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About the Santa Fe Trail Association
The mission of the Santa Fe Trail Association is to protect and preserve the Santa 
Fe Trail and to promote awareness of the historical legacy associated with it. 

Follow us online at www.santafetrail.org, 
Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest and YouTube

Wagon Tracks, the official publication of the Santa Fe Trail Association (SFTA), publishes well-researched and documented peer-reviewed articles 
relating to the Santa Fe Trail. Wagon Tracks is published in February, May, August, and November. Deadlines are the 10th of the month prior to 
publication. Queries are welcome. Complete submission guidelines are posted at www.santafetrail.org. Although the entire issue of Wagon Tracks is 
copyrighted in the name of the Santa Fe Trail Association, copyright to each article remains in the author’s name. Articles may be edited or abridged at 
the editor’s discretion. 

On the Cover: Guardian of the Trail
  Quiltwork by Bill Meek and Denneen Peterson

This fabric art piece by Fort Union's 2016 Artists-in-Residence Bill 
Meek and Denneen Peterson was inspired by the view of the Santa 
Fe National Historic Trail approaching Fort Union from the east. The 
Santa Fe Trail was the lifeblood of Fort Union during its heyday. In the 
Artists' own words: 

"During our art residency at Fort Union National Monument near Las 
Vegas, New Mexico, in October 2016, we received permission to walk 
northeast along a set of the trail ruts. It was as if we were heading to 
the trail’s beginning in Kansas. After walking for a time, we turned and 
studied the fort’s remains from the historic ruts of the Santa Fe Trail, 
trying to imagine what travelers must have seen and heard as they ap-
proached Fort Union from the east (Bill’s great-grandfather among 
them). We stood on the high plains in the wilderness with only the 
sound of the wind. This quilt represents an approaching view of the fort 
ruins and the ruts leading to the fort.

The materials we used in this piece were cotton fabrics—commercial 
and hand dyed, cotton and polyester threads, cotton batting, and fusible 
web. We layered the fabric mountain shapes onto dramatic sky fabric to 
create the distant view beyond Fort Union. We took our photograph of 
the 2016 view of the ruins and printed it onto cotton fabric. We fused it 
onto the mountain/sky background. We stitched ripped strips of grass 
and trail-colored cotton fabrics onto a base fabric that was attached 
to the mountain/fort unit. We stitched all pieces of fabric through the 
front and back fabrics and the inner batting layer to hold the pieces in 
place and to give a sense of dimension to the piece. We left the edges of 
the grass and trail fabrics raw and rough because the trail is rough!"

This piece, and many more, are on display in Ft. Union's newly-renovat-
ed visitor center.

"Guardian of the Trail" by Bill Meek and Denneen Peterson, in the collection 
of Fort Union National Monument, courtesy of the National Park Service.

The Santa Fe Trail Center in Larned, Kansas, also has a quilt display, 
"Quilts of the Santa Fe Trail." Featuring twelve unique quilts sewn by 
members of the Kansas DAR chapters exclusively for this exhibit, they 
will be on display through the first of September. 
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Insights from your President by Larry D. Short, President of SFTA    

I am pleased to report that the Santa 
Fe Trail Association is continuing to 
move forward as a strong and viable 
organization to promote, protect, and 
preserve our Santa Fe National His-
toric Trail.

After a very successful workshop 
in Dodge City, I feel that our com-
mittees have a much better under-
standing of what our organization 
requires of them. I am very proud of 
our committee chairs and members 
and their continued commitment to 
SFTA. They are the backbone of our 
organization and we cannot succeed 
without them.

We have an opening for a board 
member and I have received the 
biography of one candidate. If you 
know of anyone, or if you yourself 
are, interested in serving on our 
board, please let me know. We have 
a very qualified and successful board 
now and we need another person to 
join us.

Moving forward we have several 
projects that we will need to con-
tinue to work with our partners at 
the National Park Service to com-
plete. Several of our members along 
the Trail have signed up and are 
currently working on the Survey 123 

project. This is a very critical project 
whereby we will use our phones or 
iPad to record every wayside exhibit, 
kiosk, and SFT sign along the entire 
length of the Trail. Under the direc-
tion of Brian Deaton and his team at 
NPS you will be given direction as to 
how to participate in Survey 123. If 
you are interested contact me and I 
will provide more details and infor-
mation how to sign up. We need you!

Another critical project that we are 
working on is High Potential Sites 
and Segments (HPSS). We are 
working closely with the National 
Park Service team to update the list-
ing of sites along the entire Trail. The 
last time of the listing of sites was 
in the early 1990s in our Compre-
hensive Use and Management Plan. 
Several of our chapters have worked 
on these sites and segments to secure 
their listing. We have made several 
trips to various areas of the Trail to 
work with NPS, our chapters, and 
others to complete the paperwork, 
take pictures, secure historical refer-
ence information, and determine the 
level of importance to the Trail. My 
personal thanks to all of those who 
have participated thus far.

We have a team consisting of Steve 
Schmidt and Craig Crease develop-
ing a plan to mark and commemo-
rate the 200th anniversary of the 
Sibley Survey in 2025. This was the 
first official government survey of 
the Trail. Our goal is to place stone 
markers with plaques at each of the 
points that are still accessible to the 
public, and have them in place by 
2025.

Members of our team are currently 
working to develop and totally up-
date our website. We will be trans-
ferring pertinent content to a new 
format which will be much more 
user friendly and ADA compli-
ant. The new site will also provide 
the ability to pay your membership 

investment online and register for 
our events such as Symposium. The 
updates will be in place by the end of 
the year. The name of the site, www.
santafetrail.org, will remain the same.

The Partnership for the National 
Trails System (PNTS), of which 
SFTA is a current member, is hold-
ing its annual workshop in Albu-
querque, New Mexico, November 
2-4, 2022. This will provide us a 
great opportunity to showcase the 
Santa Fe National Historic Trail 
along with the other historic trails in 
the area. The workshop is open to the 
public. For more information go to 
https://pnts.org

Our board will meet on September 
22, 2022, prior to Rendezvous in 
Larned, Kansas. We invite all of our 
members to attend our open board 
meetings. If you have not had the 
privilege to attend a Rendezvous, you 
should consider doing so. This is a 
great family event held in even num-
ber years opposite our Symposium in 
odd number years.

Lastly, I want to ask for each of our 
current members to invite your fam-
ily, friends, and work associates to 
join the Santa Fe Trail Association. 
We appreciate each of you and your 
continued investment in SFTA.

I hope to see each of you on the Trail 
soon. 
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Joanne’s Jottings by Joanne VanCoevern, Association Manager

The Santa Fe Trail Association 
(SFTA) spring workshop was held 
in Dodge City, Kansas, on April 1, 
2022. Attending the workshop were 
SFTA board of directors, commit-
tee chairs, chapter presidents, and 
other interested persons. Also join-
ing and helping with the workshop 
were National Park Service (NPS) 
staff from the National Trails Office, 
Santa Fe. To prepare for the develop-
ment of a new strategic plan in 2023, 
a presentation about the "Structure 
of SFTA & Responsibilities" was 
made, covering each area of SFTA 
management. This included the roles 
and responsibilities of the SFTA 
officers, SFTA board of directors, 
SFTA chapters, SFTA committees, 
as well as the SFTA manager and 
the headquarters staff. Additional 
topics covered included the SFTA 
guiding documents, such as the mis-
sion statement, bylaws, and strategic 
plan, and projects/accomplishments, 
which included information on pro- 
jects working cooperatively with the 
NPS to achieve the primary goals of 
SFTA’s strategic plan, which are: 

1. To achieve a national awareness of 
the Santa Fe NHT 
2. To preserve the tangible remains 
of the Trail
3. To ensure organizational effective-
ness and sustainability 
4. To increase public use and enjoy-

ment of the Santa Fe Trail 

This workshop, with the focus on the 
structure, expectations, and function 
of the SFTA, served as an orienta-
tion for the newer attendees, and a 
review for veteran attendees. Follow-
ing the workshop, attendees could 
participate in a tour of the Dodge 
City Santa Fe Depot and Harvey 
Hotel. 

Timeline/Photo exhibits

The Santa Fe Trail 200th Timeline 
Exhibit continues to be on display 
along the Santa Fe National Historic 
Trail. Since the last issue of Wagon 
Tracks was published, the display has 
been set up at the Herzstein Memo-
rial Museum in Clayton, New Mex-
ico; the Guymon Public Library and 
Arts Center, Guymon, Oklahoma; 
the Kansas DAR State Convention 
in Lawrence, Kansas; the Lumber-
yard Arts Center in Baldwin City, 
Kansas; and is currently on display 
through September at the Otero 
Museum in La Junta, Colorado. Also 
on exhibit at the Otero Museum are 
several photographic images of the 
Santa Fe Trail created by the late 
Ron Dulle. The Bent’s Fort Chapter 
purchased several of Ron’s creations 
and has created the display at the 
Otero Museum. 

Santa Fe Trail Field Journal Named 
2021 Kansas Notable Book

The Field Journal Volume XIII, 2021, 
The Santa Fe Trail was created as part 
of the Symphony in the Flint Hills 
near Cottonwood Falls.

Each year, the Kansas Notable Books 
list features 15 books, published dur-
ing the previous calendar year, which 
are about or set in Kansas, or written 
by a Kansas author. Congratulations 
to all those who contributed articles 
and assisted with the creation of tthe 
Field Journal.

Website Review Task Force 

President Larry Short has appointed 
a Website Review Task Force. The 
purpose of this task force is to re-
view the current website and make 
recommendations for a newly de-
signed, updated website. The current 
website, located at www.santafetrail.
org was created in 2005-06 and, 
while additions and updates to the 
content are made, the entire website 
needs to be updated to the current 
technology. Our website is written 
in an older “language” and needs to 
be redeveloped with a more modern 
and secure language. In addition, our 
website must be suitable for view-
ing on mobile devices and useable in 
adding fresh content, to increase new 
and returning traffic to the site. By 
creating an attractive and up-to-date 
website, we hope to convey to visi-
tors that the Santa Fe Trail Associa-
tion website is credible and relevant 
and provides the information that 
visitors are seeking. 

Josiah Gregg Society 
Members Designate Gifts 

Josiah Gregg Society members 
preserve the history and sites of the 
Santa Fe National Historic Trail 
with their bequests through planned 
giving. 

Current members are: Bill & Su-
san Bunyan, Dodge City, Kansas; 
Phyllis Morgan, Albuquerque, 
New Mexico; Rich & Debbie 
Lawson,Warrensburg, Missouri; 
Diana Dunn, State College, Penn-
sylvania; Margaret Sears, Santa Fe, 
New Mexico; Pamela Parsons,Tulsa, 
Oklahoma; Robert Van Dyke, Mar-
shall, Missouri (bequest received), 
and Terry Brannian (bequest re-
ceived).
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2023 Symposium Theme Announced

“Art of the Trail” is the theme for the 2023 SFTA Sympo-
sium, to be held September 27-30, 2023, in Independence, 
Missouri. The SFTA board of directors meeting will be on 
September 27.

Each day will begin with speaker presentations, followed 
by afternoon bus tours, with evening events (and morning 
presentations) at the Symposium hotel, the Hilton Gar-
den Inn. Lunch and dinner will be served by the Hereford 
House, a renowned steakhouse and eatery in the area, with 
a hot breakfast provided by the Hilton.

Attendees will be treated to a stellar array of nation-
ally known experts, both as speakers and bus tour guides. 
Tours will feature Fort Leavenworth, Fort Osage, and 
Truman and the Trails and the unique art and handiworks 
of these historic sites, including statues, wagon-making, 
fort-building, and artwork of a former President. Speaker 
presentations will focus on cowboy and western art, Native 
American art, trail music, the art of the factory system in 
the lands of the Osage and Kaw, frontier artists in Mis-
souri, and so much more. The Missouri River Outfitters 
Chapter hosts this unique Symposium.  

This year’s Rendezvous focuses on the youth in the history 
of the trail who were often overlooked by early historians. 
“Youth on the Santa Fe Trail” is the theme for Rendezvous 
2022.  

Children of three primary cultures were involved with and 
affected by the Santa Fe Trail through the years of 1821-
1880. Indigenous American, Hispano American, and An-
glo-American children and young adults lived and traveled 
on the trail of commerce. Rendezvous 2022 explores how 
one culture sent their children east along the trail to learn 
a new culture; how westward expansion forced Indigenous 
youth to assimilate into a culture with which they were un-
familiar; and yet many Anglo children found the trail to be 
a path to great adventure. 

Rendezvous 2022 is a collaboration of the Santa Fe Trail 
Association, Fort Larned National Historic Site, and the 
Santa Fe Trail Center. The Rendezvous history seminars 
have provided the community with interesting and varied 
topics about the Santa Fe Trail since 1980. These history 
seminars are funded through the generous support of Hu-
manities Kansas.

The symposium will commence with a dinner at the 
Larned Community Center in Larned, Kansas. Dr. Mi-
chael Olsen, retired instructor of history at Pikes Peak 
Community College, Colorado Springs, and professor 
emeritus of New Mexico Highlands University in Las 
Vegas, will speak on “Perceptions of Childhood in the 
Nineteenth Century – Eastern Experiences versus Western 
Expectations.”  

On Friday, at the Larned Community Center, Ron Parks 
will speak on “The Only Apparent Path Out of the Dark-
ness;” followed by students of the Larned Elementary 
School with a medley of Santa Fe Trail songs.

The Wet/Dry Routes Chapter of the Santa Fe Trail Asso-
ciation will host a sign dedication at the Larned Elemen-
tary School, which sits near the Dry Route of the trail. The 
sign is a replica of the oval Santa Fe Trail sign that was 
placed on school buildings along the entire route of the 
trail in 1948. Historically, the children at those schools had 
a program when the signs were dedicated.    

In the afternoon, Joy Poole will present “Rebecca Mayer’s 
Santa Fe Trail Honeymoon with 500 Mules and 50 Men.” 
Then, Dr. Leo Oliva will speak on “The Two Best-Known 
Young Women on the Santa Fe Trail: Susan Shelby Ma-
goffin and Marion Sloan Russell.”

After dinner Friday evening, attendees will reconvene at 
the historic State Theater in Larned, where the film “The 
Contested Plains” will be presented for the first time on 
the Santa Fe Trail. Director Ken Spurgeon, along with 

writer Deb Goodrich and Mike Baughn, will have a panel 
discussion about the film. The story encompasses the plains 
of Kansas, Indian Territory, and Texas, and tells the story of 
the John and Lydia German family in the midst of what is 
known as the Red River War of 1874. 

The Santa Fe Trail Association’s annual membership meet-
ing will be Saturday morning.   All are welcome to attend. 
After the meeting, Dr. Michael Olsen will speak on “El 
Niño Loco: Miguel Antonio Otero, Junior.”   

Lunch will be served Saturday afternoon at the Fort 
Larned National Historic Site. A panel session including 
Dr. Leo Oliva, Joanne VanCoevern, and George Elmore 
will discuss “Children of Military Families on the Santa Fe 
Trail.” Sienna Cordoba will present on “The Emergence of 
Young Hispanics Studying in the U.S.: New Mexico Teens 
in St. Louis during the Late Nineteenth Century.” 

For the remainder of the afternoon, the Fort will present 
living history vignettes featuring youth at the Fort, and a 
retreat ceremony prior to the closing dinner. The closing 
program Saturday evening will be presented by proclaimed 
“Poet Lariat” Ron Wilson, and historian/entertainer Jeff 
Davidson in “Celebrating the Santa Fe Trail in Story and 
Song.” All Santa Fe Trail Association members will receive 
a registration packet scheduled to arrive in the mail in the 
next few weeks. In the meantime, mark your calendar for 
September 22-24, and plan to attend Rendezvous 2022.

2022 Rendezvous September 22-24 Themed "Youth on the Santa Fe Trail"
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Wagon Tracks Online
Read Wagon Tracks online at www.
santafetrail.org and at the University 
of New Mexico Digital Reposi-
tory (This site is word searchable) 
https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/
wagon_tracks/ 

Cleveland Roller Mill Dance

The annual Cleveland Roller Mill 
Dance will be held on Saturday, 
August 13, from 4:30 ish – 10 p.m. 
or later. The Mill is located at Cleve-
land Roller Mill Museum, Highway 
518 - mile marker 31 in Cleveland, 
New Mexico (2 miles NW of Mora, 
New Mexico). Tickets are $20 per 
person at the door. Proceeds benefit 
the Mill.  

The Rifters, a Southwestern country-
dance band, will play at 7:00 p.m. or 
thereabouts. The dance is preceded 
by a potluck on the lawn at 4:30 p.m. 
for those who would like to partici-
pate. Following the dance, enjoy in-
formal picking and singing under the 
stars around a campfire. Camping is 
available on site and the communal 
breakfast is free. This event is critter 
friendly.

The museum is approximately 100 
miles NE of Santa Fe, 44 miles SE 
of Taos, 35 miles south of Angel Fire 
and 32 miles NW of Las Vegas, NM. 
More info at www.clevelandroll-
ermillmuseum.org. or contact Dan 
Cassidy 575-387-2645, dancas@
nnmt.net; Linda Todd 505-699-
0508, taosdancing@gmail.com

Santa Fe Trail Postcard Collection

Tim Johnson has informed us that 
his 40+ year collection of Santa Fe 
Trail postcards are in the special col-
lections of  Forsyth Library on the 
campus of Fort Hays State Univer-
sity in Kansas.

Research Grant 
Application Deadline 
December 1

The SFTA Scholarly Research 
Committee gives grants of up to 
$1,500 to support research on 
topics related to the Santa Fe 
Trail. Applications are due De-
cember 1. Complete details for 
applicants are available on the 
SFTA website www.santafetrail.
org under “Our Programs.”

The purpose of the Santa Fe Trail 
Association Scholarly Research 
Fund is to stimulate significant 
scholarly research on the Santa 
Fe Trail suitable for publication. 
Funds may be used to pay for: 1) 
Supplies and materials; 2) Services 
(literature searches, computer use, 

PNTS National Trails 
Workshop Nov. 2-4
Registration Open

 The National Trails Workshop 
will convene in-person for the 
first time in three years at The 
Clyde Hotel, Albuquerque, New 
Mexico, on November 2-4.

Meet in Albuquerque for three 
days of learning, collaboration, 
and networking amongst seasoned 
trails and tourism professionals, 
emerging leaders, and other in-
terested people. With a particular 
emphasis on learning from and 
with Indigenous communities, the 
workshop will provide opportuni-
ties to grow your trails skillset, 
collaboratively confront issues 
facing trails, and co-create solu-
tions for specific and system-wide 
problems.

 A variety of formal sessions will 
produce actionable results and 
free-form or impromptu exchange 
and co-creation. Participants 
will leave sessions with drafts 
or completed versions of tools, 

clerical and/or technical assistance, 
and copy fees); 3) Travel. Funds may 
NOT be used for the purchase of 
equipment.

The Committee will review all pro-
posals, which must follow the form 
available online. Applications must 
be received by 5:00 p.m. on Decem-
ber 1 of the current year. Recipients 
will be notified by January 1 of the 
following year. Grants are available 
for use for eight months, ending on 
August 31. All funds must be ex-
pended in that timeframe. Grantees 
must file a final report on the results 
of their research with the SFTA 
Scholarly Research Committee by 
October 15.

--Pat Traffas and Craig Crease
Co-Chairs

documents, or strategies to apply 
what they learned to their trails. Ad-
ditionally, participants will have the 
opportunity to learn from a vast net-
work of trails professionals through 
structured discussion roundtables 
and ‘free space’ for peer exchange. 

The National Trails Workshop is 
open to all. Specifically, those inter-
ested in developing skills and knowl-
edge to support, conserve, build, 
promote, and interpret trails will 
find the workshop very useful. Come 
with ideas, questions, and problems 
you’d like to discuss with the trails 
community. There will be opportuni-
ties to site-see and visit trail sites.

Please visit the PNTS Workshop 
page, https://pnts.org/new/our-
work/workshops/ to view ongoing 
program updates and to register. 
Each person purchasing a ticket 
through the registration process will 
receive access to all of the sessions 
that are offered during the workshop. 
Daily lunch is included in registra-
tion. Early Bird (Before October 
2, 2022): PNTS Member: $185, 
Non-member: $190. Regular Rates: 
Member: $200, Non-member: $225.  
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How Far We’ve Come! 
NPS and Interpretation

Today cars have replaced wagons on the Santa Fe Trail 
(the Trail), and computers have replaced diaries and 
word-of-mouth information about the route. So too have 
changed the tools and processes used by the National Park 
Service (NPS) in support of the Trail. Some of the most 
obvious changes have occurred with Geographic Informa-
tion Systems (GIS) and interpretation. 

GIS existed in 1986, but the products produced, the 
people that could use the data, and the methods used have 
changed dramatically. In 1986 GIS professionals created 
paper maps for public and Santa Fe Trail Association 
(SFTA) use; today GIS is used by both experts and SFTA 
volunteers through various software, web platforms like 
ArcGIS Online, and applications (apps). While GIS is 
still at its core a mapping program, it is used for so much 
more; it functions to conduct analysis, plan work, create 
sign plans, and develop interactive products for the public 
to learn about the Trail. More details about the Trail are 
known through GIS analysis of data not available or us-
able in 1986. Field data collection has transformed from 
bulky, technically difficult GPS units to cell phone apps 
designed to capture photos and locations of trail sites, or 
the condition of road signs and interpretive waysides. 

Interpretive materials, methods, and messages have also 
adapted to meet the needs of audiences and share new re-
search and perspectives. In 1986 the options were limited 
primarily to paper brochures and on-site interpretive way-
sides that captioned the landscape the readers could see in 
front of them. The World Wide Web (the web) launched 
in 1991 and today a robust NPS-managed Trail website 
is available for the public. The advent of the web brought 
with it a host of new ways to interact with the public and 
help people engage with the Trail. Paper brochures and 
interpretive waysides still exist alongside an NPS App that 
helps people find and learn about Trail sites. Online Junior 
Ranger activities, interactive maps, and multiple tools help 
people plan trips or learn about the Trail. Today’s variety 
of media options allows interpreters to create different 
media for specific audiences. Interpretive waysides draw 
the attention of older audiences, while some types of so-
cial media primarily engage younger audiences. These are 
just a few examples of changes since 1986. By continuing 
to embrace changing technology the NPS strives to cre-
ate products that will help foster future Trail support and 
advocacy. 

October 10 is the 
submission deadline for the 

November issue of  
Wagon Tracks.

A Family's Journey on
the Santa Fe Trail

The Galinski family from Illinois spent two summers 
completing the Junior Wagon Master Program, visiting 
many sites along the way. Mr. Galinski states, “In 2021, 
we drove from Chicago to Rocky Mtn National Park and 
then south – visited about a dozen national parks and 
monuments. So in 2021, we picked up the Santa Fe Trail 
in the middle, and headed east (to home). This year we 
flew to Albuquerque and drove to Vegas, again visiting 
national parks (started at Fort Union and traveled west 
to the end of the trail).” So the family of dad, mom, and 
three children completed the Eastern, Central, and Routes 
sections of Jr. Wagon Master booklets last summer. They 
returned this summer to finish up with the Western Ter-
minus, visiting from Fort Union to Santa Fe. Each child 
finished their own, age-level booklet—all with the same 
historical information, but with different age appropriate 
activities.

They chronicled their trip with their booklets and pictures.  
The youngest, Matthew, took charge of getting everyone 
where they needed to go, reading directions as they trav-
eled. When asked about their favorite sites, the response 
was insightful. For the 2021 trip, Booneville, Missouri, 
which is a “side trip” in the booklets, was the dad’s favorite 
stop. He stated, “One of my personal favorites was see-
ing the Missouri steamboat landing… the cobblestones 
sloping down toward the water, but interrupted with 
modern train tracks now positioned in front of them and 
an overhead highway was surreal. So interesting to see 
the cobblestones still there and how the area around them 
changed over time.” 

The entire family really enjoyed both Ft. Larned (where 
they got their booklets) and Bent’s Old Fort because of 

continued on page 27

Anastasia, Matthew, and Adolph J. Galinski proudly 
display the patches and certificates they earned with 
SFTA's Jr. Wagon Master Program.
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On April 30, 2022, a marker was 
dedicated to commemorate the 
Ezekiel Williams Farm in Howard 
County, Missouri. The marker was 
the joint efforts of the Williams 
family and three DAR chapters in 
Missouri: Howard County DAR 
Chapter, Hannah Cole DAR 
Chapter, and the Arrow Rock DAR 
Chapter. Joan Magee, State Regent 
of Missouri DAR, was present and 
placed a patriotic wreath when the 
marker was unveiled.

Ezekiel Williams was born in Cole 
Camp Settlement in Kentucky in 
1775. He married, and one son, 
Samuel, was born in 1797. Ezekiel 
worked as an independent trapper 
for the Missouri Fur Company. 
In 1806 he was in the party that 
returned Sheheke, a Mandan chief, 
to his tribe after the chief returned 
from meeting with President Jef-
ferson and Lewis and Clark. Over 
the years, Ezekiel developed and 
maintained good relations with 
local Indian tribes. In 1807, "Old 
Zeke" guided a group of trappers 
up the Missouri River, and in 1808 
he went to Kentucky to bring his 
son to live in Missouri. In 1809, 
he visited the Mandan Village in 
North Dakota, then went up the 
Yellowstone River, down to the Ar-
kansas River, and returned to Mis-
souri. He would make another trip 
to the Dakotas in 1811. 

Old Zeke was captured by the 
Kansa Indians in 1813 and his furs 
and traps were held, but the Indians 
let Ezekiel leave. In 1814 he mar-
ried a widow, Nancy Jones, with six 
children. In 1817, four years before 
statehood in Missouri, Ezekiel 
moved his family from St. Louis to 
a farm near Franklin, Missouri, in 
Howard County, across the Mis-
souri River from Arrow Rock to 
the west. They exhibited true pio-
neer hospitality, and Zeke related 
his stories to the travelers passing 
through the frontier.

The idea of a trading expedition to 
Santa Fe was planned on August 4, 
1821, on Old Zeke's farm. William 
Becknell was at that meeting and is 
credited for the opening of the trail. 
He and Old Zeke wanted to cash 
in on trade with newly independent 
Mexico to bring back horses, mules, 
and silver coins. Becknell's party 
left Franklin, Missouri, on Septem-
ber 1, 1821. It is not known if Zeke 
was on this trip. He would later 
"Captain" a trip on the trail in May 
1827, which was the largest caravan 
to date—105 men and 53 wagons 
and carriages. They returned with 
800 horses and mules with a profit 
of about 40 percent. Zeke moved to 
what is now Cole Camp, Missouri, 
in about 1830 and opened a trad-
ing post and post office. He died on 
December 24, 1844, and is buried 
in Union Church Cemetery next to 
Williams Creek.

Tim Williams did extensive re-
search and was able to locate the 
farm with original land records 
from Howard County. The marker 
commemorates a significant man 
and the location of his farm in the 
history of the Trail, and was placed 
directly on the old Santa Fe Trace 
in Howard County. 

--Pat Traffas, SFTA/DAR Task Force

DAR Marker Commemorates Ezekiel Williams Farm
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Ancestor on 
the trAil?

Do you have the Santa Fe Trail 
in your heritage? Did one of your 
ancestors travel the Trail? We'd like 
to hear your story. Contact Marcia 
Fox, SFTA's Membership Chair, 
about writing your story and get-
ting it published in Wagon Tracks. 
Email info@santafetrail.org

George Sibley 
Documents Uploaded
Lindenwood University in St. 
Charles, Missouri, has uploaded 
transcripts of most of its primary 
source documents from the pa-
pers of the university's co-founder, 
George Sibley, regarding the Santa 
Fe Trail.  

Paul Huffman, University Archi-
vist/Reference Librarian, Library 
Services, says, "While our university 
owns most of the documents, I've 
tracked down many others from 
other institutions. I've got permis-
sion from these other places to 
compile into one central location 
on our institutional repository. I still 
have a few things that need to be 
uploaded when I have time. How-
ever, you can see what is already 
there at: https://digitalcommons.
lindenwood.edu/santafe/" 

History Library Reopens

The Cohen Center for Kansas His-
tory, located on Barton Community 
College’s Great Bend campus, is 
a special collection and research 
library dedicated to preserving 
historic resources and facilitating 
research into the history of Kansas. 
Recent acquisitions include the 
complete sets of The War of the Re-
bellion: Official Records of the Union 
and Confederate Armies, The South-
west Historical Series, The Far West 
and the Rockies Historical Series, and 
the News of the Plains and Rockies 
series. The Center’s grand reopening 
will be held in September.
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Fire!
The recent Hermits Peak/Calf Can-
yon fire northwest of Las Vegas, New 
Mexico, sparked interest in fires along 
the Santa Fe Trail. The fire this spring 
caused evacuations in Mora, the site 
of the historic St. Vrain Mill.

Lydia Spencer Lane’s book I Married 
a Soldier or Old Days in the Old Army 
is one of the most comprehensive and 
entertaining accounts of life on the 
Southwest frontier for an army wife 
in the 1850s and 1860s. Lydia’s hus-
band, Colonel William Bartlett Lane, 
was stationed at various posts in Tex-
as and New Mexico.  Lydia and her 
children travelled “back East” during 
the summer along the Santa Fe Trail 
several times to visit family.  In the 
summer of 1861, her wagon train 
was almost complete destroyed by a 
prairie fire. [Ed. note: The following 
saga likely happened in late summer 
or fall.] She and her children barely 
escaped with their lives.  Following is 
her account.

We were travelling slowly as usual 
one day, in a perfect gale of wind, a 
Kansas wind, which whirled the light 
dust in every direction and almost 
blinded. It was cold, too, and we 
longed to get under the tents, that we 
might be protected from the chilly 
blasts and rolling clouds of dust. 

When the camp was selected, we 
found it was on a high bluff overlook-
ing a creek. The grass was very tall, 
dry as powder, and quite as inflam-
mable, so much so that I was alarmed 
at the thought of lighting fires near it, 
and so informed Captain Potter, who 
came up to choose a place for our 
tents. He allayed my fears by telling 
me that even should a fire start we 
would be entirely out of its way, and I 
supposed he knew whereof he spoke. 

The tents were pitched, and every-
thing required for the night was put 
into them, beds made, etc. I had just 
gone into mine, when I heard an un-
usual noise, and I went to the door to 
see what caused it. 

Will I ever forget the scene before 
me? The grass was on fire, and the 
flames, driven by the wind, leaped a 
hundred feet at a time! It was a fear-
ful sight. I knew instantly our only 
safety was in flight, and not a second 
must be wasted. As I left the tent, 
I seized such of the bedclothes as I 
could reach, and threw them outside; 
took one child in my arms, and the 
other by the hand. The servants fol-
lowed, and by this time every woman 
and child in the camp had joined us. 

We fled down the side of the hill and 
into the water, which was nearly knee 
deep, the poor little children bravely 
struggling beside us—those that 
could walk—then up the opposite 
bank, never looking back until we had 
the water between us and the fire. All 
the officers and soldiers ran as soon 
as it started, to try to beat it out with 
blankets, and even their coats, but 
that was impossible. 

The light, blazing grass was carried 
in every direction by the high wind, 
and nothing could be done to check 
the fury of the flames. As we dumbly 
watched the scene, great burning 
weeds leaped across the creek, so 
close to where we stood that we were 

bewildered by our dangerous position. 
The officers, finding all their efforts to 
control the now wide-spread confla-
gration were thrown away, and seeing 
how helpless we were, came to our 
rescue at once. They guided us down 
the hill to the road where it crossed 
the creek, and we waited there until 
it was safe to return to camp, or what 
was left of it. 

There were but few of the officers’ 
tents left, and, if it had been planned 
to burn ours, the purpose could not 
have been better carried out. The fire 
came straight towards them, and 
nothing was left in our pretty camp 
but one big wagon and the running 
gear of the ambulance. Only the 
irons that had been on the ends of 
the poles were to be seen of our tents. 
Beds, table, chairs, mess-chest, every-
thing we had for camping was gone. 
All our warm wraps, shawls, furs, etc., 
not in daily use and put into the tent 
at night, were carried in the ambu-
lance for convenience, besides various 
articles of clothing for the children, 
new shoes, etc. All shared the same 
fate; not a vestige was left of any of 
them but a pile of ashes, which was 
soon scattered broadcast by the tem-

Smoke from the Hermits Peak/Calf Canyon fire north and west of Las Vegas. Taken at 
sunset from Fort Union by Mary E Feitz on April 21, 2022.
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pest. Desolation was on every side; 
the whole country was black with the 
remains of the burned grass. 

The fire started on the opposite side 
of the camp from where our tents 
stood. A soldier cooking for an of-
ficer’s family, wanting to get rid of the 
tall weeds, stuck a lighted match into 
them, and in a second everything in 
the vicinity was ablaze; our friends 
lost nothing, the wind blowing away 
from them, but the flames swallowed 
up everything in their path. Fortu-
nately, the commissary train was out 
of the way and escaped the destruc-
tion which fell so heavily on some of 
us, not half as well able to bear it as 
Uncle Sam. 

When I left my tent so rapidly at the 
first alarm, I forgot entirely the small 
trunk, which was put into it always 
as soon as we reached camp. I carried 
in it all the money I had, which was 
precious little, and other valuables. 
While I was sadly contemplating the 
ruin around us, I suddenly discovered 
my box right beside me, and on top 
of it the blankets and pillows were 
piled which I had seized and thrown 
out of the tent. Neff, our faithful man 
and a discharged bugler who stayed 
about the wagons, was more thought-
ful than I, and when I left he gath-
ered up what he could and carried 
all to a place of safety until the fire 
had exhausted itself. When Captain 
Lane was about to leave us and return 
to Fort Union he told Neff, the last 
thing, to keep an eye on that trunk, 
no matter what happened, and the 
good soul obeyed orders strictly. 

The outlook for comfort during 
the next two or three weeks was 
anything but cheering. It was more 
serious than amusing to be left with-
out wraps or warm clothing at that 
season of the year. The trunks in the 
wagon were not injured, but there was 
nothing in them suitable for camping. 
I found a fancy woollen hood for my-
self packed away, and, as all my hats 
and bonnets were burned, I was glad 
to have it. A new blue flannel blouse, 

such as the soldiers wore, was given 
to me, and a friend gave one of the 
children an overcoat, too small for her 
boy, which answered very well. 

Our supply of bedclothes was very 
small. I had only succeeded in saving 
two blankets and a pair of pillows. 
Two sheepskins were also snatched as 
brands from the burning, and played 
a conspicuous part in the making 
of our bed for some weeks. I do not 
remember now where we found blan-
kets for the servants; perhaps from 
the quartermaster, who, as a rule, is 
none too generous with his goods and 
chattels. 

I had no time to wonder where a tent 
for us was to come from: the bachelor 
officers gave up their “Sibley” at once 
for our use, while they, generous fel-
lows, stowed themselves away in one 
hardly large enough for three men, 
and there were six or seven of them 
to be accommodated . Among them 
were Captain Joseph Potter, Lieuten-
ant F. J. Crilly, Lieutenants Hancock 
and Ryan (both killed in the late 
war), and Doctor B. J. D. Irwin. 

How we were to travel for the next 
few weeks was a question. Our 
spring-wagon had gone up in smoke, 
and those who had ambulances had 
plenty to fill them. Nothing could be 
found but one of the great big ten 
mule wagons, used for hauling com-
missary stores or corn. The load was 
taken out, except a few sacks of grain, 
which were left to serve as seats. I 
must say I have ridden on softer ones. 

Many of the ladies and children had 
all the clothes they owned destroyed 
by the fire, and it was no easy mat-
ter to supply their wants from the 
depleted wardrobes of those who, 
although not quite destitute, had lost 
much, but we all gave something. 
After the destruction of our camping 
“outfit,” having no table nor chairs, 
our meals were served upon, not the 
green, but the brown sward; it was 
too late in the year for green grass. 
To eat them we were obliged to sit 

on the ground, pleasant enough on a 
hot day in the country for one meal, 
but by no means agreeable for a con-
stancy in cold weather. I think I had 
too much of it, for ever since that ex-
perience I have despised picnics and 
out-of-door entertainments. 

The servants occupied the tent with 
us, and fared as well as we did for 
a bed, which was not as soft and 
luxurious as some upon which I had 
slept. We reposed upon the bosom of 
mother earth. For the one which the 
children and I used, the two sheep-
skins were laid down, and then the 
pillows. We covered up with the two 
blankets and various odds and ends. 
One evening the front of the tent 
was thrown open, and the bed just 
made up was in full view, when Cap-
tain Potter came to ask if I needed 
anything for the night. He could not 
help seeing it, and asked, with a twin-
kle in his eye, if that was where we 
slept? Our bed was sumptuous com-
pared with those some of the officers 
had, but they never spoke of them. 

The nights were cold, and often the 
frost glistened and sparkled on the 
white canvas walls by the light of a 
candle. In the early morning, while 
the men took down the tents and 
loaded the wagons, we all gathered 
about the camp- fires and compared 
notes as to the experiences of the past 
night, and how we twisted and turned 
to dodge a root or an extra hard spot 
on the ground, but one and all made 
light of the discomfort, and no com-
plaints were heard. 

[Introduction from Lydia Spencer 
Lane’s book I Married a Soldier or Old 
Days in the Old Army, published by 
the University of New Mexico Press, 
1987. Excerpt from Lane's book, 
originally published in 1893, can be 
found at https://books.google.gy/bo
oks?id=g88WAAAAYAAJ&printsec
=frontcover&source=gbs_book_oth-
er_versions_r&cad=2#v=onepage&q
&f=false]  
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Mrs. S. B. Davis
Proprietress of the Exchange Hotel in Santa Fe and the Plaza Hotel in Las Vegas
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Hot Springs Hotel (Old Stone Hotel) circa 1879. Photo courtesy Elmo Baca photo collection

By Doyle Daves

Mrs. S. B. Davis, a hotel-keeper in 
Santa Fe and Las Vegas in the late 
19th century, is essentially unknown, 
with only a few scattered references 
to her in city reports.1 This is sur-
prising, as she operated, at different 
times, two of the most iconic hotels 
in New Mexico – the Exchange 
(La Fonda) Hotel in Santa Fe and 
the Plaza Hotel in Las Vegas. Mrs. 
Davis was surely one of the earliest 
and most successful newcomer (im-
migrant) businesswomen in male-
dominated territorial New Mexico.

She arrived in New Mexico in the 
1860s. Her Army surgeon husband, 
Dr. Samuel B. Davis, traveled with 
his wife and two children across the 
Santa Fe Trail from Fort Leaven-
worth in Kansas to New Mexico in 
the summer of either 1867 or 1868.2 
Dr. Davis died unexpectedly in 1874 
at age 47, leaving Mrs. Davis with 
their two children to raise.3 She re-
sponded to the challenge of widow-
hood and, within a year, had become 
the proprietress of the Hot Springs 
Hotel at Montezuma near Las Ve-
gas. She, always known in business as 
Mrs. S. B. Davis, quickly built a rep-
utation as an excellent hotel-keeper. 
When the Exchange Hotel in Santa 
Fe, the most successful hotel in New 
Mexico, sought a new manager, Mrs. 
Davis was chosen. A few years later, 
another opportunity brought her 
back to Las Vegas to manage the 
newly constructed Plaza Hotel; later, 
she operated the St. Nicholas Hotel 
there. Always successful, Mrs. Davis 
was, for years, a well-known and 
highly respected New Mexico hotel-
keeper. 

She was born Elizabeth Ann Wil-
liams in Pickaway County, Ohio, on 
January 17, 1832, as the youngest 
child of Edward Williams and his 
second wife, Catherine Seymour.4 

Elizabeth grew up there and on 
February 5, 1851, at age 19, she mar-
ried Samuel Burwell Davis, who was 
24.5 The couple moved to nearby 
Columbus in Franklin County where 
daughter Alice Seymour Davis was 
born on October 24, 1858. Follow-
ing the onset of the Civil War, Dr. 
Davis enlisted in the Union Army in 
early 1862. In 1866 the family was 
at Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, where 
son, Samuel Burwell, Jr. was born on 
November 21, 1866.6  Soon after, Dr. 
Davis was reassigned and the family 
traveled the Trail to New Mexico. 
The 1870 U. S. Census lists them liv-
ing in Santa Fe: Samuel B. Davis, 44, 
born Ohio, assets, $10,500; Elizabeth 
A. Davis, 37, born Ohio; Alice S. 
Davis, 11, born Ohio; Samuel B. Da-
vis, 3, born Kansas; Samuel Mitchel, 
25, domestic servant, born Missouri; 
Rosa Mitchel, 20, born New Mexico. 

Dr. Davis’s death in 1874 left Mrs. 
Davis with the challenge of pro-
viding support for daughter Alice, 
16, and son Samuel, 7. Luckily, it 
appears that she had appreciable 
financial assets to help her, accord-
ing to the U.S. Census. She returned 
to Las Vegas and within a year was 
managing what had become the Hot 
Springs Hotel.7 

The earliest commercial interest 
in the hot springs just west of Las 
Vegas, based on the presumed thera-
peutic qualities of the mineral waters, 
occurred in 1841. Julian and Antonio 
Donaldson, who came to Las Vegas 
from Denton County, Texas, and 
New Mexican Jose Manuel Angel, 
petitioned and were granted land 
that included the hot springs.8 The 
Donaldson brothers constructed a 
small bathhouse and charged a fee to 
users. After the U. S. Army arrived in 
1846, the government took control 
of the hot springs and administered 
them in connection with Fort Union. 
During the Civil War, the hot 
springs were returned to civilian con-
trol. Lynn Perrigo reported that “For 
a decade after 1868, the bathhouse 
was managed by Dr. and Mrs, S. B. 
Davis...”9 This cannot be correct; the 
family was living in Santa Fe in 1870 
and Dr. Davis died in 1874.

Mrs. Davis was successful from the 
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Exterior view of the Exchange Hotel (later the La 
Fonda Hotel), San Francisco Street, Santa Fe, New 
Mexico, ca.1895-1905. Overhead wires were not 
present during Mrs. Davis’s time.

Photo public domain. https://commons.wikimedia.org/
wiki/

beginning. The Las Vegas Gazette 
reported that the Hot Springs Hotel 
with “new ample accommodations 
for invalids and pleasure seekers” was 
“filled to overflowing with visitors,” 
indeed, “many unable to obtain 
room in the Hotel have pitched 
their tents beside the health giving 
water” and noted that Mrs. Davis 
was “fast developing a world wide 
reputation.” Her successful operation 
and management skills were such 
that by November the Gazette, after 
assuring the public that the Hotel 
would remain open, said, “Mrs. S. 
B. Davis, proprietress of the Hot 
Springs Hotel left by Coach for an 
extended visit to friends in Denver 
and the states.” On her return, Mrs. 
Davis announced that she “intends 
making such improvements as will 
render the springs a favorite and 
pleasant summer resort for tourists 
and invalids.” 10  

Mrs. Davis continued her profitable 
operation of the Hot Springs Hotel 
for an additional year when an un-
expected opportunity arose that led 
to her management of the Exchange 
Hotel in Santa Fe.

A tragedy resulted in Mrs. Davis 
leaving the Hot Springs Hotel and 
moving to Santa Fe to become pro-
prietress of the Exchange Hotel. 
Civil War veteran and member of 
the California Column, Major John 
Martin and his wife Esther were 
successfully managing the Exchange 
when Martin unexpectedly died in 

1877 at age 48. 11 A solicitation for 
a new manager was quickly issued: 
“Hotel Men: Owing to the recent 
death of the proprietor of the Ex-
change Hotel. . .an unusually good 
opportunity is offered. . .to take and 
keep the only first-class Hotel in 
the city.”12 In fact, the new hotel-
keeper that was chosen was not a 
man but Mrs. S. B. Davis. Accord-
ing to The New Mexican, Mrs. S. B. 
Davis “has purchased the Exchange 
Hotel…Mrs. Davis is a lady of excel-
lent business qualifications and the 
necessary experience to manage the 
leading hotel at the Capitol [sic]. 
We predict great success for the new 
management.”13

Peter Herzog began his brief his-
tory of Santa Fe’s La Fonda (“the 
inn” in Spanish), the successor to the 
Exchange and New Mexico’s most 
famous hotel, with a bold assertion: 
“The corner of San Francisco and 
Shelby [now Old Santa Fe Trail] 
Streets in Santa Fe is the oldest hotel 
corner in these United States.”14 The 
accuracy of this statement cannot 
be determined, as relevant records, 
if they existed, have been lost over 
the intervening centuries. In a recent 
history of the La Fonda, Allen Steele 
takes a quite different and perverse 
view.15 He concludes that “The Unit-
ed States Hotel [is] arguably the first 
hotel in Santa Fe. . .during its two 
years of existence (1849-1850) under 
that name.” This is only plausible if 
“hotel” is defined to ignore the likely 
more modest accommodations at 

this site provided to visitors before 
this time. A more measured assess-
ment cites the “legend” that a hotel 
on this edge of the Santa Fe Plaza 
goes back centuries and states: “it 
is known that a hotel did exist here 
for most if not all of the nineteenth 
century.”16

Missourian Mary (Dodson) Donoho 
had managed a hotel, probably called 
the United States House or Hotel, 
on the historic corner of the Plaza 
from late 1833 to the summer of 
1837. Mary, her husband William, 
and 10-month-old Mary Ann had 
joined a wagon train headed for 
New Mexico and arrived in Santa 
Fe in August 1833. William brought 
goods to sell and then engaged in 
an active freighting business that in-
volved much travel. Mary remained 
in Santa Fe and became a hotel 
keeper.17 This pattern endured until 
the political unrest and danger as-
sociated with the Chimayo Revolt of 
1837 caused the Donohos to return 
east. 18

As she had done earlier at the Hot 
Springs Hotel, Mrs. Davis was quick 
to make improvements: The front 
of the Exchange Hotel was “stuc-
coed and penciled” and “glitters with 
new paint.” The 1880 census, under 
“Exchange Hotel,” lists Mrs. S. B. 
Davis, 44, hotel keeper; A. S. Davis, 
21; Samuel Davis, 13;  a hotel clerk; 
three bar keepers; a steward; two 
cooks; a laundress; a porter; a domes-
tic servant; seven employee depen-
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St. Nicholas Hotel in 
Las Vegas, New Mex-
ico (demolished about 
1900). Courtesy: Las 
Vegas Citizens Com-
mittee for Historic 
Preservation Photo 
Collection.

The Plaza Hotel in Las Vegas today: ad from Las Vegas Gazette, March 9, 1882. It ran repeatedly.

dents; and 23 boarders. 

Under Mrs. Davis’ management, the 
Exchange Hotel was highly success-
ful; the New Mexican reported it had 
“more business than it can accom-
modate, the house is crowded most 
of the time.” The hotel “was full of 
guests last night before the Eastern 
train arrived.”19 Still, when Mrs. 
Davis learned that business leaders 
in Las Vegas had begun to focus on 
the need for a first-class hotel there, 
she expressed an interest and made 
“some suggestions in regard to the 
plan of the structure.”20 When it was 
learned that Mrs. Davis would leave 
the Exchange for the new opportu-
nity in Las Vegas, the New Mexican 
noted that she “had made money 
while others have failed” and had 
kept the Exchange “in the lead con-
sistently despite the disadvantages of 
an inconvenient, illy-arranged, strag-
gling one story adobe building…”21 
Indeed, it was concluded that Mrs. 
Davis had presided at the hotel 
“during its last glory days as the Ex-
change.”22

Several hotels had been on the plaza 
in Las Vegas, beginning with the 
opening of the American Hotel on 
the southwest corner of the plaza in 
1850 by newly arrived New Yorkers, 
Lucy Hatch and her daughter Helen 
and son-in-law Samuel Streeter.23 
The Las Vegas Hotel, dating from at 
least 1862, occupied the northwest 

corner until 1880 when it was pur-
chased for $7,500 and demolished to 
permit construction of a new, much 
more expansive Plaza Hotel.24 The 
new hotel was a three-story brick 
structure with 75 guest rooms on the 
upper two floors, built at a cost of 
$40,000.25 

As construction was nearing comple-
tion in late 1881, Mrs. Davis left 
Santa Fe and “goes to Las Vegas 
as soon as she can close up busi-
ness here [Santa Fe]. She will take 
some employees.”26 In becoming 
the proprietress of the Plaza, Mrs. 
Davis agreed to provide $20,000 for 
furniture and to personally oversee 
the process of furnishing the hotel.27 
Thus, “Mrs. S. B. Davis left on a 
purchasing tour for the Plaza Hotel. 
She will visit St. Louis, Chicago and 
elsewhere. Contractors have agreed 
to have goods delivered in Las Vegas 

by the first of the year.” After her 
purchasing trip, the Gazette reported 
that Mrs. Davis is fitting out the 
Plaza Hotel as “loads of furniture 
arrived yesterday…”28

Mrs. Davis signed a contract to 
manage the Plaza Hotel for a period 
of five years and opened the hotel in 
March 1882.29 While the hotel was 
successful from its opening, Mrs. 
Davis did not complete the contract; 
instead, she ended her management 
of the hotel in January 1884. 

It seems likely that she took this 
action for health reasons; she had 
become seriously ill as early as 1882 
and continued to have health is-
sues.30 

After she ended her tenure at the 
Plaza Hotel in 1884, she, in 1885, 
made “final proofs” on a homestead 
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which she called Juan de Dios 
Ranch, completing the government’s 
5-year probationary period for own-
ership.31 The property was located in 
the community of that name located 
on Juan de Dios Creek about 10 
miles southeast of Santa Rosa (then 
in San Miguel County, now in Gua-
dalupe County).32 In the 1885 New 
Mexico Territorial Census, Mrs. 
Davis and son Sam were listed at the 
ranch, with the family of Jesus Tran-
coso, presumably caretakers for Mrs. 
Davis. The Las Vegas Gazette reported 
in 1885 that she purchased and later 
sold at least one home in Las Vegas. 
No evidence has been found that she 
had occupied it.

Despite setbacks caused by illness, 
Mrs S. B. Davis acquired the St. 
Nicholas in Las Vegas with its 26 
guest rooms in 1890. 

Among the first large structures 
erected in 1879 after the arrival of 
the first railway train in Las Vegas 
on July 4, 1879, was the St. Nicho-
las Hotel, located on the corner of 
6th Street and Douglas Avenue.33 
The arrival of the railway effectively 
marked the close of the Santa Fe 
Trail. It also caused a frenzy of build-
ing around the train station, located 
a mile east of the Plaza; indeed “a 
new town was rising rapidly in frame 
structures built hastily. . .”34 “Every-
where buildings were going up, while 
tents and hastily built shacks of all 
kinds were being used as restaurants, 
saloons and living quarters.”35 The 
arrival of train traffic brought not 
only builders and merchants but also 
“a large assortment of frontier riffraff, 
including robbers, thieves, gamblers, 
swindlers. . .gunmen and vagrants. . 
.”36 who terrorized more sober citi-
zens of Las Vegas for several years 
until law and order was restored.

It appears that the hotel had not 
been very successful as, by 1890, it 
had been “long closed.”

In February 1890, the Las Vegas Op-
tic reported that Mrs. Davis quickly 
undertook repairs on the long closed 

hotel and added amenities: “For 
weeks past the carpenters, painters 
and paper-hangers have been at work 
remodeling and renovating the inte-
rior…. Mrs. Davis reopened the St. 
Nicholas in February 1890, but ill-
ness intervened: daughter Alice came 
from her home in Washington, D. C. 
“to wait at the bed-side of her very 
sick mother.” By November, Mrs. 
Davis’ “continued illness” caused her 
to consider sub-letting the hotel. 37

In 1896, Mrs. Davis again assumed 
management of the Plaza Hotel 
but ill health, as reported in 1897, 
caused her tenure to be short-lived.38 

This illness ended Mrs. Davis’s hotel 
management career, although she 
continued to provide lodging on a 
small scale. In the late 1890s, Mrs. 
Davis advertised rooms for rent, for 
example: “Two nicely furnished and 
one unfurnished room.”39 

Along with her demanding busi-
ness career, Mrs. Davis was a car-
ing mother for her daughter and 
son; both were successful as adults. 
Daughter Allie (Alice) attended 
a boarding school, Wolf Hall, in 
Denver and, in 1882 at age 24, she 
married a career military man, Wil-
liam Alexander Glassford, in Las Ve-
gas.40 The couple had 2 children; the 
Glassfords long outlived Mrs. Davis. 
Mrs. Davis's son Sam was educated 
in local schools and became a highly 
respected police detective, working in 
Denver and New York City. In 1905, 
he was selected to organize the po-
lice force in the Republic of Panama. 
Tragically, he died there of yellow 
fever within months of assuming his 
new post.41 In 1894, Sam had mar-
ried Sarah Winona Millington in 
Denver; she preceded him in death 
in 1898. 

Elizabeth Ann Williams (Mrs. S.B.) 
Davis lived out her life in Las Vegas 
and died there on February 8, 1913, 
at age 81; she had been a widow and 
financially self-sufficient for 39 years. 
According to her obituary, Mrs. Da-
vis lived at the Plaza during the last 

years of her life.42

Some Perspective, the Status of 
Women in the Late 19th Century

In 19th century American law and 
culture, men and women lived in 
“separate spheres” with “men in the 
public world of business and politics” 
and women restricted to “the private 
sphere of the home.”43 Under this 
system, a woman, upon marriage, 
“legally, socially, and economically 
ceased to exist.” If her husband died 
and she became a widow it “brings 
her dormant citizenship back to 
life.” Indeed, “widowhood presented 
[women] their first chance for legally 
recognized independence.”44  

While technically true, achieving 
such independence was a daunt-
ing task. In the 19th century, most 
women, like Mrs. Davis, were stay-
at-home wives and mothers, and 
drew their identities from their 
husbands. In a society that was indif-
ferent to the plight of widows, most 
women, poor and lacking exploitable 
skills, either remarried or lived very 
marginal lives. Mrs. Davis, well-to-
do, educated and obviously of strong 
character, fared unusually well. Faced 
with “redefining herself as a woman 
on her own,” she continued to use 
her title “Mrs. S. B. Davis,” as it 
helped her retain status in patriarchal 
New Mexico.45  She surely recog-
nized that employment available to 
women was scarce, usually involved 
hard physical labor and was low-
paying.46 She chose to use her house-
keeping, creative and organizational 
skills in an expanded capacity; she 
became a highly successful hotel 
manager and was among the earliest 
such entrepreneurial business women 
in territorial New Mexico.47
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Odometers: Distance Measurement on Western Emigrant Trails

By Norman E. Wright

[Reprinted by permission from the 
quarterly publication of the Ore-
gon-California Trails Association’s 
Overland Journal, Vol. 40, Number 
1, Spring 2022, p. 27-37. This article 
originally appeared in Overland Jour-
nal (v. 13, no. 3, Fall 1995, p. 13–24). 
It is an edited version of a paper Dr. 
Wright presented at the 1994 Or-
egon-California Trails Association 
convention in Salt Lake City. ]

In his classic novel, The Way West, 
A.B. Guthrie captures the feeling 
that many western emigrants must 
have had as they crossed the Mis-
souri River and started west. It was 
1,000 miles to the valley of the Great 
Salt Lake and 2,000 miles to Cali-
fornia and Oregon.

Guthrie describes a scene on the 
bank of a western stream where two 
emigrant women are rinsing and 
wringing out clothes. Judith, the 
younger of the two, is a delicate and 
pregnant emigrant wife. Her com-
panion, Rebecca, is a robust woman, 
better able to handle the rigors of 
wilderness life.

It occurred to Judith that Rebecca 
was the type of woman for the trail. 
She was stout and assured and able 
and unafraid. If ever a cloud hung 
over her, no one knew it. If ever the 
thought of miles depressed her, she 
didn’t let on.

Miles. Distance. Distance was the 
enemy, not Indians or crossings or 
weather or thirst or plains or moun-
tains, but distance, the empty, awe-
some face of distance, the miles on 
wrinkled miles of it, the levels and 
hills and hollows and bluffs, uncon-
querable by the slow turn of wheels 
or the creaking step of oxen. There 
was no end to it, not even any short-
ening. Morning and night it was 
there unchanged, hill and cloud and 
skyline beyond reach or reckoning. 

Sometimes Judith wondered at the 
stubborn, crazy courage of men who 
thought that day on day would add 
to Oregon.

“It seems so far,” she said to Rebecca.

“Don’t it, though?” Rebecca replied, 
tossing a twist of clothes into a bas-
ket. “Tell you what helps, though. 
Don’t think how far. Just think one 
day at a time.”1

In our age of high-speed jet travel, 
we moderns have little respect for 
distance. Time is our major concern. 
The fact that Omaha, Nebraska, is 
931 miles from Salt Lake City is 
relatively unimportant. What is im-
portant is the two-hour flight time 
between the two cities. We spend a 
busy day and return home the same 
evening to sleep in our own beds 
without giving a second thought to 
the 2,000 miles we have traveled.

For the early western emigrants, it 
was just the opposite. Time was not 
a serious consideration except as it 
involved getting over high mountain 
passes before winter. Their journey 
began in the spring and extended 
into late summer or fall. Hours made 
little difference, but the distance 
traveled each day was important be-
cause it represented progress toward 
their ultimate destination. Recording 
it was an exercise in Rebecca’ s phi-
losophy of “one day at a time.”

It is not surprising, therefore, that 
distance traveled each day appears 
almost universally in the overland 
journals of western emigrants. Writ-
ten in a variety of formats, distance 
notations reflect the personality and 
style of each writer. The following 
examples were taken from more 
than 100 emigrant journals reviewed 
in the overland collection of the 
Huntington Library in San Marino, 
California:

Made 15 miles

Traveled about 25 miles
We traveled this day 10 miles
We traveled 17 miles—no grass or 
water
Distance 16 miles
Traveled twelve miles
Tld 14 M
Mch’d 18 miles
Distance today 19 miles
We have come 18 miles
We traveled near twenty miles
This day we drove near fifteen miles
Our days drive 12 M’s
Go 10 miles
Today, we are 1308 miles from 
Kanesville
June 6th 30 miles. We are 30 miles 
nearer California
Estimated our journey today 20 
miles
Traviled 20 miles and camped.

Seeing these daily distance notations, 
some readers of emigrant journals 
will quickly pass over them think-
ing they are of little importance. But 
the more pragmatic and numerically 
oriented reader will ask such ques-
tions as: “How could they know how 
far it was, since they were traveling 
through unmarked wilderness?” Or 
simply “Where did those distance 
values come from?” There are four 
possible answers to these questions:

1. They estimated the distances.
2. They measured the distances.
3. They extracted distances from trail 
guides and maps.
4. They recorded distances supplied by 
others.

Estimation of distances can vary 
greatly from person to person. Accu-
racy depends on the skill and experi-
ence of the estimator, and, generally 
speaking, most of us are poor estima-
tors. If I were to ask you to estimate, 
in feet, the length of a city block or 
the width of a city street, I would get 
a wide variety of responses. The an-
swers would range all the way from 
“I have no idea” to a precise number 
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relatively close to the correct answer.

While reading an emigrant journal, 
most of us would not be troubled 
by an estimated distance of sixteen 
miles for a day’s travel even if it were 
in error by a large percentage. But if 
we were to see a value such as sixteen 
and three-fourths miles, that lovely, 
dangling fraction could trigger the 
question: “How could this emigrant 
be so precise, traveling as he was in 
an 1849 model covered wagon?”

To restate this question in modern, 
technical terms: “Is it possible that 
some covered wagons were equipped 
with onboard computers that could 
measure the distance traveled to a 
fraction of a mile?” The answer to 
this question is, yes, they did have 
“on-board computers,” but they were 
not known by that name. Rather, 
they went by names such as “odom-
eter,” “viameter,” or “roadometer.” 
These machines were simple, gear-
driven devices that, computer-like, 
counted the number of rotations of 
the wagon wheel. The circumference 
of the wheel and the daily rotation 
count provided the necessary data re-
quired to calculate distance traveled 
to any degree of accuracy whatever, 
fractions included.

Odometers occupy a very small space 
in the history of the early West. For 
me, however, the study and research 
I have done in that small space has 
been very rewarding. Three major 
surveys of more than 800 museums 
throughout the United States have 
been conducted to locate existing 
odometers. These artifacts are rare, 
but a number of them have been 
identified. As I have come to under-
stand the hows and whys of distance 
measurement in the emigrant period, 
color has been added to the black 
and white picture of what it was 
really like to “go west” in the mid-
1800s.

Two years ago I had the privilege of 
traveling by covered wagon through 
Death Valley, California. Using an 
odometer similar to those of the ear-

ly emigrants, I had the satisfaction 
of measuring the distances traveled. 
Similarly, this past spring, I trav-
eled by covered wagon over the Old 
Spanish Trail in eastern Utah. From 
these experiences I have learned 
to appreciate the problems associ-
ated with mile measuring under real 
emigrant conditions. I have learned, 
firsthand, to more fully appreciate 
those who measured distances using 
gear-driven, wheel-rotation counting 
instruments on their wagons [Wagon 
Tracks editor’s note: The Overland 
Journal article listed 26 emigrants 
who used these devices. “The length 
of this list may be surprising to some 
people. Even so, it is incomplete. It 
underscores the fact that odometers 
were rather commonly used during 
the emigrant period.”] 

Typically, an emigrant company 
would have only one instrument, but 
in 1849 the Gruwell-Derr wagon 
train traveling from Salt Lake City 
to San Bernardino had three odom-
eters. The Hunt and Pomeroy com-
panies that followed the same trail 
a few days later each had only one.2 
Joseph Hamelin, a member of the 
Pomeroy company, proudly states 
in his journal that his odometer was 
one patented in 1848 by William 
Oldroyd.3

The Corps of Topographical En-
gineers of the United States Army 
was an early user of odometers. The 
following list includes some officers 
who used them:

•	 Lt. George Stevens, 1845—
Louisiana to the Rio Grande in 
Texas

•	 Capt. William H. Emory, 
1847—Fort Leavenworth to Salt 
Lake City

•	 Capt. Howard Stansbury, 
1849—Fort Leavenworth to Salt 
Lake City

•	 Capt. Randolph Marcy, 1849—
Fort Smith to El Paso 

•	 Capt. John W. Gunnison, 
1853—Westport, Missouri, to 
Utah Territory

•	 Capt. John C. Fremont, 1853—

Missouri to California
•	 Lt. James H. Simpson, 1857—

Fort Bridger to Humboldt River
•	 Capt. William Raynolds, 1860—

Yellowstone Exploration 
•	 Lt. James ( Jeb) Stuart, 1860—

Kansas and Nebraska Territories
•	 Col. David Fergusson, 1862—

Tucson to Gulf of California
•	 Lt. William Obenchain, 1862—

Confederate Army Engineer
•	 Gen. William T. Sherman, 

1865—North Carolina to Wash-
ington, D.C.

In 1849 the Regiment of Mounted 
Riflemen marched from Fort Leav-
enworth, Kansas, to Oregon City. 
Their report provides an interest-
ing example of odometer use. From 
Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, to Fort 
Kearny, Nebraska, distances were 
estimated and recorded primarily 
as whole numbers. At Fort Kearny 
an odometer arrived and from that 
point on, distances were recorded to 
1/100th of a mile.4 What a differ-
ence a machine makes!

We all understand what a covered 
wagon looks like, but a covered wag-
on with an odometer attached is a 
new idea to many people. What did 
emigrant odometers look like, and 
how did they work? Let me answer 
these questions in turn.

What did they look like?

Fundamentally, an odometer is a 
gear-driven device that counts wheel 
rotations. It is, therefore, a very 
simple machine that is connected 
in some fashion to the spokes or 
axle of the wheel. Anyone with a 
little mechanical skill could design 
and build one. Indeed, many early 
emigrants did design and build their 
own odometers. Some of these were 
made of wood. Others were cleverly 
constructed from such things as 
canteens and plumb bobs. However, 
the more sophisticated odometers of 
the period were made by scientific 
instrument makers using solid brass 
components. The common design 
classified these as pendulum odom-
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eters. This type of instrument was 
used by the Topographical Engineers 
of the U.S. Army and also by many 
emigrants.

How does a brass
 pendulum odometer work?

The precision-made, brass odometer 
contains a rectangular plate which 
swings freely around the central 
axis of a small brass frame. On this 
plate, two rotating dials are mounted, 
one overlaying the other. The outer 
peripheries of the two dials contain 
100 and 99 teeth respectively. The 
gear teeth of both dials mesh with a 
threaded rod that extends across the 
central axis of the frame. This assem-
bly is inserted into a circular metal or 
leather case. When in use, the case is 
strapped to the spokes of the wagon 
wheel. As the wheel turns, the free 
pivoting plate with its two attached 
dials, pendulum-like, positions itself 
vertically within the frame. Since the 
axis of the frame is fixed within the 
case, and the case is strapped to the 
spokes, the threads on the axis force 
one tooth to pass with each rotation 
of the wagon wheel. Each 100 wheel 
rotations cause the two dials to make 
one full turn. The result is an offset 
of one tooth due to the difference in 
the number of teeth in the two dials. 
Each offset, therefore, represents 100 
wheel rotations. The total wheel-
rotation count for a day can be de-
termined by multiplying the number 

of offsets by 100 and adding the ro-
tation counts less than 100. Distance 
traveled is then calculated by multi-
plying the total rotation count by the 
wheel’s circumference. This type of 
pendulum odometer can count 9900 
wheel rotations. Depending on the 
wheel size, that number represents 
approximately twenty-seven and 
one-half miles.

Many interesting stories surround 
the early emigrants and topographers 
who used odometers. The following 
accounts are good examples.

Lt. William H. Emory 

In 1846, soon after the outbreak 
of the Mexican War, Col. Stephen 
Watts Kearny, who was stationed at 
Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, received 
orders to invade and take New Mex-
ico and California. This he did with 
a military force that included a four-
teen-man topographical engineer 
unit commanded by Lt. William H. 
Emory. Although Kearny’s objectives 
were purely military, Emory used 
the long march to collect data which 
would give the government accu-
rate information about this region, 
particularly the little-known area 

between Santa Fe and San Diego. 
His Notes of a Military Reconnais-
sance, published in 1848, are rife with 
observations on a wide variety of 
subjects—plants, animals, geology, 
weather, native culture, latitudes, lon-
gitudes, and of course, the distance 
from camp to camp. He measured 
the latter using an imported Euro-
pean odometer called a “viameter.” In 
his personal journal, he made note of 
the distance measuring task: “May I 
remark here that every night, I fur-
nish the distances traveled to Gen-
eral Kearny at headquarters.”5 

Two hundred miles south of Santa 
Fe, where the trail turned west from 
the Rio Grande Valley, Kit Carson, 
the intrepid westerner, arrived in 
camp with news that California had 
surrendered. Upon learning this, 
Kearny divided his force of 300 
dragoons. One hundred, including 
Emory’s topographical unit, were 
to continue west to San Diego by 
pack mule; the remainder, with all 
the supply wagons, were sent back to 
Santa Fe. Emory noted the change 
with regret:

We parted with our wagons, which 
were sent back . . . and in doing so, 

This odometer was designed and made by Thomas Lowe of Franklin, Idaho, in 1876. 
It is  twenty-nine inches long, eight and one-half inches wide and thirteen and one-
fourth inches  high. It is ratchet activated and can measure up to six miles. (Museum 
of Church History and Art, Salt Lake City)

Patent drawings of a wagon odometer 
designed and built by William Old-
royd in 1848. (U.S. Patent Office)
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every man seemed to be greatly 
relieved. With me it was far oth-
erwise. My chronometers and ba-
rometer, which before rode so safely, 
were now in constant danger. The 
trip of a mule might destroy the 
whole. . . The viameter for measur-
ing distances, heretofore attached to 
the wheel of the instrument wagon, 
was now attached to the wheel of 
one of the small mounted howit-
zers.6 

Placing the odometer on a three-
foot diameter howitzer wheel was 
also hazardous. Just one day later, 
the journal of Kearny’ s adjutant, 
Capt. Henry Smith Turner, states: 
“The instrument for measuring 
distances [viameter] was lost just 
before getting into camp—it was 
attached to a wheel of a Howitzer, 
and was brushed off in passing 
through thick bushes.”7 

Perhaps, somewhere on the western 
New Mexico desert, that odometer 
still lies half-buried where it fell, for 
there is no record that it was ever 
recovered. Despite the loss, dis-
tances traveled continued to be re-
corded until the small army reached 
San Diego. Emory does not make 

it clear whether this was done by a 
replacement instrument or by other 
methods.

Mormon Pioneer Odometers

Two wooden odometers were de-
signed, built, and used by the first 
company of Mormon pioneers 
in 1847. Initially, three men were 
involved—Orson Pratt, William 
Clayton, and Appleton Harmon. 
It was Clayton’s particular interest, 
however, that provided the impetus 
leading to the odometer’s construc-
tion and use. Just ten days after 
leaving the Missouri River, Clayton 
recorded in his journal: “I walked 
this afternoon in company with Or-
son Pratt and suggested to him the 
idea of fixing a set of wooden cog 
wheels to the hub of a wagon wheel 
in such order as to tell the exact 
number of miles we travel each day. 
He seemed to agree with me that 
it could be easily done at a trifling 
expense.”8 

Clayton was dissatisfied with inac-
curate estimates of distances trav-
eled each day. He tells us that his 
estimates were consistently lower 
than those of others in the company 

and he was anxious to know “the 
exact number.” Since his suggestion 
did not involve a vital or immediate 
necessity, nothing was done.

Three weeks following his conver-
sation with Orson Pratt, Clayton 
decided the time for action had 
arrived. He measured the left rear 
wheel of the wagon in which he was 
riding and found it to be ideal for 
his purpose. It was four feet, eight 
inches in diameter, hence fourteen 
feet eight inches in circumference 
(a standard specification used by 
wheelwrights). Three hundred and 
sixty rotations of this wheel equaled 
one mile exactly, “not varying one 
fraction,” wrote Clayton.

On May 8, 1847, near the site of 
present North Platte, Nebraska, 
Clayton tied a marker on the 
spoke of his measured wheel (some 
sources say it was a piece of red 
flannel) and walked beside it all day 
long, tallying each rotation. What a 
price to pay for accuracy! He tells us 
frankly that the method was “some-
what tedious.” At the end of the day 
he had tallied 4,070 rotations of his 
measured wheel. For the first time 
he knew the exact distance they had 

Left image: A brass pendulum odometer fits inside the brass case at right. The case, in turn, is placed inside the frame. The whole as-
sembly is then inserted into the leather carrier (right image) and strapped to the spokes of the wagon wheel. (Henry Ford Museum & 
Greenfield Village, Dearborn, Michigan.)
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traveled: “...eleven and a quarter 
miles—twenty revolutions over.” It 
must have been with considerable 
satisfaction that he learned that his 
“exact number” was two miles under 
the estimates given by others for 
the same day’s travel.9

Two days later, Orson Pratt, with 
the approval of Brigham Young, 
spent the afternoon designing a 
“roadometer,” their name for an 
odometer. His design was based on 
the principle of an endless screw 
or worm gear—a threaded rod that 
meshes with the teeth of a gear. 
One complete revolution of the 
rod would pass one tooth of the 
gear wheel. If the gear contained 
sixty teeth and the rod were to ro-
tate once for every six turns of the 
wagon wheel, then 360 revolutions 
of the wagon wheel would produce 
one complete gear-wheel rotation. 
This would be one mile exactly if 
Clayton’s measured wheel was used 
as the input driver to the mecha-
nism.

When it was built, a small, four-
tooth gear was also placed on the 
axle of the one-mile gear. These 
four teeth worked on a third gear 
containing forty teeth. With each 
rotation of the mile gear, four teeth 

of the forty-tooth gear were drawn 
by, each representing a quarter of 
a mile. One complete rotation of 
the forty-tooth gear represented 
ten miles. The fact that the whole 
mechanism was encased in a pro-
tective box, fifteen by eighteen by 
three inches, gives us some idea of 
the size of the gear wheels. To fit 
within those dimensions, they could 
not have been larger than ten inches 
in diameter and not more than one 
inch thick.

Once the project was underway, it 
did not take long to complete. Ap-
pleton Harmon, a skilled carpenter 
in the company, was assigned the 
task of constructing the machine. 
He began work immediately and six 
days later, May 16, 1847, the odom-
eter was installed and operating 
under Clayton’s watchful eye. This 
odometer was successfully used to 
measure the distance from western 
Nebraska to the Great Salt Lake 
Valley.

On August 17, 1847, Clayton 
joined a company that was mak-
ing the return trip to the Missouri 
River. He had received instructions 
from Brigham Young to again mea-
sure distances and to make them 
available “for public benefit.” To 

do this, a new odometer was built 
which could measure up to 1,000 
miles—a 100-fold improvement 
in measuring capacity. This second 
machine was built by William A. 
King, a New England-born crafts-
man. We know very little about its 
design, but a number of important 
clues indicate that it incorporated 
the basic features of the original.

Arriving at Winter Quarters on 
the Missouri River, November 21, 
1847, Clayton wrote in his journal: 
“I have succeeded in measuring the 
whole distance from the City of the 
Great Salt lake to this place, except 
a few miles between Horse Creek 
and the A La Bonte River which 
was taken from the measurement 
going up. I find the whole distance 
to be 1032 miles and am now pre-
pared to make a complete travelers 
guide from here to the Great Salt 
Lake.”10 

In March 1848 Clayton published 
The Latter-day Saints’ Emigrants’ 
Guide. Because of its accuracy, it 
soon became one of the more re-
spected trail guides of the day for 
the portion of the western trails it 
covered.

Joseph Goldsborough Bruff 

Left image: Model of the first Mormon Emigrant odometer showing the threaded-drive-rod (bottom), the one-mile gear wheel (right) 
and the ten-mile gear wheel (left). (Photograph by Norman E. Wright). Right image: The pendulum odometer and leather-covered 
metal case used by Capt. John Gunnison of the Corps of Topographical Engineers in his 1853 transcontinental railroad survey. (Mu-
seum of Peoples & Cultures, Brigham Young University, Provo, Utah.)
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J. Goldsborough Bruff of Wash-
ington, D.C., was one of those 
caught up in the gold fever of 1849. 
A former West Point cadet, Bruff 
organized the Washington City 
and California Mining Associa-
tion, a group of sixty-six men in 
uniform, highly organized, and well 
equipped. They left Washington, 
D.C., on April 2, 1849, and two 
weeks later arrived at St. Louis, 
where a high-quality brass odome-
ter was ordered from Jacob Blattner, 
an instrument maker. Nineteen days 
later, the odometer arrived at their 
camp in St. Joseph, Missouri.11

As they moved west, Bruff used his 
odometer to check the route against 
the trail guide books he had pur-
chased and was quick to note their 
discrepancies. At Soda Springs, in 
present south-eastern Idaho, his 
men voted to take a cutoff that 
would bypass Fort Hall on the 
Snake River. Sometime later Bruff ’s 
journal contained the following 
entry: “The distances traveled by the 
company, measured by an excellent 
odometer . . . show that the cut-off 
is no cut-off at all . . . [being] 132 
1/4 miles. And between the same 
points, via Fort Hall, the distance 
has been computed at 134 miles.”12

Bruff records that many other emi-
grant companies had confidence 
in his judgment since he measured 
distances with an odometer. At an 
unmarked trail junction in north-
ern Nevada, a number of emigrant 
trains waited for Bruff ’s arrival 
to see whether the junction was 
the beginning of the Lassen Trail. 
When he arrived, Bruff set them 
straight, explaining that his odom-
eter had measured every inch of 
the way and that there was still one 
more day of travel to the correct 
junction.13

Bruff was keenly aware of odome-
ters and odometer users. Whenever 
he saw them they were noted in his 
journal: “I became acquainted here 
with a Mr. Wm. Ashford who had 
a cart and yoke of oxen. He very 

ingeniously constructed a simple 
odometer and attached it to the 
wheel of his cart. It was a rough 
wooden box containing a tin can-
teen within which was a tap, brass 
plumb and two wooden cog wheels. 
It was quite correct on level ground 
and answered all of its authors de-
sires.”14

While on a high mountain pass of 
the Lassen Trail, Bruff wrote, “The 
level spot here is not over 100 yards 
broad and 400 feet long. Here we 
corralled the wagons and camped. 
The remains of several burnt wag-
ons and part of a discarded brass 
odometer was lying in the road.”15 

The story of the Washington City 
and California Mining Association 
trek to California came to an ef-
fective end in October 1849, when 
their teams gave out in the early 
winter snows of the Sierra Nevada 
north of Sacramento. Here, Bruff 
volunteered to remain with the 
company property while the others 
moved on to the settlements. In this 
lonely winter camp, he summarized 
the accumulated distance data of 
the journey. “Looking over my 
notes, I find that we have traveled 
2061 miles from the Missouri River 
in 120 days being 17–1/6 miles per 
day.”16

Bruff spent the winter of 1849–
1850 in his mountain camp under 
very trying circumstances, narrowly 
escaping starvation. When spring 
finally came, he made his way to 
the gold fields and attempted to 
make his dream of fortune a real-
ity. Failing in this, he returned to 
Washington, D.C., by boat across 
the Isthmus of Panama in the sum-
mer of 1851.17

Captain John W. Gunnison 

In 1853 Capt. John W. Gunnison, 
another topographer, was assigned 
to lead one of the four surveys 
that Congress authorized to de-
termine the most feasible route for 
a transcontinental railroad. Gun-

nison’s route of investigation lay 
along the 38th Parallel from city of 
Westport, Missouri, by way of the 
Arkansas River and the Great Salt 
Lake, to the Sierra Nevada. The dis-
tances traveled were measured by an 
odometer attached to the wheel of 
one of the supply wagons. This par-
ticular instrument has an unusual 
history.

On the morning of October 25, 
1853, a detachment of the main 
survey party was camped on the 
banks of the Sevier River in central 
Utah. During breakfast, a sudden 
burst of arrows and gunfire left 
eight of the twelve men dead, in-
cluding Captain Gunnison. News 
of the massacre spread rapidly, but 
on returning to bury the dead, a 
rescue party found that the Indians 
had taken all of the topographical 
notes, so meticulously prepared over 
the previous six months, and also all 
of the precious instruments.18 

Three weeks later, a Salt Lake City 
newspaper printed the follow-
ing item concerning Dimick B. 
Huntington, who had been sent by 
Gov. Brigham Young to deal with 
the Indians: “We stop the press to 
announce the following. Mr. Hun-
tington arrived [in Salt Lake City] 
from his trip after the government 
property which was lost in the late 
massacre. . . He reached Fillmore 
[Utah] . . . on the 3rd instance and 
there found . . . the Corn Creek 
Pauvan Chiefs, who had recovered 
[from participants in the massacre] . 
. . the notebooks of the party and all 
the instruments except the odom-
eter.”19

The statement, “. . . all the instru-
ments except the odometer,” is the 
connecting link to a continuing 
story.

Two Utah pioneers were later rid-
ing horseback on an old Indian 
trail some seventy miles north of 
the massacre site. On the trail, in 
its leather case where it had fallen 
or been discarded, lay an odometer, 
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undoubtedly the one that belonged 
to the Gunnison party. It is, today, 
a fascinating museum artifact that 
provides a tangible link to the use of 
odometers in western history.

Following Gunnison’s death, Lt. 
Edward G. Beckwith took command 
and completed the central survey. 
When the transcontinental railroad 
was built in 1869, his recommended 
route along the 41st Parallel was 
used.

Conclusion 

I suggest that the next time you get 
into your automobile, briefly pause 
before you put the key in the igni-
tion. Give a respectful glance at the 
odometer on your dashboard. Re-
flect on the fact that it is one of the 
world’s most widely used counting 
instruments. Above all, remember 
that the odometer is perhaps the 
oldest gear-driven counting instru-
ment known to man and that the 
one on your dashboard differs very 
little from the odometers used by the 
early explorers and emigrants of the 

American West.

[Wagon Tracks editor's note: The 
Overland Journal included additional 
tales of two odometer users, Hender-
son Lewilling and Capt. William F. 
Raynolds.]
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On a covered wagon trip through Death Valley in 1992 the author measured distances using an odometer similar to those used by the 
early emigrants. The girl in the picture is pointing to the odometer attached to the wheel. (Photograph by Norman E. Wright)
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By Gerald T. Ahnert

[Reprinted by permission from the 
quarterly publication of the Oregon-
California Trails Association’s Over-
land Journal, Vol. 40, Number 1, 
Spring 2022, p. 38-42.]

About 25 BCE, Vitruvius described 
an odometer to measure distances 
mounted on a chariot, but the actual 
inventor may have been Archime-
des.1

Benjamin Franklin had been serv-
ing as postmaster for Philadelphia 
until 1753 when he was promoted 
to Postmaster General of Britain’s 
American Colonies. While inspect-
ing the post offices between Phila-
delphia, Pennsylvania, and Boston, 
Massachusetts, Franklin wanted to 
determine the distances between 
postal stations. An odometer, prob-
ably designed by Franklin, was 
mounted on his carriage to measure 
the distances.2

Surveying parties, the military, as 
well as others, using wagon odom-
eters on trails throughout the West 
have provided historians with im-
portant information to aid them in 
locating historic sites. Beers Wagon 
Odometer, or similar, was used for 
this purpose.

In 1872 W. H. Holmes was the art-
ist with the Yellowstone surveying 
party. His report included a photo 
of a two-wheeled cart with mounted 
odometer to record the distances.3 

In 1869 Major Henry M. Robert 
compiled the itineraries of trails in 
Arizona and Southern California. 
In his report was the Reliability of 
Odometer Measurements: 

"The distances passed over by a 
wagon, during a single evolution of 
the wheel, is always greater than the 
circumference of the wheel and this 
difference varies on different kinds 
of road and probably with different 

kinds of wagons. Several experiments 
were made on different kinds of 
road, including the heaviest sand on 
the Colorado desert with the follow-
ing results:

The wheel of the Ambulance used 
had a circumference of 12’ 7”; while 
the distance passed over during 
each revolution of the Wheel on 
hard level ground was 12’ 10.5”; in 
the heaviest sand, (the axle freshly 
greased,) 13’ 2”; and in the heavi-
est sand the axle not having been 
greased for 3 days, 13’ 4.5". Thus, the 
slip of the wheel was 3.5”, 7” and 
9.5” respectively in the three; or 2.3 
per cent, on all the roads excepting 
over the Colorado Desert between 
Fort Yuma and the Sea Coast where 
the slip has been taken at 5 per cent. 
These amounts are certainly large 
enough, but I think will not exceed 
the true slip in any case more than 
one per cent.

The slip of the wheel however is a 
very variable quantity when road is 
rocky and especially under the com-
bined influence of rocks, hills and 
rapid driving.

Measurements up hill are always 
more reliable than the down hill 
measurements, but I think it a mis-
taken notion that the Odometer 
cannot be relied upon excepting 
when the animals are driven at a 
walk. On all ordinary roads at speed 
not exceeding five miles per hour, 
the Odometer seems reliable. As 
an evidence of this; the road from 
Maricopa Wells to Fort Yuma early 
in the year 1868, was measured by 
two parties engaged in Surveys for 
the Kansas Pacific Railroad and also 
by myself. They had their Odom-
eters attached in wagons that never 
moved faster than a horse would 
walk, my Odometer was fastened 
to an Ambulance lightly loaded 
and generally moving at a trot. We 
travelled the same road, (excepting 
at Oatman’s Flat for which the cor-

rection 2 ¼ miles is made.) The net 
measurements (allowing no slip of 
the wheel,) were as follows:

I. Division Engineer Corps K. P. R. 
W. Survey  | 171.88. |

III .Division Engineer Corps K. P. 
R. W. Survey  | 170.71. |

Major H. M. Robert Corps of Engi-
neers   | 170.51. |                                                                    

 Average of measurements.  171.03.

The difference between the greatest 
and least distance is less than 1½ 
miles. These three measurements 
were made nearly at the same time 
and under circumstances above 
stated so that they can be fairly 
compared. Supposing the slip of the 
wheel to be the same for all three 
cases and taking 3 ½ per cent, we 
have the mean distance from Mari-
copa Wells to Fort Yuma 176.73 
miles (the distance taken in the 
Tables.) Three other measurements 
of this same road have been made, 
two previous and one since the above 
measurements of the same road have 
been made. In Lieutenant Wheeler’s 
case the slip of the wheel was taken 
at less than in the above cases, and 
in Colonel West’s and Smedberg’s, 
I think no allowance for slip was 
made. They are all reduced to the 
same road around Oatman’s Flat, 
but otherwise it is not known what 
differences there were on the routes 
travelled:

Lieutenant Colonel J. R. West, 1st 
California Infantry……. | 175.00 |

Brevet Lieutenant Colonel W. R. 
Smedberg, 14th Infantry... | 174.50 |

 First Lieutenant G. M. Wheeler, 
Corps of Engineers……... | 172.85 |

These differences are probably great-
ly due to differences in the routes 
traveled.”4

Using Wagon Odometer Data in Trail Research
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On the Southern Overland Trail, 
studies of distances with wagon 
odometers were made in 1858 by 
Butterfield’s Overland Mail Com-
pany for the California section and 
in 1862 by the California Volunteers 
from California to New Mexico. 
These studies have greatly aided his-
torians that document the physical 
route of the Southern Overland Trail 
and specific historic locations such 
as Butterfield’s Overland Mail Com-
pany stage stations.

In June 1858 Overland Mail Com-
pany director and superintendent 
Marquis L. Kenyon was selecting 
the route of the Butterfield Trail and 
stage station sites from Fort Tejon to 
Los Angeles, California. By using a 
viameter (odometer) he determined 
that the distance between the two 
locations was 93-miles, 493 yards.5

Using Information Obtained
from an Odometer to Locate
 a Historic Trail Site

One example of finding a historic 
trail site by using the information 
given in reports from the time of 
the Southern Overland Trails use 
(1846-1880) is my finding Mont-
ezuma Head Tank in Arizona’s Forty 
Mile Desert. It is located about 
forty-miles southwest of Phoenix. In 
his itinerary, California Volunteers 
Lieutenant-Colonel West calls the 
site “The Tanks.” Their similar tables 
state that an odometer was used.

Along with other data, the “itinerary 
of the marches from Fort Yuma to 
Pima Villages, made by Lieutenant-
Colonel West”6 was used to find the 
location of a historic tank. In James 
B. Leach’s 1858 report, he describes 
how to provide water along the trail. 
“Where permanent water was not 
found at suitable points, reservoirs 
were constructed, either by dam-
ming the arroyos or sinking large 
tanks [cisterns] to collect and retain 
a supply of rain water.”7 A reservoir 

utilizing an arroyo was made by 
building a berm across an arroyo. The 
ruins of “The Tanks,” mentioned in 
West’s report, were dammed arroyos 
and originally constructed in January 
1858 by James B. Leach’s engineer 
H. P. Hume.8 The locations of But-
terfield’s Overland Mail Company 
Desert Stage Station and Maricopa 
Wells Stage Station are known. 

The trail ruts are still well preserved 
between these two stations. On my 
map table, by using the distances 
from West’s itinerary, I plotted 7.42 
miles along the trail to “The Tanks” 
east of Desert Station and noted the 
position. I then plotted 11.15 miles 
along the trail, west of Maricopa 
Wells Stage Station and noted the 
point. The two points were within a 
“stone’s throw” of each other. Using 
Google Earth, I obtained a Global 
Positioning System location of 
33.0797, -112.2303. 

Clockwise: This odometer, probably invented by Benjamin Franklin 
about 1763, was mounted on his carriage to measure the distances 
between postal stations. (On display at the Benjamin Franklin 
Museum.) Right: Beers wagon odometer patent. (US Patent Of-
fice.) Bottom: Beers odometer mounted on the rear axle of a wagon. 
(Smithsonian Special Collections)
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Conclusion

Montezuma Head Tank—”The 
Tanks”—was located on the South-
ern Overland Trail by the Califor-
nia Volunteer’s use of an odometer 
measuring distances from known 
sites.

The 1869 information for the ac-
curacy of odometers came from a 
study of distances from the Colo-
rado River to Maricopa Wells. This 
study adds an important factor for 
our using data obtained by odom-
eters. 

[Wagon Tracks editor's note: The 
article in the Overland Journal con-
tinues with details of Ahnert's en-
counter with the landowners.]
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their living history reenactors and 
hands-on activities.  This summer's 
highlights were Ft. Union along 
with Native American vendors 
outside the Palace of the Governors, 
Chapel of San Miguel, and 
Journey’s End sculpture.

“We’ve engaged in the NPS Junior 
Ranger programs for several years. 
The Junior Wagon Master program 
plays at a higher level with age ap-
propriate books. Excellent program 
– thanks to those involved.” said 
Mr. Galinski. 

“I can confirm in our 2021 vaca-
tion, my wife and I planned for Old 
Bent’s Fort and Fort Larned, but 
we were not aware of the additional 
smaller stops and markers for the 
Santa Fe Trail. If we didn’t have 
the Junior Wagon Master Book, I 
doubt we would have stopped.  The 
book is the reason we visited those 
sites.”  

“Thank you for the work you and 
your colleagues put into the Junior 
Wagon Master books!... I think my 
children have visited over 100 NPS 
sites now… and only one offered a 
booklet for older kids called ‘Not 
so Junior Ranger’ – it was at Pecos.”  
Mr. Galinski is referring to our 
Scout booklet which is designed for 
ages 15 and up.

I hope the trip of this Illinois family 
helps you, as members of the SFTA, 
to understand just how these book-
lets help families traveling on our 
great trail! I hope you are proud of 
this program and the fact that the 
NPS. says it is still the only set of 
booklets that cover an entire trail in 
the NPS system.  Please continue to 
ask our stock sites about the book-
lets. If you don’t remember where 
these sites are, just ask. Or check 
the inside back cover of any of our 
booklets.  

-Janet Armstead, Jr. Wagon Master Dir.

One Family's Journey
continued from page 9

In 1862, for reconnaissance, the California Volunteers made a comprehensive 
study of distances on the Butterfield Trail.
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Chapters are listed in order from the beginning of 
the Trail in Missouri westward.

TO CONTACT CHAPTER PRESIDENTS, 
PLEASE EMAIL THEM AT info@santafetrail.org.

Missouri River Outfitters
Independence, MO
President Anne Mallinson

The MRO Chapter of the Santa Fe Trail Association held a 
membership meeting on Sunday, May 22, the 200th anniver-
sary of Becknell's second trip to Santa Fe. Living historian 
Robert Hart presented a program which related the first trip 
down the Santa Fe Trail with wagons. Robert, a member of the 
Arrow Rock Stock and Trading Company, related the story of 
William Becknell in first person. He explained details of the 
type of goods bound for trade in Santa Fe, New Mexico. He 
displayed examples of trade goods, many of which the group 
had used last September at Bent's Fort. The event at the J Hus-
ton Tavern was complete with meals from the Tavern’s kitchen. 
After the meeting, some of the members gathered at the site of 
the Arrow Rock Ferry Landing, where Rich Lawson provided 
the history of the site as well as detailed all the work that has 
been accomplished  Rich also offered a display of trail-related 
items at his store in town. 

On National Trails Day June 4, members of the MRO chapter 
enjoyed events at two of the most iconic sites on the entire 
Santa Fe Trail. Friends of Fort Osage, the staff from Jackson 
County Parks and Rec, the DNR Staff at Arrow Rock, and 
many living historians planned daylong events. Members of the 
Arrow Rock Stock and Trading Company and Anne Mallin-
son took part in "Night at the Museum." They did first person 
interpretations of early Arrow Rock citizens. It was a great day 
to promote the Santa Fe National Historic Trail and its impor-
tance as America’s first international highway of commerce.

SFTA President Larry Short put together a fabulous newsletter 
highlighting these events. Email him for a copy (internet only).

Douglas County
Baldwin City, KS
President Roger Boyd

The Douglas County Chapter hosted the Santa Fe Trail 
Timeline Wall on June 1-14 at the Lumberyard Arts Center in 
downtown Baldwin City. SFTA President Larry Short spoke 
at a special event associated with the Wall on Sunday, June 5.  
Larry’s topic was the timing of the trail in eastern Kansas and 
the likely impacts the trail had on the opening and develop-
ment of the Kansas Territory in the mid-1800s.

Our chapter was also involved in organizing and executing the 
Historic Preservation Conference, also held in downtown Bald-
win City on Thursday and Friday, June 24 and 25. Friday we 
hosted a historical bus tour along the Santa Fe Trail in Douglas 
County and a special session on the Prairie City Cemetery plus 
a workshop on cleaning old tombstones. On Saturday there was 
a variety of speakers on oral history, historical register training, 
the use of tax credits, and other activities related to historical 

preservation.

Roger Boyd and Nick Pumphrey are both on the Douglas 
County Chapter board as well as on the Douglas County 
Heritage Conservation Council. Several of their projects relate 
to historical features along the trail. They are currently working 
on developing an Open Space Preservation Plan for the county, 
initiating a systematic archeological survey of the county, 
including identifying any unknown remnants of the Santa Fe 
Trail, and initiating an intensive architectural survey of his-
toric downtown Baldwin City, with the goal of establishing a 
Historic Downtown District and inclusion of a majority of the 
buildings on the National Register of Historic Places.

Our fall chapter meeting will feature SFTA member Janet 
Armstead on September 17. In the morning she will present a 
youth program at our public library in Baldwin City, entitled 
“Children on the Santa Fe Trail” and in the afternoon she will 
present a first-person reenactment entitled “Mary Ann Mc-
Cutchan, Pioneer Woman in Bleeding Kansas.”  McCutchan 
was her ancestor from the Clinton Lake area.  The afternoon 
program will be at the Baldwin City Golf Course Clubhouse 
at 1102 Main St., Baldwin City, Kansas, and will begin at 3:30 
p.m. The public is invited to both programs.

Details about our fall events in Sept. can be found at our web-
site “santafetraildouglas.com” or the Baldwin City Chamber of 
Commerce website or Facebook.

Heart of the Flint Hills
Council Grove, KS
President Mark Brooks

The Heart of the Flint Hills Chapter is still in the process 
of reorganizing. A meeting in the Burlingame area is set for 
August 11. It is crucial to grow the chapter outside of Council 
Grove. Board seats are still available, and it is our hope that 
those will be filled from members outside of Council Grove. 
Mark Brooks and Sharmon Richardson have been elected Co-
Chairs of the 2025 Santa Fe Trail Association Symposium that 
will be held in Council Grove. We hope to have a theme for the 
Symposium in the next few months and to have all the com-
mittees named and placed. 

In July the chapter participated in the planning and opera-
tions of “The Gunfight on the Santa Fe Trail” held in Council 
Grove. The event was held in 2021 and was very successful, so 
it was decided to do it again in 2022. Bullets were flying ( or 
should we say ”Blanks”) at Council Grove on July 15 and 16. 
Actor Peter Sherayko was the featured speaker on Friday and 
Saturday. Sherayko is better known for his role in Tombstone as 
Texas Jack Vermillion and his work as a western advisor on the 
film Bone Tomahawk. 

The weekend featured Old West reenactors from across the 
nation competing, as well as living history exhibits, historical 
encampments, music, food, and more, culminating in a mock 
bank robbery on Main Street ( Santa Fe Trail ) and finale 
shootout, with the Calvary coming to the rescue. The event was 
considered one of the largest of its kind ever assembled.  

Chapter Reports



August 2022 Wagon Tracks 29

SFTA Annual Membership January 1, 2022 to December 31, 2022

Name(s) _______________________________________________   □ Life $1000, payable over 4 years

Address _______________________________________________   □ Patron $100/year

City _______________________ State _______ Zip ___________   □ Family $65/year

Phone _______________ Email ____________________________   □ Individual $50/year
□ New member   □ Renewing member                □ Youth (18 and under) $5/year
 I am a member of the following chapter (s) _____________________ □ Non-profit Institution $65/year
________________________________________________________  □ Business $65/year
I’d like to make a donation to assist the SFTA with programs and events.  □ $50 □ $100     Other  $________
I’d like to donate to the Junior Wagon Master Fund.      □ $50 □ $100     Other  $________
I’d like to donate to the Marker Fund.      □ $50 □ $100     Other  $________

To pay by credit card, go to www.santafetrail.org, and click on “Join the Organization.”

The Santa Fe Trail Association is a 501(c)(3) tax-exempt corporation, and all donations  TOTAL ENCLOSED ___________________
beyond membership dues are tax-deductible to the full extent of the law.  Make checks payable to Santa Fe Trail Association

Mail to Ruth Olson Peters, Treasurer, Santa Fe Trail Center, 1349 K-156 Hwy, Larned, KS 67550
Renew by mailing using the above form or renew online at www.santafetrail.org

If you have renewed your membership, pass the form along to a friend or colleague.

Chapter Reports, continued
Cottonwood Crossing
Hillsboro, KS
President Doug Sharp

Eric Anderson will be our speaker at our August 18 meeting 
at 7 p.m. in Goessel. He will speak on the history of Indian 
boarding schools. We expect a high turnout due to the renewed 
interest in the treatment of Indians that had its origin formed 
by the Doctrine of Discovery and Manifest Destiny.  On Octo-
ber 18, our program will be Marla Matkins portraying famous 
women who traveled the SFT. We are excited to bring her 
program to our membership.

Quivira
McPherson, KS
President Linda Colle

The Quivira Chapter has been a little slow since our activi-
ties in February and March. The hot weather this summer has 
made it hard to plan any outdoor activities. We do plan to have 
a program in the third quarter and as soon as we pin down the 
date we will publicize the program.

Britt and Linda Colle met with Gary Gaub from Michigan 
out on the Trail. You may remember Gary from several of the 
200th events last year. Gary always has his video camera and is 
doing his own version of a documentary of the Santa Fe Trail. 
He plans to film the entire Trail, traveling in his camper van 
“Rhoda”. During his time in the Quivira Chapter, Gary pushed 
us to get permission to go into some pastures to see if we could 
see some ruts. Because of Gary’s persistence, we were in the 
right place at the right time and one of the pastures had just 
been baled. We were able to clearly see some ruts that we had 

heard about but never seen before!

Wet/Dry Routes
Larned, KS
President George Elmore

Several of our chap-
ter members assisted 
the Santa Fe Trail 
Center in getting 
the interpretive signs 
put up at the Sharpe 
Ruts trail segment 
in Rice County. We 
have another inter-
pretive sign to put 
up in July in front of 
the Larned Grade 
School. If you would 
like to assist with the 
installation, please 
let Leo or me know. 
We have not selected 
the date to install it 
yet but hope to have 
it in by August. 

Do you ever have a question about the Santa Fe Trail, or 
someone asked you a question about the trail and you were 
not sure about the answer? Do you want to talk to someone 
about the question? By attending the Wet/Dry meeting you 
have the opportunity to talk with the No. 1 Santa Fe Trail his-
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torian at every meeting. Our program Chairman Dr. Leo Oliva 
is considered by everyone as the Santa Fe Trail’s top historian. 

The purpose of the Santa Fe Trail Association and our chapter 
is to not only preserve and protect the trail but to also interpret 
the Santa Fe Trail. Seek opportunities to visit with your friends 
and neighbors about the trail.

Dodge City/Fort Dodge/
Cimarron 
Dodge City, KS
President Bill Bunyan

The chapter had their summer meeting on July 24 at the 
Cimarron City Library, with a business meeting followed by a 
program given by chapter member Sara McFarland about the 
Gray County seat war between Cimarron and Ingalls. We had 
hoped to eat at the Santa Fe Grill before our meeting but it has 
closed.

Some sad news: chapter member Troy Robinson has died. He 
was an all-around good guy and served as vice president of the 
Ford County Historical Society and published two books of 
photos of Dodge City. We felt blessed to have Troy talk to us 
about his books at a recent meeting.

The ongoing highway construction between Dodge City and 
Cimarron has continued to impact the trail and our markers 
and story boards. All our chapter markers and story boards have 
been taken down and are being stored at chapter member Steve 
Wetzel's farm. The story boards at the Howell rut site kiosk 
have been taken down by Boothill, as well as the DAR marker, 
and will be replaced after the highway work.

The new Caches Monument, paid for by K-DOT, has been 
ordered by Osborne Memorial, and after it is finished with 
the original plaques in place we will be able to store it at the 
Osborn Memorial Building in Dodge City.

Deb Calhoun and Bill Bunyon met with the highway construc-
tion engineers about the site for the new monument and turn-
off. We will move the Caches, Fort Mann, and Fort Atkinson 
story board down by the monument when the monument is set.

In May, Deb, Susan, and Bill took the Bent's Fort Chapter 
members around to many of our trail sites. They spent two days 
in Dodge City and concluded their tour with a visit to sites 
in Cimarron and a meal at the Santa Fe Grill, which was still 
open at that time.

The chapter will be co-sponsoring a speaker with the West-
ern Cattle Trail group during Dodge City Days. We recently 
co-sponsored Marla Matkin at the Dodge City and Cimarron 
libraries. Her topic was about women on the Santa Fe Trail.

We want to welcome several new members—Patty Winger, 
Paula Baumann, Canyon Owens, and Erma Alger—to the 
chapter. Thank you for joining.

The fall meeting will be Sunday, November 6 at the Dodge 
House. Dr. Leo Oliva will talk about food on the trail.

Wagon Bed Spring
Lakin, KS
President Linda Peters

Cimarron Cutoff
Elkhart, KS
President Jay Williams

Voices on the Santa Fe Trail by Sara Richter was presented at 
the Guymon Community Theatre, Guymon, Oklahoma, by 
the Guymon Community Theatre Group June 11 and 12. Jody 
Risley and Jay Williams each set up a table to promote the 
Cimarron Heritage Center and the Cimarron Cutoff Chapter 
and the SFT crossing Cimarron County, Oklahoma. Many 
people stopped to look at the exhibits we put on the tables. 
60-80 people interested in the Santa Fe Trail attended each 
performance. 

June 17, Marla Matkin performed “Women on the Santa 
Fe Trail” to a great crowd at the Cimarron Heritage Center 
Museum. It was enjoyed by all. Many comments were made 
by people that they learned something they didn’t know. Our 
thanks go out to Marla. 

June 18, the Cimarron Heritage Center and The Cimarron 
Cutoff Chapter hosted the second annual Santa Fe Trail tour in 
the Boise City, Oklahoma, area. Approximately 112 people in 
three busses attended the tour. 

The afternoon tour at Camp Nichols had a surprise for every-
one. John Carson spoke about Kit Carson commanding the 
building of Camp Nichols and being in command even after 
his departure. John then handed the microphone to Janice 
Baker, great-great-granddaughter of Marion Sloan Russell. 
Janice talked in first person as Marion. It was amazing to stand 
just south of the dugout Marion lived in while at Camp Nich-
ols in 1865. 

A big thank you to all the Cimarron Cutoff Chapter members, 
the Cimarron Heritage Center volunteers, and to the bus driv-
ers for helping to make the tour a big success. Plans are in the 
works for next year. Please plan to attend.

Bent’s Fort
Lamar, CO
President Larry Bourne

Larry Bourne was elected President of the Bent’s Fort Chapter 
in May. He helped put together the very successful Bicentennial 
Symposium for the Santa Fe Trail Association last September 
2021. He managed the Bent County Las Animas Cemetery 
for six years, the Boggsville Historical site for six years, and was 
President of the Bent County Historical Society for two years. 
He has been a member of the Bent’s Fort Chapter of the Santa 
Fe Trail for seven years.

Chapter members worked on the Santa Fe Trail segment at 
John Martin Reservoir on April 9. While there were only about 
a dozen members helping, each person took up a task and set to 
work. In about an hour, members had edged around the fence 
rails, much of the area mowed, and the area around the DAR 
Trail marker cleared. Kevin Lindahl noted that he is continuing 
to work with the Park personnel to expand information on the 
Santa Fe Trail at the facility. Thanks go to Kevin for bringing 
along a mower, and to those who brought along other tools 
and worked hard to clear the area. Thanks also go to the staff at 
John Martin State Park for allowing us to work on the area and 
taking away the dead plants that we had collected.
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Over 20 chapter members traveled to Dodge City, Kansas, 
the weekend of May 13-15 to learn more about the City and 
its heritage. The events began with dinner Friday night at the 
Dodge House. Saturday morning, we were met at the hotel 
by Bill and Susan Bunyan and Deb Calhoun of the Dodge 
City, Fort Dodge, Cimarron Chapter. From there we traveled 
to several historic places in the area—the site of the Coon 
Hill battle, Fort Dodge, past huge meat processing plants, 
stopped for a view of the Dodge City feedlot, the Coronado 
Cross, and walked along Trail ruts. In the afternoon we went 
to the Boot Hill Museum, which included wandering through 
a replica of many of the town buildings from the 1870s. On 
Sunday morning, the drive toward home included a stop to 
see Trail ruts, along with the location of the beginning of the 
Cimarron Cutoff. 

Thanks to Bill and Susan Bunyan and Deb Calhoun for their 
planning and guidance and thanks also to LaDonna Hutton 
for helping to organize the "Dodge City Trek.” We were also 
fortunate to have had really good weather over the weekend. 
It was a memorable weekend for all.  
 
Chapter President Larry Bourne and Boggsville site manager 
Anita Pointon were invited to join in the Colorado Chapter 
NSDAR’s dedication of the Historic Preservation plaque on 
May 28 in Boggsville. 

On June 11, the Charles Goodnight Barn and the Pueblo 
Heritage Museum welcomed the Bent's Fort Chapter for a 
day of Pueblo County heritage and ethnicity and Western 
History. First, we toured the Goodnight Barn, built from 
1870-1871, and learned the history of Charles Goodnight 
and the Rock Canyon Ranch in Pueblo, one of the first 
ranches in Pueblo County. 

After the barn tour, we headed to the Pueblo Heritage Mu-
seum for lunch in the Heritage Room, and a guided tour of 
the museum and its exhibits. The museum features the history 
of Pueblo's communities, railroad exhibits, the 1921 flood 
exhibit, a new Black History exhibit, and exhibits dedicated 
to the county's western heritage, featuring saddles of every 
saddle maker in Pueblo in the 1860s and 1870s.

The Santa Fe Trail Timeline is on display at the Otero Mu-
seum in La Junta, Colorado, from June 22 through August. 
Also on display at the museum are many of Ron Dulle’s pho-
tographs. After his passing, an auction was held where many 
of his Trail photographs were purchased by the Bent’s Fort 
Chapter. Thanks to the efforts of Charlie and LaDonna Hut-
ton, James and Irene Thompson, Emma Brown, Kathy Parker, 
Sharon Kolomitz, and Christine Wynne, Ron Dulle's photos 
are now hanging in the Otero Museum. These photos are an 
outstanding display of sites along the Santa Fe Trail. All felt 
that Ron would be pleased. The Otero Museum is located at 
706 W 3rd St, La Junta, Colorado, 81050. $5 entrance fee.

On July 9, Dr. Gary L. Roberts, author of Massacre at Sand 
Creek: How Methodists Were Involved in an American Trag-
edy, presented “Bent’s Fort and the Road to Sand Creek,” in 
Rocky Ford, Colorado. His presentation followed the path of 
people and events that led to the multicultural relationships 
that defined the Bent’s Fort era and to the unimaginable trag-
edy of the Sand Creek Massacre, on November 29 1864. He 
addressed how the Bent's Fort connection impacted the tribes 

and indirectly introduced fresh fissures in tribal organization, 
as well as the attitudes of Arkansas Valley settlers toward the 
Cheyennes and Arapahos.

Upcoming Events:
August 13: Tours of museum in Ft. Garland and Pike Stock-
ade in Sanford, Colorado
September 22-24: SFTA Rendezvous, “Youth on the Santa Fe 
Trail"--Larned, Kansas
October 8: Higbee Canyon Tour south of La Junta, Colorado
November 12: Education Meeting, speaker TBA 
December 10: 2023 BFC Board Planning Meeting

Corazon de los Caminos
Cimarron, NM
President Jeff Trotman
 
End of the Trail
Santa Fe, NM
President Joy Poole

The End of the Trail Chapter resumed in-person meetings in 
the spring of 2022 at the Southside Library. On May 21, an 
enthusiastic audience attended the PowerPoint program by 
Pam Najdowski: “Six Robidoux Brothers: Travels and Travails 
in the American West.”

This was followed by a June field trip to Casa Escuela Mu-
seum in Glorieta where Jim Gordon, owner, and Jeff Henges-
bach, historian, author, re-enactor, and trader, regaled the 
chapter members with the stories of the American West. 

Fall 2022 Programs at the Southside Library starting at 1:30 
p.m.  
Oct. 29: "International Cooperation: the U. S. and Mexican 
Military Escorts on the Santa Fe Trail, 1829," by Leo Oliva
Nov. 19: "Richard Kern's Far West Sketches: A Visual His-
tory of the 1853 Gunnison Expedition," by Robert Shlaer 
Media

The End of the Trail Chapter will benefit from the talents 
of Noel-Marie Fletcher as the editor of our newsletter. The 
chapter newsletter will be delivered electronically starting in 
January of 2023. Members are urged to create an End of the 
Trail folder to save their newsletters on their computer. 
The chapter established an email account for correspondence, 
EndoftheTrailSantaFe@gmail.com. and also established a 
Meta-Facebook page. Follow us on  www.facebook.com/End-
oftheTrailSantaFe.

On July 20, Joy Poole attended the High Potential Sites and 
Segments Workshop in Trinidad/Raton on behalf of the 
End of the Trail Chapter. On September 22-24, the SFTA 
Rendezvous 2022 theme is “Youth on the Santa Fe Trail.” On 
September 23rd  in the afternoon, Joy Poole will present a 
lecture titled, "Rebecca Cohen Mayer - An 1852 honeymoon 
with 500 mules and 50 men."  
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Calendar of Events

Santa Fe Trail Association
1046 Red Oaks NE
Albuquerque, NM 87122
www.santafetrail.org

CHANGE SERVICE REQUESTED

June 22 - August 31: La Junta, CO. Santa 
Fe Trail Timeline display.
August 11: Burlingame, KS. Heart of the 
Flint Hills Chapter meeting.
August 13: Fort Garland, CO. Bent's 
Fort Chapter.
August 13: Cleveland, NM. Roller Mill 
Dance. 
August 14: Council Grove, KS. Kaw 
Mission Council ice cream social.
August 18: Goessel, KS. Cottonwood 
Crossing chapter meeting. Eric Anderson, 
"History of Indian boarding schools."
September 11: Council Grove, KS. Kaw 
Mission Council documentary, "The Road 
to Santa Fe", Dave Kendall.
September 17: Baldwin City, KS. Doug-
las County chapter meeting. Janet Arm-
stead, "Children on the Santa Fe Trail."
September 22: Larned, KS. SFTA Board 
of Directors Meeting.
September 22-24: Larned, KS. Rendez-
vous. "Youth on the Santa Fe Trail."
October 8: La Junta, CO. Bent's Fort 
Chapter. Tour of Higbee Canyon.
October 10: Wagon Tracks deadline for 

November issue.
October 18: KS. Cottonwood Cross-
ing chapter meeting. Marla Matkins, 
"Women who Traveled the SFT."
October 29: Santa Fe, NM. End of 
Trail Chapter meeting. Dr. Leo Oliva, 
"International Cooperation, 1829."
November 2-4: Albuquerque, NM. 
PNTS Workshop
November 6: Dodge City, KS. Dodge 
City Chapter meeting. Dr. Leo Oliva, 
"Food on the Trail."
November 19: Santa Fe, NM.  End of 
Trail Chapter meeting. "Richard Kern's 
Far West Sketches, 1853 Gunnison 
Expedition."
December 1: Deadline for research 
proposals.
September 27-30, 2023: Indepen-
dence, MO. Symposium "Art of the 
Trail."

Please check locally for any delays or 
cancellations. See www.santafetrail.
org/trail-events.html for additional 
dates and information. Forts along the 
Trail have websites listed at www.
santafetrail.org/trail-events.html.


