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  INTRODUCTION





  YEARS AGO, BEFORE INTERSTATE HIGHWAYS CRISSCROSSED THE FACE OF the United States, travel from one point to another throughout this vast land was difficult indeed. Before the automobile and the airplane sped us to and from our destinations within hours, a person who needed to travel a mere twenty or thirty miles was in for an all-day or more experience.




  For a very long time after the early colonists settled the eastern shoreline of the United States, even short travel between nearby colonies was arduous, and there were no routes to follow except the undeveloped trails that the Indians had made through the wilderness. In time, however, the settlers began thinking about how to improve these pathways so that travel between villages could be made easier. Before long, a system of roads stretched up and down the Atlantic coast connecting such towns as Boston, New York, Philadelphia, Baltimore, Charleston, and Savannah.




  Little travel was done in the backcountry in those days, since nobody really knew what mysteries might lurk to the west of the thin stretch of settled land along the seaboard. Those few hardy adventurers and explorers who did fathom this pristine wilderness simply made their own trails through the thick forests, or else used one of the common Indian or animal paths.




  By the time the Civil War arrived, most of the United States east of the Mississippi River was filling up rapidly with people, and the region had a pretty good network of roads that varied greatly in the degree of comfort they provided for travelers. The highways connecting the major cities were wide and relatively pleasant to travel, either on horseback or in a carriage or wagon. But the roads that existed in rural sections were crude, indeed, as they snaked their ways through forest and field. Narrow, rocky, and rough on a horse’s hooves, these primitive pathways sometimes even completely washed out in wet weather.




  In that vast region of land that lay beyond the Mississippi River, there were hardly any roads at all for a long time. After a while, though, a few thoroughfares sprang up here and there, linking towns and villages together in the more densely settled areas near the Mississippi. Still, only a handful of longer highways existed to transport emigrants and freight across the endless Great Plains and over the Rocky Mountains and beyond. In fact, as late as 1860, the majority of this huge region that stretched all the way to the Pacific Ocean, and from Canada to Mexico, was so sparsely populated that there was little justification for building roads.




  The Santa Fe Trail was the oldest of these overland highways. It opened for American traffic in 1821, and although it was used until the coming of the railroads in the 1880s, its heaviest commercial usage occurred between the middle 1820s and the Civil War. The Trail extended from the American settlements located in westernmost Missouri to the Mexican town of Santa Fe in present-day New Mexico. Its path followed some of the wildest, most desolate—yet beautiful—country in America as it traversed today’s states of Missouri, Kansas, Oklahoma, Colorado, and New Mexico.




  In the pages that follow, the author has attempted to give a balanced history of the Santa Fe Trail. While he has relied on the works of many writers who have contributed to the vast literature of the trail, he takes responsibility for any errors of fact that may have crept in. Read on now about the life and times of the Santa Fe Trail and the people who traveled it during its long and useful life.




  JAMES A. CRUTCHFIELD




  FRANKLIN, TENNESSEE




  
CHAPTER ONE Before the Santa Fe Trail Was a Trail





  THE LAND THROUGH WHICH THE SANTA FE TRAIL WOULD ONE DAY RUN was originally occupied by several tribes of American Indians. Before there ever was a trail at all, numerous bands of tribesmen—first on foot, and later on horseback—roamed this particular part of the southern Great Plains in search of bison and other game. Other tribes practiced an agricultural lifestyle and inhabited sedentary villages.




  Among the various tribes that an early explorer in the region would have met had he traveled from one end of the future trail to the other were, from east to west, the Kansa, Osage, Kiowa, Comanche, Cheyenne, Arapaho, Jicarilla Apache, and—when he drew near to the ancient town of Santa Fe itself—several groups of Pueblo Indians, who built their apartment-like buildings along the Rio Grande.




  In the early 1700s, about one hundred years before the Santa Fe Trail opened up the lucrative markets of the Southwest to Missouri traders, the entire region had undergone a tremendous population upheaval among its indigenous inhabitants. Therefore, some of the tribes that lived and hunted in the vicinity of the Trail when it was first used by white traders had only recently arrived in the area themselves.




  The primary reason for most of this mass movement of peoples was the pressure exerted by increased numbers of American settlers moving from the East toward and beyond the Mississippi River. As the newcomers relentlessly moved westward, they drove before them the various Indian tribes that they encountered in their migrations. These tribes, in turn, pushed the Indians in front of them ever westward, and so on. Eventually, several tribes made long migrations just to get out of the way of the rapidly expanding frontier.




  The Comanche, Kiowa, Cheyenne, Arapaho, and Jicarilla Apache were among the newly arrived tribes to take up residence along the future route of the Santa Fe Trail. They had originally lived north of the region—some near the headwaters of the Mississippi River, some amid the Bighorn Mountains of today’s state of Wyoming, and some as far away as Canada. Members of these tribes were outstanding horsemen, and most were closely related to the bison-hunting culture that distinguished the Great Plains dwellers.




  The Comanche, Kiowa, Cheyenne, and Arapaho lived in large tepees made from the hides of bison. These big, airy tents served as ideal homes year-round, remarkably warm in the winter and cool in the summer. No agriculture was practiced by these tribes, although some of them had farmed in their woodland villages back East. The Jicarilla Apache, poised on the border of the dry and hot desert Southwest, shared some of the traits of the bison hunters, but displayed differences as well. For example, since the bison’s range barely touched the area in which this branch of the Apaches lived, its members were far less dependent on the animal as a means of livelihood. Consequently, their houses were made from grass, rather than bison hides, due to the relative scarcity of bison in their region.




  Other local Indian tribes had been present for a long, long time when the Santa Fe Trail was first utilized for trade by Americans. The Kansa and the Osage in the East had occupied their lands for centuries and were, by and large, settled, agricultural people. They lived in spacious, mound-like, soil-covered homes, usually built high upon a bluff that overlooked a river or stream. Several of these houses made up a village, and the entire community was usually protected by a strong wooden stockade.




  Both the Kansa and the Osage, in addition to living off the produce of their crops, supplemented their food sources by also hunting the mighty bison. Once a year, the inhabitants of the villages packed up supplies, weapons, and other necessary articles and moved out onto the prairie in search of the herds. Enough animals were usually killed during this one concentrated hunt to supply the inhabitants of a village with meat and hides until the following year’s expedition.
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  Before the introduction of horses, which were brought into America by the Spaniards in the mid-1500s, all of the Indians who lived and hunted on the Great Plains either hauled their hunting and domestic gear themselves, or let their dogs drag it behind them on a travois, which was a carrying platform strapped to two long poles and fitted to the dog with a harness. The appearance and ready accessibility of horses, however, made a tremendous impact upon all of the native peoples of the Great Plains. Whereas before the horse arrived, a bison hunt required the efforts of everyone in the village, the same results, with horsepower, could be achieved much faster, far more easily, and with considerably less effort on everyone’s part.




  There is no doubt that the horse is the reason why so many of the tribes that inhabited the Great Plains rose to such heights in the arts of hunting and warfare. Horses allowed much greater distances to be covered in a lot less time. They also provided a means whereby the Indian hunter and warrior could get much closer to his prey than he could on foot. All things considered, it was the horse that literally made these Indians what they were—the lords of the Plains—by the time the first American explorers arrived.




  At the extreme western edge of the territory through which the Santa Fe Trail would someday run lived the ancient Pueblo Indians. They had dwelled in their large, permanent, adobe apartment houses, called pueblos, for longer than anyone could remember, and pointed out with pride that they were the descendants of the original inhabitants of the region. Agricultural by nature, the Pueblo were noted for their fine pottery. The nomadic tribes from the East often traded with the Pueblo, swapping bison hides, meat, and other essential parts of the animal for agricultural produce. The most imposing reminder of Indian days along the Santa Fe Trail was the massive ruins of the pueblo at Pecos. This village was situated in the valley of the Pecos River in the shadow of New Mexico’s Sangre de Cristo Mountains. The town was placed in a strategic location between other pueblo villages lying along the Rio Grande to the west and the Great Plains to the east. Its location made it a natural stopping place for Plains tribes, such as the Comanche and Kiowa, who often visited the pueblo in great numbers to trade with the village’s inhabitants.




  As early as 1540, the Spanish chronicler Pedro de Castañeda described Pecos Pueblo, which at the time was home to at least two thousand people, as follows:




  

    Cicuye [the Spanish name for Pecos] is a pueblo of as many as five hundred warriors. It is feared throughout that land. In plan it is squared, founded on a rock. In the center is a great patio or plaza with its kivas. The houses are all alike, of four stories. One can walk over the entire pueblo without there being a street to prevent it. . . . The houses have no doors at ground level. To climb . . . inside the pueblo they use ladders which can be drawn up; in this way they have access to the rooms. . . . The pueblo is surrounded by a low stone wall. Inside there is a spring from which they can draw water. The people of this pueblo pride themselves that no one has been able to subdue them, while they subdue what pueblos they will.1


  




  Another Spaniard, Gaspar Castaño de Sosa, described the clothing of the inhabitants of Pecos when he visited the pueblo in 1590.




  

    The dress of the men, according to what we saw there—as it was the cold season—most or all of them wore a blanket of cotton and a buffalo hide over it. . . . The women [dress] with a blanket drawn in a knot at the shoulder and a sash the width of a palm at the waist. At one side, the blanket is completely open. Over it are placed some other very gaily worked blanket or some turkey feather robes and many other curious things.2


  




  In 1625 Spanish padres completed their first church at Pecos. Around 300,000 adobe bricks, each weighing forty pounds, were used in its construction. Some of the walls were twenty-two feet thick, and the church building itself had six different bell towers.




  By 1680 Pueblo Indians all over New Mexico had grown tired of the Spanish yoke and attempted to drive the hated Europeans back to Mexico. They succeeded when a member of the Taos Pueblo named Popé organized warriors from most of the northern villages into a powerful force. The Pueblo Revolt, as the rebellion was called, pitted Indian against Spaniard, and when the insurrection was over, soldier and priest alike had been expelled from New Mexico.




  Retreating to the area around today’s El Paso, the disenfranchised Spanish could do little about their situation as they listened to endless rumors proclaiming that their one-time neighbors to the north had eliminated all vestiges of the Spanish presence in the region. Along with others, the beautiful church at Pecos was destroyed. A few years later, however, Spanish soldiers and priests reconquered New Mexico, and in 1717 a second church was completed on the site of the first building. Much smaller than the original church, the new sanctuary, nevertheless, served the needs of the Spanish who moved back to Pecos, as well as the Indian converts who worshipped there.




  For years after the return of the Spanish, Pecos was a thriving place. The priests had introduced European farming technology, metal tools, horses, and wheat, and many of the village’s inhabitants had converted to Christianity. Continuous warfare with the Comanche, however, along with European-introduced diseases, took their toll. By the 1770s, Pecos was no more than a vestige of what it had once been.




  In 1838, after American traders began frequenting the Santa Fe Trail in great numbers, the last residents of Pecos, less than twenty individuals, moved to the pueblo of Jemez, thus leaving the magnificent ruins that can still be viewed today.




  American Indians were not the only original inhabitants of the vast southern Great Plains. A rich diversity of wild animals called the region home as well. The most numerous large mammal was, no doubt, the bison. It has been estimated that as many as sixty million of the animals lived in North America at the time of its early exploration by Europeans. Bison were everywhere. The Spanish conquistadores were overwhelmed by the mile after endless mile of prairie and the countless thousands of bison that grazed upon it. Coronado reported:




  

    I reached some plains so vast that I did not find their limit anywhere that I went, although I traveled over them for more than 300 leagues. And I found such a quantity of cows [bison] . . . that it is impossible to number them, for while I was journeying through the plains, until I returned to where I first found them, there was not a day that I lost sight of them.3


  




  Termed by the early Spanish as the “most monstrous thing in the way of animals that has ever been seen,” the bison, more than any other animal, served as the Plains Indians’ walking commissary, supplying them with practically 100 percent of the raw material they needed to survive. Josiah Gregg, a Santa Fe trader and author of a popular book about the Santa Fe Trail, recognized the dependence that the Plains tribes had on the great shaggy beast when he wrote, “This animal furnishes almost the exclusive food of the prairie Indians, as well as covering for the wigwams and most of their clothing; also their bedding, ropes, bags for their meat, etc.; sinews for bow-strings, for sewing moccasins, leggings, and the like.”4
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  The speedy pronghorn antelope may have run the bison a close second when it came to numbers. As many as forty million of the fleet-footed animals may have called the Great Plains home during the early days of European exploration. Antelope hides made very fine leather, and the material was used for children’s clothing, as well as for men’s shirts and jackets. Some historic Indian tribes—the Cheyenne, for example—organized group antelope hunts that were held in much the same manner as bison hunts. George Bent, the son of Bent’s Fort builder William Bent and his Cheyenne wife, Owl Woman, graphically described one of these hunts:




  

    When all the men, women, and children had hidden themselves behind the lines of brush and the antelope priest was seated on the ground back of the pit with his medicine sticks in his hands, a few good runners were sent out on foot to drive the antelope toward the trap. When the antelope came running toward the pit, the priest kept singing to them and beckoning them forward with his medicine sticks until the whole herd rushed toward him and jumped into the pit. Sometimes there were so many animals that they could not get into the pit and some of them jumped over the ditch and came right where the priest was sitting; but he kept right on singing and beckoning with his sticks. If any of the antelope ran toward the brush lines to attempt to escape, the Indians hidden behind the brush yelled and drove the animals back. . . . When the trap was full of antelope, the priest gave the signal and the Indians entered and began killing the animals. . . . The animals were knocked on the head with clubs, and lariats were used to drag some of the animals out of the bottom of the pit.5


  




  Wild horses were also common residents on the southern Great Plains. Descendants of the first horses brought to Mexico by Hernán Cortés, the mustangs had drifted farther and farther north with every passing year. It didn’t take long for the Plains Indians, already used to traveling great distances on foot, to adopt the horse as a mode of transportation. After they became adept at riding, braves pursued the wild horses to add new blood to their own herds. George Bent wrote about how the animals were captured:




  

    Scouts were kept out ahead the same as in a buffalo hunt, and when they signaled that a herd of mustangs had been sighted, the hunters prepared to surround the herd. . . . The hunters moved up-wind to prevent the mustangs winding them, for if the wild herd scented the hunters it would be off instantly. Keeping behind the hills, the hunters advanced cautiously, and after coming as near to the herd as they could get, they began to spread out and make the surround. When everyone was in position the signal was given and a man mounted on a very fast horse rode out toward the mustangs. This man rode slowly, lying flat on his horse’s back, until he was quite close; then he sat up and charged into the herd. This scattered the mustangs, which ran in every direction, but everywhere they turned Indians rode out from behind the hills and charged at them. Each hunter picked out the mustang he liked best and ran it down. Running the animals down was not very difficult, as these hunts were usually made in the early spring while the mustangs were still weak from a winter passed in a state of semi-starvation. Besides this, the animals were always full of grass and water and in poor shape for a hard run. Their wind was not good.6


  




  Bent then described how the hunters tossed a noose over the mustang’s head and “choked down” the creature until he stumbled and fell. A buffalo-leather halter was then slipped over the horse’s head and he was tied up close behind a domesticated horse. A few days’ association with the tame horses was usually enough to calm down the wild ones and make them approachable.




  Other large mammals—deer, black bear, elk, Rocky Mountain sheep, and wolves—frequented the southern Great Plains as well. But, aside from the vast bison and mustang herds, the one animal that fascinated newcomers the most was the lowly prairie dog. “Of all the prairie animals, by far the most curious, and by no means the least celebrated, is the little prairie dog,”7 wrote Josiah Gregg in his book, Commerce of the Prairies. Perhaps numbering in the billions and residing in towns that sometimes covered hundreds of square miles, the prairie dog was often described by early writers in almost human terms. The town had “streets” that seemed to be “paved,” and observers reported seeing the communal rodents “cleaning house.” But the little fellows were extremely hard to catch. “Attempts either to dig or drown them out of their holes have generally proved unsuccessful,”8 lamented Gregg.




  All in all, the land through which the Santa Fe Trail would one day pass was a province of rich natural and cultural diversity. Indians of one tribe or another had lived in the region for millennia, while others were recent arrivals themselves. But, regardless of whether the Native inhabitants were old or new to the area, all of them had become totally familiar and comfortable with their environment and had adapted to the land and the resources around them. All of this would change dramatically within a few short years, as American freight wagons began to roll through the tall prairie grass.




  
CHAPTER TWO The Lure of Santa Fe





  THE SANTA FE TRAIL ACHIEVED ITS GREATEST FAME DURING THE EARLY to mid-1800s as a road of commerce that linked Missouri traders with the rich markets of New Mexico. However, a curiosity existed in the minds of some Europeans and Americans that predated the actual commercial beginnings of the Trail. And, of course, there is no way of knowing just who might have used the Trail’s later route during the years before regular trade was established with the people of Santa Fe.
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