
The Great/Big Bend 
of the Arkansas 

On May 17, 1864, a few Cheyenne raiders arrived at 
the Great Bend ranche between 10 and 11 a.m.  Frank 
Cole was there and so was John Sechler, an employee 
of trader Orson G. Stanley.  Surprised and outnum-
bered, the two white men watched helplessly while the 
Indians took away four mules, nine horses, and one 
jackass.  Before leaving, the Cheyennes made it known 
they intended to return in force and kill all the ranch-
men or white men they could find on the Santa Fe Trail 
as soon as the stolen animals had been taken to a 
place where the owners could not recover them. 
 
Unable to hire anyone to stay at the ranche with him 
and afraid to remain alone, Frank Cole packed his 

small wagon with as much goods is it could carry and 
headed for Cow Creek ranche which was 17 1/2 miles 
to the east.  The Cheyennes came back later and plun-
dered the vacated trading post causing damage to the 
house and corral.  Curtis & Cole's total claim against 
the Cheyennes for the May, 1864, depredations was 
$3,555.  $1,435 was for stock, $620 for goods, and 
$1,500 was for damage to ranche and corral. 
 
In mid-July, 1864, Kiowas, Comanches, Arapahoes, and 
Cheyennes made attacks on wagon trains and ranches 
along the Santa Fe trail.  Around that time, Kiowas set 
fire to and destroyed what was left of the Curtis & 
Cole ranche.  The owners had not yet reoccupied it 
since the Cheyenne troubles in May.  Their claim 
against the Kiowas for losses sustained at the ranche 
was $1,500.  But this was not all.  Around that date, 
two wagon loads of merchandise bound for Curtis & 
Cole, in the charge of T. O. Corbin, were en route to 
them from Leavenworth.  Corbin stopped at Water-
man's ranche at Running Turkey creek where the mules 
and horses were unhitched and turned out to graze.  A 
short time later a band of Kiowas rode up and made 
off with the eight mules and two horses belonging to 
Curtis & Cole which they valued at $650 plus 11 head 
of stock owned by the Kansas City and Santa Fe Mail 
Company and by Waterman. 
 
The ranche at the Great Bend of the Arkansas existed 
less than two and a half years.   Dick Curtis and Frank 
Cole received payment of their claims against the 
Cheyennes, but information available does not make 
clear the outcome of their $2,150 claim against the 
Kiowas. 

The Quivira Chapter 
Santa Fe Trail Association 

The Santa Fe Trail angled across the 

present townsite of Ellinwood, Kansas 

to the Great/Big Bend of the Arkan-

sas River.  The campground was lo-

cated where the golf course is now 

just west of the South Fritz Ave/West 

A Street intersection. 

Get Involved in Trail History! 
There are many ways to learn more about the 

historic sites on the Santa Fe Trail. 

 Visit other Trail related sites 

 Visit a local museum 

 Follow the local auto tour of the Trail 

 Join the Quivira Chapter 

 Join the Santa Fe Trail Association 

 Walk in the ruts that made history! 

For more information visit the SFTA website at: 

www.santafetrail.org and our chapter Facebook page at: 

Quivira Chapter of the Santa Fe Trail Association.  
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In 1862, William Mathewson, a trader, set up a trading 
post at the Great (Big) Bend of the Arkansas (Ellinwood).  
He was a plainsman and former mountain man.  The 

1879 biographical sketch of his life says the year was 
1862 and his own statement in 1864, confirms that he 
"built the ranche and corral, dug and walled the well, 
and owned the trading post himself before it was 
owned by Curtis & Cole. . . ." 
 
William Mathewson had left the Rocky mountains in 
1858 with some eight years of experience as hunter, 
trapper, and trader.   He was then 28.  Three of 
those years (1853-1856) had been spent in the em-
ploy of Bent & St. Vrain, trading with the Sioux, Chey-
ennes, Arapahoes, Kiowas, Comanches, and Apaches.  
From the latter part of 1858 till late in 1861, he had 
worked for, or been associated with, the owners of 
Beach Valley (Cow Creek) ranche, some 17 miles east 

of the Great Bend, as hunter and trader.  In the winter 
of 1860, during the great drought in Kansas territory, 
he gained the nickname "Buffalo Bill," for his prowess 
and tireless efforts in killing buffalo to supply meat 
for settlers facing starvation. 
  
In 1863, after operating it only one year, Mathewson 
sold his ranche at the Great Bend to Theodore R. 
(Dick) Curtis and H. F. (Frank) Cole.  These partners 
had obtained a license from Indian agent Samuel G. 
Colley to trade with the Cheyennes, Kiowas, Coman-
ches, Arapahoes, and Plains Apaches.  Curtis, how-
ever, was employed as Indian interpreter at Fort 
Larned (some 35 miles west) and it was Frank Cole 
who stayed at the ranche.  They had two hired hands, 
Frederick B. Jones and H. O. Corbin.  
 
The Plains tribes were restive in the early 1860's but 
their depredations were sporadic and east of Fort 
Larned were rarely of a serious nature.  This state of 
affairs changed on May 16, 1864, when Lt. George 
S. Eayre's Colorado troops killed Cheyenne chief Lean 
Bear without provocation and then had to battle a 
large force of Cheyennes in a seven and one-half 
hour running fight.  The engagement began near Big 
Creek and the Smoky Hill River in present Ellis county 
and Eayre's command were outnumbered so they 
headed towards Fort Larned.  Cheyenne losses were 
perhaps 17 warriors with three of Eayre's men killed 
and four wounded (one of whom died).  The following 
day, small bands of Cheyennes made stock raids at 
ranches and mail stations along the two stage routes 
in central Kansas.  

The Santa Fe Trail at the Great Bend 

The north bank of the Arkansas River at the west side 
of Ellinwood was the objective point on the old Trail 
from the Cow Creek Crossing on account of water 
and fuel. In 1820, there was already an island, heav-
ily timbered with cottonwood.  The main channel then 
ran along the north bank and on the south side of the 
river in the river bends, there was quite a forest with 
some hardwood trees.  Back then there were some 
quite considerable bodies of heavy timber all along 
the river.  The flood of 1844 moved the main channel 
away from the north bank, but as late as 1872 the 

channel north of the island was part of the main chan-

nel.  

The greatest flood in recorded times in these parts 
was in 1844, occasioned by extraordinary supply of 
mountain water in the river and the heaviest long 
continued downpours of rain ever known in the great 
plains country.  In May of that year, all the area 
where the present town site of Ellinwood now stands 
was buried many feet under water except the knolls 
on the south half of the town site.  A freight caravan 
was water bound on the hills northwest of Ellinwood 
some two weeks and obtained their wood supply 
from what is now called Dalziel grove by floating it 
across the Little Cheyenne Creek.  During the early 
part of the 1800’s, the Dalziel grove was large in 
extent and was the largest body of timber in this part 
of Kansas.  Prairie fires during the 1850's greatly 
reduced it and timber cutting in the 1860's and early 

1870's did the rest.  

The Santa Fe Trail approached the north bank of the 
Arkansas River on the west side of Ellinwood near the 
present golf course.  The point of contact was one of 

the favorite camping places on the Santa Fe Trail.  

Hazards on the Trail were everywhere and death 
was a common occurrence.  Burial of most of the bod-
ies of people that had passed away on the Trail af-
ter crossing Cow Creek were intended to be made at 
Walnut Crossing but oftentimes bodies were buried 
on reaching the river here at the Big Bend Campsite. 
Probably more than one hundred persons were bur-
ied near the junction of the west section of Ellinwood 
and the north river bank.  No coffin was available for 
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their bodies, no prayers for their funerals, and their 
graves were unmarked.  The fatalities on the old Santa 

Fe Trail, especially during cholera times, were large.  

No considerable battle between white men and Indians 
ever occurred in now Lakin Township but there were sev-
eral small skirmishes in the vicinity of Ellinwood during the 
Indian uprisings during the 1860's.  Along the river south-
west and southeast of town was a favorite location for 
Indian villages in wintertime from time immemorial down 

to 1872.  

All writers describing the Santa Fe Trail from 1820 down 
to the permanent settlement, refer to the multitudes of 
buffalo in the vicinity.  And the number of ravens, like 
small crows, were innumerable, but they belonged to the 

buffalo era and disappeared with them.  

Bears were greatly numerous until during the 1850's.  
The gray wolf abounded and coyotes, still common, were 
to be seen everywhere.  Antelope were so common as 
not to be noticed.  Deer were common until during the 
early 1870's and so were elk until in the early 1850's.  
Beaver and other fur animals were plentiful as late as 
1871 - 1872.  Writers describe this region as abounding 
in animal life but birds were scarce save the raven.  The 
prairie rattlesnake and the prairie dog were innumer-
able until the settlement of the country.  Wild horses 

were also plentiful up to1868 - 1870.  

All travelers who wrote descriptions of this vicinity from 
1820 to 1840 agree that the south side of the river was 
destitute of vegetation.   On August 9, 1820, a traveler 
records: “The chief produce of these tracts of unmixed 
sand is the sunflower, often the dense and almost exclu-
sive occupant.” (The Ellinwood Leader, December 19, 

1901, p 1)  

Josiah Gregg wrote on May 30, 1831, while standing on 
the bluffs northwest of Ellinwood, "The landscape pre-
sents an imposing and picturesque appearance.  Beneath 
a ledge of wave like yellow sandy ridges and hillocks 

spreading far beyond, descends the majestic river, aver-

aging at least a quarter of a mile wide."   


