
The Great Prairie Highway Commerce of the Prairies 

T he Santa Fe Trail stirs the 
imagination as few other 
historic trails can. For 59 

years it was a strand in a web of 
trade routes that linked the econo­
mies of Mexico, the United States, 
and European nations. The trail 
spanned 1,203 miles of the Great 
Plains between Independence, 
Missouri, and Santa Fe (part of 
Mexico until 1848). The resulting 
mosaic of peoples led to cultural 
blending, and also to violence. 

Soldiers used the trail in the 1840s 
during border disputes between 
the Republic of Texas and Mexico, 
and during the Mexican-American 
and American Civil wars. Traders, 
military freighters and patrols, and 
American Indian tribes clashed on 
the trail in the 1860s. 

Gold seekers, emigrants, and 
guides; mountain men, hunters, 
and packers; translators, journal­
ists, and Mexican children bound 
for schools in the United States all 
traveled the trail. 

Before 1821, Spain guarded New 
Mexico's borders, limiting access 
and impeding international trade 
with its colony. Missourians and 
others who visited Santa Fe 
described an isolated provincial 
capital, starved for supplies and 
manufactured goods, and a 
potential gateway to Mexico's 
interior markets. 

vi"hen the United States and 
Mexico signed the Treaty of 
Guadalupe Hidalgo in 1848, mosl 
of northern Mexico became part of 
the United States. The trail was no 
longer an international route. By 
the 1870s the railroads had pushed 
far into the western states, and 
made travel along the trail obsolete. 

I n September 1 SI 1, :;:,r.i irur.; 
and facing jail for his debts, 
William Becknell left Franklin, 

Missouri, for Santa Fe. He took five 
men, a string of pack horses, and 
$300 worth of trade goods. Two and 
a half months later, they learned 
through a chance meeting with 
Captain Don Pedro Ignacio Gallego, 
alcalde (mayor) of Abiquiu, that 
Mexico had won independence 
from Spain. The captain welcomed 
the Americans into the country to 
trade. They returned home with 
about $6,000 in profit. 

Becknell immediately made plans 
for a second trip, taking wagons 
along the route that became known 
as the Santa Fe Trail. Other traders 
followed, creating a web of social 
ties, business, tariffs, and laws that 
linked merchants in Missouri and 
New Mexico with those in New 
York, London, and Mexico City. 
Some traders converted to the 
Catholic faith, became citizens of 
Mexico, and married into Mexican 
families. 

After New Mexico became a United 
States territory, trade and military 
freighting on the trail expanded. 
The firms of Otero & Sellar, and 
Russell, Majors, and Waddell 
(which later established the Pony 
Express) prospered from govern­
ment contracts. Other companies 
ran mail and stagecoach services. 

Manuel Harmony shipped English 
goods from New York City to Inde­
pendence for freighting over the 
trail. New Mexican saloon owner 
Dona Gertrudis "LaTules" Barcelo 

Before 1540 
American Indians 
create trade and 
travel routes that 
later become part 
of Santa Fe Trail. 
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1540-41 
Francisco Vazquez 
de Coronado of 
Spain explores 
from Mexico to 
central Kansas. 

Silver reales from Mexico 
helped to stabilize the 
Missouri economy after 
the Panic of 1819. 
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1601 
Juan de Ohate 
travels for five 
months with 
wagons and 
artillery through 
the Plains. 

1739 
Paul and Peter 
Mallet make first 
French trading 
venture to Santa 
Fe from Illinois 
country. 

"The whole distance from the 

settlements on the Missouri to the 

Mountains in the neighborhood of 

Santa Fe, is a prairie country, with 

no obstructions to the r o u t e . . . . A 

good wagon road c a n . . . be traced 

out, upon which a sufficient supply 

of fuel and water can be procured, 

at all seasons, except in winter." 

— Alphonso Wetmore, 1H24 

1792 
Pedro Vial of 
France travels 
from Santa Fe 
to Saint Louis on 
behalf of Spain. 

1819 
Financial panic 
creates need for 
hard currency in 
Missouri Territory. 

The Adams-Onis 
Treaty between 
US and Spain sets 
Arkansas River as 
international 
boundary. 

1821 
Mexico wins 
independence 
from Spain; wel­
comes William 
Becknell's party 
from Missouri to 
Santa Fe. 

1825 
Sen. Thomas Hart 
Benton {right) of 
Missouri arranges 
federal survey of 
the trail. 

I in the trade, and Charles 
Ilfeld ran mercantile stores. The 
Wyandotte chief William Walker 
leased a warehouse in Indepen­
dence, and others in his tribe invest­
ed in the trade. Hiram Young, who 
bought his freedom from slavery, 
grew wealthy by building trade wag­
ons. He became one of the largest 
employers in Independence. Black­
smiths, hotel owners, arrieros 
(muleteers), lawyers, and others 
found their places along the trail. 

IIBRARYDFTON'TRU.', 

"The r o a d . . . contemplated will 

trespass upon the soil or infringe 

upon the jurisdiction of no state 

whatever. It runs a course and a 

distance to avoid all that; for it 

begins upon the outside line of the 

outside State [Missouri] and runs 

directly toward the setting sun, 

far away from all the States." 

—Sen. Thomas Hart Benton, 1825 

Mule and ox drivers made day-to-day 
trail operations work. Mexican arrieros 
(muleteers) were famous for their 
skills. Oxen became favored to pull 
•Ye ght wagons. 

DENVER PUB: IT . IBRARY WRBTFRN URTURY DEPARTMENT Pittsburgh-made Conestoga wagons 
hauled two to three tons. In later years 
these wagons were made in Missouri. 

Life on the Trail 

F ilms and books depicTTTaJu 
travelers as constantly facing 
down perils—violent storms, 

ambushes by American Indians, 
swollen streams, wildfires, wind, 
hailstorms, and blizzards. 

In reality, a glimpse of bison, elk, 
pronghorn, or prairie dogs pro­
vided the only excitement for most 
who made the 8-week journey. 
Dust, mud, gnats and mosquitoes, 
and heat were constant. 

he Vast Plain like a Green Ocean Soldiers and Forts 
'Traii hands scrambled at dawn 
to manage unwilling livestock. 
Wagons headed out as the air rang 
with whoops and cries of "All's set! 
Catch up, catch up! Stretch out!" 

At mid-morning, crews unhitched 
and grazed the teams, hauled water, 
gathered wood or buffalo chips for 
fuel, and cooked the main meal of 
the day. The daily ration was one 
pound per person of flour, one 
pound of sowbelly (bacon), one 
ounce of coffee, two ounces of 
sugar, and a pinch of salt. Beans, 

dried apples, and buffalo or other 
game were occasional treats. 

After crews repaired wagons, 
yokes, and harnesses, greased 
the wheel hubs, treated injured 
animals, and hunted, the wagons 
moved on by early afternoon. They 
forded streams before stopping for 
the night, because a trickling creek 
might become a torrent by morning 
if a storm came up. 

At day's end, crews again cared for 
their livestock and repaired wagons 
and gear. They chose guards for the 
night and enjoyed a few hours of 
leisure and sleep before starting 
again. 

' C T T ' T est from Missouri, forests 
% jL I gave way to tallgrass and 

T T then to shortgrass prai­
ries. In semi-arid western Kansas, 
the journey might bring hardship, 
adventure, or boredom. Long days 
of travel across grasslands, broken 
only by narrow ribbons of trees 
along waterways, evoked descrip­
tions like, "In spring, the vast plain 
heaves and rolls around like a green 
ocean." Another traveler wrote of a 
mirage that "presented a remarkable 
picture, apparently extending into 
the a i r . . . 45 to 60 feet . . . . At the 

::;.::::; rirr.e I could see beautiful clear 
lakes . . . with bulrushes and other 
vegetation." Others dreamed of 
cures for a sickness brought about 
by the "purity" of the Plains. 

Trail travelers thought the route un­
inhabited, but the prairies were the 
homelands and hunting grounds of 
Osage, Kansas (Kaw), Comanche, 
Kiowa, southern bands of Cheyenne 
and Arapaho, Plains Apache, Ute, 
Jicarilla Apache, and Puebloan 
tribes. 

Early travelers often negcrirird 
access through tribal territory with 
American Indians. They traded 
horses, mules, and other items. As 
(rail traffic increased, so did con­
frontations. Misunderstandings 
arose from the lack of a shared lan­
guage and conflicting values, such as 
the European American concept of 
land ownership. Even as tensions 
made military escorts necessary, 
traffic along the trail continued. 

Tlcu c ; ernment, railroads, and 
speculators parceled lands out to 
emigrants. Bison—the tribes' main 
food source and a key component in 
their material culture—were hunted 
nearly to extinction. By the 1870s 
the US Congress had forced most 
American Indians onto marginal 
lands in what is now Oklahoma. 

"But the rejoicing at home . . . the 

feasts and the bailes [dances]—not 

to mention the wine made in their 

absence and saved for the occa­

sion—was a rich compensa t ion . . . 

for the hardships that were now in 

the dead past." 

—Jose Librado Gurule, 1867 

S u-.picions and :-;r.-l:r.T 
among the United States, 
Republic of Texas, and 

Mexico heightened in the 1840s. 
The United States acquired Texas 
in 1845, and in 1846 the Mexican-
American War erupted. 

Gen. Stephen Watts Kearny led his 
Army of the West down the Santa 
Fe Trail to take and hold New 
Mexico and Upper California, and 
to protect American traders on the 
trail. Kearny reached Santa Fe 
unchallenged. Other communities 

_.r_:_._i:r.gTaos and Mora fought 
back, but the US Army prevailed. 
When the Treaty of Guadalupe 
Hidalgo ended the war in 1848, the 
Santa Fe Trail became the lifeline 
for protection and communication 
between Missouri and Santa Fe. 

From a succession of military forts 
such as Mann (1847), Atkinson 
(1850), Union (1851), Lamed 
(1859), and Lyon (1860), the army 
sought to control conflict between 
American Indians and trail travel­
ers. As the military presence grew, 

"reighting and merchants' opexa-
i ions increased. In 1858 many of 
i he 1,800 wagons that traveled over 
; lie Santa Fe Trail carried military 
supplies. 

In 1862 the Civil War reached the 
West. Confederates from Texas 
pushed up the Rio Grande Valley. 
They hoped to seize New Mexico 
territory, including Fort Union, 
and the Colorado goldfields. Santa 
Fe and Albuquerque fell to them, 
but at Glorieta Pass—the decisive 
battle of the western theater of the 

Cftni'War—US Army forces torched 
the Confederates' supply train, the 
Texans abandoned hope of reach 
ing Fort Union and withdrew Co II 
Paso. The US Army had held the 
Southwest and its vital Santa Fa 
Trail supply line. 

1878 
Railroad reaches 
Raton Pass on the 
Mountain Route 
of the Santa Fe 
Trail. 
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In 1821 the trail ended at Franklin, 
Missouri. By 1831 it reached Indepen­
dence, and by 1845, Westport Landing 
(now Kansas City). Textiles (left) and 
hardware were traded west and silver 
and mules were traded east. 
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Emily Fishers hotel 
in Independence 

' catered to trail 
travelers. 
. ' / R.'R ::.IIT:I: 

The trail crossed prairies and semi-
arid lands. A traveler might see a fleet 
of antelope (right). Bison were driven 
close to extinction in the 1870s. 

Some American Indian groups fiercely 
resisted European Americans' invasion 
of their lands and resources. 

ALBERT BIERS-ADT, iAST OF THE BUFFALO. 
CA 1888 BUFFALO BILL CODY CENTER OF 
THE WEST 

danger in an uninhabited region 

was not a pleasant prospect for,'-

contemplation. But I laughed with 

the rest, joked about roasting our 

bacon with buffalo chips, and the 

enjoyment we would derive from 

the company of skeletons that 

would strew our pathway." 

— Hezekiah Brake, 1858 

1833-34 
Bent brothers, 
Charles (left) and 
William, and 
Ceran St. Vrain 
build Bent's Fort. 

MUSEUM OF NEW MEXICO 

1836 
Texas wins inde­
pendence from 
Mexico. 

1844 
Trader Josiah 
Gregg chronicles 
his trips over the 
trail in Commerce 
of the Prairies. 

Traders Bernard 
Seligman, Zadoc 
Staab, and Leh­

man Spiegelberg 
with unnamed 
Kiowa scouts. 

MUSEUM OF NEW MEXICO 

1846 
US invades 
Mexico. 

1848 
(War ends. US 
acquires almost 
half of Mexico's 
lands (including 
New Mexico) in 

the Treaty of 
Guadalupe 

V Hidalgo (left). 

1849-52 
California Gold 
Rush increases 
trail traffic. 

1851 
Fort Union built 
to help protect 
trail commerce. 

1861-65 
US Civil War. US 
Army wins 1862 
battle at Glorieta 
Pass, New Mexico. 

1866 
Trail becomes 
shorter as rail­
roads begin to 
push westward. 

After the Mexican-American War, military 
freighting increased to support forts built 
along the route. A soldier's letter (right) fron 
Fort Larned, Kansas, talks about his health, 
Indians, and how much he wants to 
get back to the farm. 
NPS 

Santa.Fe Trail ruts. Fort Union National .Monument '£$ 
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1880 
Railroad reaches 
Santa Fe; the trail 
slips into history. 

1906 
Daughters 
of the American 
Revolution begin 
erecting trail 
markers. 

1986 
Santa Fe Trail As­
sociation forms to 
help preserve and 
promote aware­
ness and appreci­
ation of the trail. 

1987 
Congress desig­
nates Santa Fe 
National Historic 
Trail under the 
National Trails 
System Act. 

Santa Fe markets had become glutted, 
with goods by the 1830s, and traders 
sought southern markets along El 
Camino Real de Tierra Adentro 

' (Chihuahua Trail). 

"Now the Santa Fe Trail belongs 

to the keening wind. It belongs to 

summer rains and to the fearful 

snows of winter. It is owned by 

the prairie dog, the jackrabbit, 

the rattlesnake." 

— Marc Simmons, 

author, I486 

Mexican arrieros pack a mule string for 
trading north. Jesus Vialpando (far left, 
with his son Avelino) began working 
on the trail at age 13. 
: U: LTF.ADD FRPRPIIGS FIONEERS MUSEUM 



Visiting the Santa Fe Trail Today 

Freight wagons no longer cross the prairies, but the Santa 

Fe Trail legacy endures in buildings, historic sites, landmarks, 

and wagon-whee l ruts. The National Park Service (NPS) 

coordinates t h e w o r k t o promote , develop, and protect the 

trai l for you and for coming generations to experience and 

enjoy. Private landowners and American Indian tribes and 

groups; federa l , state, and local agencies; and nonprof i ts 

such as the Santa Fe Trail Association manage most trai l 

resources. Congress designated the Santa Fe Trail as a 

nat ional historic t ra i l in 1987. 

Trip p lanning is essential fo r an enjoyable and memorable 

experience. Trail sites may be in private, t r iba l , municipal, 

state, or federal ownership. Check websites and call the 

sites before you t ravel . Sites on private land, fo r example, 

may not be open t o the public. Follow the official Santa Fe 

National Historic Trail signs (right) t o retrace the trai l a long 

highways, streets, and backcountry roads. 

Explore over 1,203 miles of prairies, mountains, 

rivers, and deserts. Sites are of ten in remote areas. Stay 

aware of the env i ronment t o stay safe, whi le also pro­

tect ing t rai l resources. Prepare fo r hikes by br inging 

water, snacks, and accurate maps. Pay a t tent ion to post­

ed signs and leave everyth ing the way you found it. 
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Background colors on the big map 
(see color key below) suggest the 
vegetation changes travelers saw 
en route. The white box on the 
US map silhouette (below) shows 
the area the big map covers. 

Trail Sites on Federal Lands 
Bent's Old Fort 
National Historic Site (NPS) 
www.nps.gov/beol 

Cimarron and Comanche 
National Grasslands 
(US Forest Service) 
www.fs.usda.gov/psicc 

Fort Larned 
National Historic Site (NPS) 
www.nps.gov/fols 

Fort Union 
National Monument (NPS) 
www.nps.gov/foun 

Kiowa National Grassland 
(US Forest Service) 
www.fs.usda.gov/cibola 

Pecos 
National Historical Park (NPS) 
www.nps.gov/peco 

Santa Fe National Forest 
(US Forest Service) 
www.fs.usda.gov/santafe 

Trail Information 
National Trails Office 
National Park Service 
PO Box 728 
Santa Fe, NM 87504 
www.nps.gov/safe 
505-988-6098 

Santa Fe Trail Association 
Santa Fe Trail Center 
1349K-156Hwy. 
Larned, KS 67550 
www.santafetrail.org 
620-285-2054 

To learn more about trails 
visit www.nps.gov/nts. To 
learn more about national 
parks visit www.nps.gov. 
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SANTA FE 
This provincial capita! of Nuevo 
Mejico grew into a commercial 
center with the opening of the 
trail. /-—--

MWHIfl-HBi 
Santa Fe Plaza 
Palace of the Governors 
Fort Marcy Site 

PECOS PUEBLO 
Long a trade center for Puebf< \ 
and Plains Indians, this puo; 
and later Spanish mission 
abandoned in 1838, been; 
or..v :. "-: - i ' " - : •-. i ' ; " - -

Johnson's Ranch 
GI or i eta Pass 
Pigeon's Ranch 
Glorieta Battlefield 
Kozlowski's Stage Station and Spring 

•-H..UJJ-I.UIUI 
Aztec Mill 
Swink's Gambling Hall 
St. James Hotel 
Cimarron Plaza and Well 
National Scouting Museum 

RATON PASS 
The difficult crossing over Raton 
Pass was a major obstacle to trail 
travel. In 1865, entrepreneur 
Richens "Uncle Dick" Wootton 
eased the journey by building a 
toll road. 

IVflfflrtMHl 
Tiptonville 
Barclay's Fort Site 
Watrous Store 
Sapello Stage Station 
Sapello River Crossing 

FORT UNION 
| In operation from 1851 -1891, 
' Fort Union provided protection 

for trail travelers and served as 
a major military supply depot in 
the Southwest. 

BENT'S FORT 
The Bent brothers and Ceran St. 
Vrain built a commercial trade 
depot in 1833. It served American 
Indians, fur traders, and trail 
travelers for 16 years. ,«A<*^ 

MOUNT/IN ROUTE 
Called t l e Raton or Bent's Fort 
Route d i ring trail days, it was 
longer and more difficult than the 
Cimarron Route, but considered 
safer. 

CIMARRON ROUTE 
This was the shortest wagon route 
between Santa Fe and Missouri. 
The easternmost 60 miles offered 
no reliable water and was called 
La Jornada (The Journey). 

ARKANS\AS RIVER 
IS were serious obstacles. 

During crossings, injury to people 
or anirnjils and damage or loss 
of wagons or cargo were ever-
piesent dangers. FORT LARNED ' 

From this fort, established in 1859, 
the US Army provided protection 
for caravans, stagecoaches, and 
other trail travelers. 

J 

jWET/DRY ROUTES 
/Trail travelers chose between the 
/ "wet route" along the A\ kansas River, 
J which afforded good gr, ting and 
/ water for large numbers of stock, 

and the shorter but water-limited J 
J "dry route." 

THE GREAT PLAINS AND THE 
PRAIRIES Until the arrival of 
Europeans, this was the home for 
many American Indian tribes that 
hunted, farmed, and roamed 
across this vast landscape. 

COUNCIL GROVE 
In an 1825 treaty signed here, the 
Osage Indians agreed to allow safe 
passage along the Santa Fe road. 
Westbound wagon trains gathered 
here to form larger caravans. 

WESTPORT 
By the late 1840s Westport had 
become the trail's main eastern 
terminus. The Civil War and the 
railroad brought its trail heyday 
to an end. 

SAINT LOUIS 
At this commercial hub, traders 
purchased and warehoused 
goods and supplies for westward 

—~ freighting on the trail. Mexican 
goods were sold or shipped east. 

FRANKLIN 
William Becknell's successful 1821 trip 
made Franklin the first eastern terminus 
of the international trail trade. Floods 
in 1826 and 1828 forced residents to 
abandon the town site. 

Jackson County Courthouse 
Jackson County Log Courthouse 
Kritser House 
Lewis-Webb House 
McCoy Park 
Ferril-Gentry-Henley House 
Noland House 
205 North Main 
207-209 North Main / 
206-208 North Main 
Woodlawn Cemetery 
Lewis Jones House 
Santa Fe Trail Ruts 
Bingham-Waggoner Estate 
Public Spring Site 
Overfelt-Johnston House 
William McCoy House 
Lower Indepedence (Blue Mills) Landing 
Upper Independence (Wayne City) Landing 
Independence Square 
Santa Fe Trail Park Ruts 
National Frontier Trails Museum 
Mill Creek Park 

;r££3233SES21 
Harmon Park Rut 
Shawnee Indian Mission 
Sapling Grove Park 
Nine Mile Point 

;' Grinter House and Ferry 
Mahaffie Stage Coach Stop and Farm 
Westport Landing 
Harris House 
Ewing-Boone Store 
Jim Bridger's Store 
William Bent House 
Alexander Majors House 
Big Blue River Crossing 
Minor Park Ruts 
New Santa Fe 
Red Bridge Crossing 
Gum Springs 
Wieduwilt Swales 
Cave Spring Interpretive Center 
Rice-Tremonti Home 

J Hart Grove Creek Crossing 

INDEPENDENCE 
From 1831 through the mid-1850s 
wagonmakers, blacksmiths, and 
other merchants created a bustling 
industry here to support and 
outf i t Santa Fe Trail, and later 
Oregon and California Trail travelers. 

Kaw Mission 
Neosho River Crossing 
Hays House (Frame Store) 
Seth Hays Home 
Hermit's Cave 
Last Chance Store 
Rawlinson-Terwilliger Home 
Conn/Stone/Pioneer Store 
Council Oak 
Post Office Oak 
Simcock House 

http://www.nps.gov/beol
http://www.fs.usda.gov/psicc
http://www.nps.gov/fols
http://www.nps.gov/foun
http://www.fs.usda.gov/cibola
http://www.nps.gov/peco
http://www.fs.usda.gov/santafe
http://www.nps.gov/safe
http://www.santafetrail.org
http://www.nps.gov/nts
http://www.nps.gov

