














Traveling on horses and mules, the men crossed the plaineen part of a Spanish expedition to the plains in 1806. About
surrounded by immense herds of buffalo, and other animals eight weeks earlier, Melgares had taken an oath of loyalty to the
that they could not identify (antelopes and jackrabbits), which Mexican government. He was still waiting for orders from the
provided them with some skins and hides. On October 13, central government as to how New Mexico would be adminis
at 3:30 in the afternoon, west of present-day Las Vegas, Nevtered as a territory of an independent nation and was under no
Mexico, they met a New Mexican militia. mandate to expel Becknell’s party. They arrived in Santa Fe on

Becknell could not have known when he met these troops November 16, 1821.
at the mountain gap known as Puertocito de la Piedra Lumbre Two men mentioned in Gallego’s report, José Vicente Villan
that his party would be safe from the chains and prison cellsueva and Juan Lucero, likely served as translators. Both career
that had beset their predecessors. Pedro Ignacio Gallegaosoldiers, they were veterans of dozens of expeditions to the
captain of the New Mexico militia, greeted the traders with Comanche trading groups and participants in several Spanish
friendship and generous hospitality at the village of San Migueldiplomatic missions to San Antonio and New Orleans. Lucero’s
on the Pecos River. Gallego appeared to Becknell to be a strittventy-seven-year career included more than twenty crossings
of cer; his troops struck Becknell as servile. Becknell likely of the plains and several harrowing encounters with Ceman
knew French from his time in Upper Louisiana, and there in ches while in service to Pedro Vial. Neither Becknell’s nor
San Miguel they met a New Mexican man who knew FrenchGallego’s record of that meeting is dramatic or detailed. And
and Spanish. He served as their guide and translator in theirwhat a pity, because the Americans were meeting some of the
meeting with Governor Melgares. most skilled traders and explorers of New Mexico. Villanueva

Prior to his position as militia captain, Melgares had been theand Lucero lived on the edge of Spanish territory in the villages
last Spanish governor of New Mexico and an explorer who hiadof San Miguel and Pecos, and their knowledge of the country
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and the tribes of
the Southern High
Plains was immense.
Did Becknell and
Villanueva talk about
Saint Louis, where
Villanueva had spent
eight months between
October 1792 and June
1793, and where he recov-
ered, along with other members
of Pedro Vial’s expedition, from their

capture by Kansas Indians? How unfortunate that at that
moment, at the beginning of free trade between the nations,
no scribe from either side recorded the exchange of geographic
and cultural information.

Becknell’s risky expedition at a pivotal moment in the history
of New Mexico changed his luck. He returned to Missouri with
legendary profits and quickly organized a larger expedition of
twenty-one men and three wagons in May 1822. Although he
did not continue in the Santa Fe trade much longer, he offered
wise counsel to those who did, advising them to take “goods of
excellent quality and unfaded colors,” as New Mexicans would
pay well for the items they needed or desired.

Becknell’s journal was terse. But in the typically florid
language of the time, a piece that appeared in the Missouri
Intelligencer newspaper explained the freedom of trade and other

liberties offered by the New Mexican nation:

Monarchy bound in chains and threw into prison all
those of our unfortunate countrymen whom accident or
business brought within its reach; while republicanism
extends the hand of friendship & receives them with the
welcome of hospitality. The one did not wish its people
to be informed by an intercourse with those of other
nations, because it would enable them to comprehend
the wickedness, corruption, folly and illiberty of its
administration; while the other cheerfully affords the
means of diffusing intelligence, knowing that it contrib-
utes to the happiness of its people, the prosperity of its
institutions and the permanence of its government.
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23» SUSAN SHELBY
MAGOFFIN’S JOURNAL

Another journal that I often pored over in New

Mexico has come to have a deeper resonance with

me—that of Susan Magoffin, the eighteen-year-old

bride of Santa Fe Trail trader Samuel Magoffin. His
brother, James Magoffin, was a trader of long experi-
ence on the trail, and is often credited with negoti-
ating the surrender of New Mexico to the United States
in 1846. When she embarked on the trail, Susan Magoffin
left behind the comfort of her privileged life in Kentucky for
the unfamiliar social and political environment of Mexico in
1846. She did so in concert with the expansion of the United
States, moving west to the drumbeat of Manifest Destiny.

Her journal might have been dismissed as little more than
the romantic writings of a love-smitten bride, unimportant next
to the military journals and correspondence of the officers who
conquered New Mexico, had it not been for the diligence of its
editor. Stella Drumm was the stalwart librarian for the Missouri
Historical Society from 1913 to 1944. The society’s library,
where she edited the journal, is now my office.

Magoffin’s journal contains her observations and an account
of her awakening to the freedom of the trail—climbing to the
high points to take in the vast vistas, learning Spanish words,
songs, and foodways. The low necklines and ankle-baring fash-
ions that women wore in New Mexico scandalized Magoffin.
She was appalled by their makeup and cigarette smoking, but
won over by their hospitality. Her experiences on the trail
prompted her to take on philosophical questions that may not
have occurred to her if she had remained in Kentucky. She
wondered why men went to war. She questioned her faith, then
found solace in that same faith as she contemplated a death
that might come from yellow fever or as a consequence of the
swirling conspiracies that accompanied the US Army’s entrance
into northern Mexico. At times she was impatient with the
stares and whispers that her clothes and mere presence aroused
in New Mexican villages.

Susan Magoffin returned from Mexico to make her home in
the Saint Louis area, where she died at the age of twenty-four in
October 1855, having suffered from yellow fever and a delicate

constitution throughout her Santa Fe Trail travels.



Opposite: Susan Shelby Magoffin (Mrs. Samuel Magoffin). Screen print of daguerreotype, ca. 1850. Missouri History Museum, St. Louis.

Above: “Prairie Schooners under Convoy—A Santa Fe Caravan of the Third Decade.” Based on the illustration March of the Caravan, in Josiah Gregg’s 1844
Commerce of the Prairies. As reproduced in /llustrated New Mexico, by William Ritch, 1885 (5th ed.). Palace of the Governors Photo Archives (NMHM/DCA),

Neg. No. 087450.

23» THE ENDURING LEGACY
OF THE SANTA FE TRAIL

Neither DeMun, nor Becknell, nor the Magoffins stayed in New
Mexico. They all went back to Missouri with tales to tell about
the opportunities that awaited those who could navigate the
logistics and the tricky politics at the other end of the trail.
Likewise, New Mexican traders came to prosper from the trade
as they formed partnerships with trading houses and suppliers,
many of whom transported their wares from the docks in Saint
Louis and from western ports along the Missouri River.
Becknell and Magoffin may not have been the first travelers
over the trail, but each came at a significant moment in history.
Becknell came just as Mexico won its long fight with Spain
for independence. After a decade or more of revolts and plots,
Mexico threw off the trade restrictions that had discouraged
the earliest Missourians from crossing the plains. Mexican

independence brought other liberties as well, allowing

Missourians to find a place in that northern frontier and then
to become welcomed further into the interior of Mexico—not
as prisoners, but as partners in life or marriage as well as in
international commerce.

Susan Magoffin’s observations are significant even in their
naiveté. She witnessed those gentle and awkward, violent
and vehement actions that slowly but inevitably brought the
two nations and peoples of many cultures together. And so,
too, I have come to see the trail from new perspectives, with
a greater understanding of the ways that Missouri and New
Mexico were connected by so many threads. The trail joined
the fascinating history of the United States as it reached west,
a culturally rich history of Native American and Hispanic

traditions of the Southwest. W

Frances Levine, PhD, is president of the Missouri Historical Society, Saint Louis, and
the former director of the New Mexico History Museum and the Palace of the Governors.
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