juan de Oñate spied a village of conical grass huts built by the Quivira Indians. Don Juan held up his hand, signaling the caravan to halt. The word passed back like the jerking movements of a caterpillar. The nine large-wheeled oxcarts, the seventy officers, the various servants, and even the Apache tribesmen who had attached themselves to Don Juan’s expedition, all stumbled to a halt.




  After studying the situation, Don Juan ordered his fighting men into full regalia. They rode to their carts, dismounted, and let their servants garb them in coats of mail and iron-visored helmets. Other retainers buckled armor to the horses. Within two years these soldiers would all become noblemen. The Apaches, longtime enemies of the Quivira, danced with glee. But with a gesture Don Juan ordered all Apaches far to the rear. His order was reinforced by the vicious looks of the seventy men donning their armor. The Apaches reluctantly moved to the back.




  And then Don Juan did a strange thing. He instructed his majordomo to open his leather trunk. Don Juan donned a velvet jacket with a ruffed collar. He put on a pair of intricately woven tights and a flowing Chinese taffeta cape. He shod his feet in cordovan slippers. On his head went a luxuriant floppy hat more suitable for an audience with a king than for a battle, which was exactly the point. Don Juan was betting his fortunes on this expedition, and so a successful interview with the Quivirans was essential.




  As Don Juan urged his horse toward the distant ranks of warriors, he could see why these people called themselves the Kitkitish. He’d been told by his Aztec guide, Jusepe, that the word meant “raccoon eyes.” The warriors, thrusting their spears into the air and dancing excitedly, had masks tattooed around their eyes. Some of the men were throwing handfuls of dirt up in the air, the sign on the southern plains for war.




  But the story of the most important early caravan on what was to become the Santa Fe Trail actually started with Juan’s father. When Cristobal de Oñate arrived in Mexico in 1534, Cortez had already defeated the Aztecs and had secured the central Mexican highlands. Cristobal soon set about making his fortune as a bureaucrat, ending up with one-fourth interest in what may have been the richest silver strike in the world.




  His son Juan wanted to use this fortune to develop a new colony to the north of Mexico. But first he had to gain the king’s approval. This meant convincing the Council of the Indies and King Carlos that he was the best man for the job. Juan promised to provide two hundred soldiers for the expedition into the area called New Mexico, agreeing to support these men and their families and the enormous baggage train necessary to maintain them. Naturally, Juan made similar arrangements with many of his followers, that is that they would provide for the people in their entourages out of their own pockets. In return, Juan promised them estates or shares of the supposed riches of the new province. Others were enticed along with the lure of rising to nobility, the hidalgo, even if only in the lower ranks. Five years’ service in the new colony allowed one to prefix his name with the title of don. As a bonus, a noble could not be jailed for debt.




  Juan gained the appointment in 1595. He assembled his company on the frontier of what we now call Chihuahua, Mexico. Then he waited for the final word from Madrid. He waited . . . and waited . . . and waited. Probably no truer test of his leadership could have been devised than for him to keep his expedition intact in the wilderness for more than two and a half years. Finally, in January 1598, the order to move out came. Numbering more than five hundred men, Juan’s expedition set off across the Concho River, crossing it in flood. Included in the train were a half dozen shaved-head Franciscan monks.




  On the march Juan’s expedition strung out for two miles. It took a full hour to pass any given location. By early summer the giant caravan had crawled into the southern reaches of the Pueblo dwellers along the Rio Grande in present-day New Mexico. While the Pueblo Indians hailed from many linguistic and ethnic stocks, all adopted a similar culture. That culture included living in fortified multiroom dwellings, practicing irrigated agriculture, and manufacturing highly ornamental clay pots. After the march through the desert with an army of hungry followers, Juan was interested in these Pueblo dwellers as much for their stored grains as for their silver. But he received nothing.




  The inhabitants fled before the soldiers, stripping their corncribs bare as they left. The Puebloans already knew of the Spanish by earlier ill-intentioned expeditions into their land. These expeditions sometimes kidnapped Puebloans to use as slaves in the mines, making the Indians very wary. It wasn’t until Juan approached presentday Albuquerque that he and his entourage were greeted enthusiastically. They were put up in a room that appeared to have been specially prepared for them. Part of the preparations included freshly white-washed walls. But when the walls dried, the dim outline of a mural showed the Indians sacrificing a party of monks. Juan had heard of this expedition that had disappeared into the country some years before. After a one-night stay Juan hastily moved his expedition on.




  As he traveled, Juan claimed the entire territory of New Mexico in the name of the king. He put his company up in winter quarters near present-day Santa Fe. While the monks set about converting the Indians to Christianity, his minions scouted for the precious metals everyone confidently expected the territory to yield. But almost none was found. What the Spaniards did get was cold. The mountains where they founded their colonies were almost a mile and a half above sea level. Winters were dismally frigid, and summers yielded little in the way of food. “Corn is God,” a monk in Juan’s entourage wrote.




  Other troubles beset Juan’s colonists as well. Before a year in the new colony had passed, the inhabitants of Acoma Pueblo had risen up against their new overlords. After three years of deprivation and no riches, even Juan’s Spanish retainers began to threaten mutiny. Juan had to show a success. At first he planned a march to the Sea of Cortez, which he erroneously believed to be the Pacific. But then he chose instead to head toward the long-fabled land of Quivira, visited by Coronado in 1541. He hoped to find there that which had eluded at least two earlier Spanish expeditions: the Seven Cities of Cibola.




  Roughly following what would become, centuries later, the Santa Fe Trail, Juan’s caravan dipped south out of the Santa Fe valley and through Galisteo Pass. When he hit the Canadian River, he went east, paralleling (but a bit south of) the road American teamsters would blaze 220 years later. When mired in some sand hills in eastern Texas, he corrected his course northward, crossing the Cimarron and then the Arkansas Rivers. The vast, almost-flat plain intimidated even the fearless Spanish. One soldier remarked that they felt as insignificant as ants in a bowl.




  Here they discovered vast herds of buffalo, which they called cibola. To the undernourished conquistadors the meat was a god-send. They glutted themselves on buffalo steaks and hump roasts. Then they came on the miserable teepee village of the Escanjaques. Some modern scholars think they may have been a Siouian or perhaps Caddoan tribe, but long called a band of Plains Apache, these folk gleefully guided the Spanish to their more prosperous neighbors. Called the Quivira by the Spanish, they were the Escanjaques’ longtime enemies, and the very people Juan was hoping to find, and now the two groups stood face-to-face.




  The line of armor-clad soldiers clanked to within arrow shot of the assembled Quivira warriors. Juan de Oñate in his court finery rode in the lead. The Aztec, Jusepe, went ahead. He had accompanied the Bonilla and Humana expedition into the country fifteen years before and knew how to communicate with the Quiviran people by sign language. More importantly, he bore gifts of manufactured cloth, glass beads, and iron products. The Quivirans received the gifts. They put down their arms. Don Juan rode forward and fastened a pendant around the leader’s neck. Don Juan professed friendship with the Quivira. He told them that they were now under the protection of the Spanish king. To show the power of the Spanish, Don Juan ordered a mail-clad soldier to dismount. He offered to let tribesmen fire arrows at him. The two best archers in the tribe came forward. One aimed at the face, the other the heart. They unleashed a half dozen arrows, firing almost as fast as a Colt revolver. But the flint-headed arrows shattered on the Spaniard’s visor and breastplates.




  Then Don Juan summoned a squadron of soldiers from their horses. They shouldered their harquebuses. These guns resembled miniature, shoulder-fired artillery pieces. They had to be steadied by a forked rest. A thunderous volley of lightning bolts cut loose, and when the voluminous, sulfur-stinking smoke cleared, the target had all but disappeared. The tribesmen were awed. The Spanish, for their part, were also impressed by these Quivirans, which modern anthropologists have identified as the Wichita. A bit shorter, heavier, and darker than the Indians of the Southwest, these people were physically attractive, even if their chest and arms, as well as their eyes, were tattooed. Their homes were well kept. In warm weather they lived in shelters like lean-tos. In cold weather they resorted to large beehive-shaped grass houses, thatched with bundles of the tall bluestem that grew on the prairie bottoms. The flatlands on the far side of the Arkansas seemed one long village. All told, the Quivira numbered about thirty thousand.




  None of this astonished the Spaniards as much as the Indians’ vast cornfields. Growing among the rows of corn were beans and various squashes. And these products were dried, placed in animal-skin bags, and stored in underground caches. Dried buffalo meat was also kept in this way. These food stores provided for the Kitkitish in hard times. The crops not needed for their own consumption were dried and traded to other tribes. Among the treasures found in the chiefs’ lodges were turquoise and fine pottery from the Southwest, excellent bows made from the bois d’arc tree of northeast Texas, and a few copper ornaments.




  While his men gorged themselves on Quiviran vegetables and meat, Juan questioned the leaders closely. The gold he sought was not to be found, but some of the trade goods he saw gave him hope. Many of the Quivirans adorned themselves with seashells, despite the fact that the South Seas (Pacific Ocean) and the Oceano Atlantico lay a long way off. Don Juan allowed himself to hope that the fabled Northwest Passage was close at hand. It was common (but mistaken) knowledge that the English pirate Francis Drake had returned to Britain by this passage. If Juan could find that sea route, he could shift his colony to the fruitful lands of Quivira. He could be supplied directly from Spain. All this would allow him his greatest hope, which was for New Mexico to become a country unto itself and not just a mere dependency of Mexico. Had his dream borne out, he would then have become known as the Father of North America.




  But as we know, Quivira was located in the very heart of North America, and the Northwest Passage was an illusion. Neither Juan, Francis Drake, nor anyone else ever found it. Juan’s expedition retreated to the nutrition-starved mountains of New Mexico. He vowed to seek the passage again, but there is no record that he did so. He hung on in New Mexico for almost a decade more, quelling uprisings and fighting off Apache and Navajo attacks. Deserters filtered south, giving dire testimony of goings-on in the province. Finally, in 1610, Juan was recalled. He was summoned before a royal court of inquiry and found guilty of using excess force when putting down Pueblo rebellions and unjustly executing four men, two Indian and two Spanish. His punishment amounted to a fine of six thousand ducats and an order never to return to New Mexico. He traveled to Spain hoping for a reversal of the verdict. Ultimately, Juan was officially pardoned. The money for the fine was returned to him, but the order to stay out of New Mexico was never lifted. In 1630, before Juan was able to come back to the New World, he died of a heart attack, some would say a broken heart.




  Coronado’s expedition, fifty years before Juan’s, had accomplished little from the point of view of the Spanish colonists. It had even been forgotten about by the Spaniards in Mexico. Today historians, however, appreciate the information he provided, and Coronado’s name is known to every American as the great explorer of the Southwest. Juan de Oñate, on the other hand, left a small but flourishing colony of Euro-Americans in New Mexico. That colony has maintained itself to this very day. Even though Juan sometimes treated the Indians harshly, many of the communities that Juan swore to protect are still in place and carrying on. Contrast that with Indian tribes in other parts of the United States. Almost all have either completely disappeared or been pushed from their ancestral homes.




  In terms of the Santa Fe Trail, Juan opened the southern extension, known as the Camino Real. This was the road that ran from Santa Fe to Chihuahua and points south. Many of the goods shipped later from the United States to the Southwest on the Santa Fe Trail ended up going down this trail. Those areas had much silver and also a need for cheaper American products. Regarding the Santa Fe Trail itself, Juan, like Coronado, was probably just following a route long used by Indian traders. The trade goods that Juan should have paid attention to were the copper ornaments of the Quiviras. They had probably originated in the Great Lakes area. Traders plying the Missouri River had probably brought them overland from the closest point on that river to Quivira. Many years later, Santa Fe wagoners would ply the same route on their way to Santa Fe.




  NATHAN BOONE DISCOVERS A SALT SPRING




  - 1804 -




  THE YOUTH IN THE LEATHER HUNTING SHIRT and felt hat bore a remarkable resemblance to John Wayne. Though only twenty-two, he had already made a small fortune (eight hundred dollars) the previous winter. He and his companion had trapped nine hundred beavers. Their base camp was near where the Wakarusa flowed into the Kansas River, just a few miles from where the Santa Fe Trail would pass twenty years later. The young man’s name was Nathan Boone. He was the youngest son of famous frontiersman, Daniel Boone. It was no surprise that he would be a fine woodsman. But right now, Nathan Boone was scared to death.




  Twenty fierce-looking fellows had just popped into view. They wore loincloths and moccasins with leggings. Although it was late November, only one old man wore a buffalo robe over his shoulders, and the rest had not a stitch above the waist. Their heads were plucked bald except for a fantastic scalp lock, which was braided with feathers and ornaments. They were tall, handsome fellows, probably Osage. Back in the settlements, the Osage were considered friendly to whites. But Nathan wasn’t in the settlements. Nathan was trespassing on Osage lands. He knew that he was at the Indians’ mercy.




  The leader called to Nathan. Nathan had trapped this area for the past several winters but had never actually seen an Indian away from the settled areas before. His father on a long hunt hereabouts had been discovered by a party of Osage. Luckily for him, it had begun to snow. The snow hid camp. Daniel tunneled under a snowbank. He stayed in that lair for days before the Osage gave up and went on their way.




  “What should we do, Nathan?” his partner, Matthias, asked.


“Dismount,” Nathan advised, as he slowly got off his horse. “Take your shooting iron. Go very slow. We don’t want to provoke them.”




  As the two parties of men met, the Indians surrounded the young trappers. Two Osage warriors wrested the reins of the saddle horses from Nathan and Matthias. Concentrating on keeping a tight grip on their rifles, the young white men let the reins slide through their fingers. Other Indians removed the bale of furs from the packhorse. They spread the fifty-six beaver and twenty-two otter hides on the ground.




  “Where did you get these?” the Indian spokesman wanted to know.




  Not willing to give up the fruits of his trapping efforts, Nathan told a fib. He said he and Matthias were working for the Chouteau trading house in Saint Louis. The name Chouteau made the leader take notice. Nathan pointed to the traps dangling from the pack saddle. He showed them the Chouteau markings on the iron implements. A look of puzzlement came over the leader’s face. The Chouteau were the first family of Saint Louis, and the good friends of the Osage. He would not want to annoy them. “That just means you rent those traps from the Chouteaus, maybe,” the Indian said, after a pause. Then with a nod, he made up his mind against Nathan and his friend. He ordered his warriors to round up the horses, furs, and anything else his companions wanted.




  As the band of Osage departed, the leader warned the two white men, “Clear out. There are more Indians in these woods looking for you. They may not treat you as well as we did.”




  Not long after the first party disappeared, a second group spotted the trappers. They beckoned to the whites. Nathan and Matthias took to their heels. They ran into thick cover along the riverbank, then slunk along for another ten miles before making camp. The next morning, being extremely hungry, they shot a deer. But the second group of Indians were still looking for Nathan and Matthias. The crack of the rifle alerted them to the young trappers’ presence. Four Indians came into camp, two on horseback and two on foot. Seeing nothing of value except the guns, they demanded Nathan and Matthias surrender their weapons. The Indians even grabbed for their rifles. But the young men were determined not to let them go. They wrestled with the Indians, hanging on as though for dear life, which they believed the loss of their weapons would probably cost them. Finally, they struck a compromise. Nathan and Matthias gave the Indians their heavy blanket coats and a roasted haunch of venison. They kept their guns.




  After consuming their fill, the Indians, who said they were Sac, insisted the young white men come with them. Having no alternative, the boys did as instructed. They refused to walk in front as they Indians wanted, fearing they would be shot. The Sac were the enemies of everyone, the Osage and white men alike. In fact, it was widely (and correctly) believed that the Sac were allies with the British. Expecting the worst, Nathan told Matthias under his breath that if the Indians gave any indication of violence, to shoot the man on the horse nearest him. Nathan would pot the other one. Then each trapper, with his hunting knife, would stab the Indian closest to him. They marched tensely side by side for a time, and then two more Indians joined their group. Their plan would no longer work.

OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg
From episodes in Missouri and Kansas to Colorado and New Mexico,

twenty-nine events that shaped America’s famous frontier trail

Steve Glassman





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_002.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_003.png





