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Santa Fe, NM – There is signage in the old Plaza area of downtown Santa Fe commemorating “The Old Spanish Trail” (in the original Spanish, Viejo Sendero Espanol). From 1829 to approximately 1848, mule trains left here for an unbelievably arduous trek of well over 700 miles across wild rivers, mountains, deserts, and canyons to the plaza in Los Angeles.  There were several different paths taken on this journey back and forth, depending on weather and the mood of Navajo tribes.  Woolen goods produced by Indian tribes in New Mexico were prized in California and were traded for horses and mules to be herded back to Santa Fe.   Horses were so plentiful in California that one could be had for just two blankets.   Mules were more valuable, and required several more blankets.
These mule train journeys were not for the faint of heart or the weak.   Bones from animals (and people) littered the deserts where the lack of water was an ongoing challenge.  There were rivers to cross and mountain passes not yet clear of snow.  One of the first caravans was organized by Santa Fe merchant, Antonio Armijo, who took 60 men and nearly twice the number of mules north to Taos, then through Grand Junction, Colorado before heading southwest through Utah and Nevada before reaching the California deserts west of Las Vegas.  Upon his return the route was published by the Mexican government and began seeing regular use by other traders.  The trail was long and demanding, but very lucrative if you made it successfully.
Most traders would plan one round trip each year, beginning in New Mexico in November and reaching California sometime in February.   They would then conduct trading before starting back to New Mexico in April.  Timing was based primarily on the availability of water along the way. It was not unusual for a caravan to bring a combination of between 100 and 1000 horses and mules from Los Angeles to Santa Fe.  These trading patterns became more sophisticated and efficient as different variations of the route developed over the years.  In 1844 John Fremont led a famous trek on behalf of the U.S. Topographical Corps which was guided by Kit Carson (real name, Christopher Houston Carson, whose life experiences made him a frontier celebrity).  For the next thirty years the trail became an important part of the growth of both Los Angeles and New Mexico as settlers and adventurers poured into Santa Fe from the east and from Mexico and Texas to the south.
Unfortunately, there was also a dark side to the Old Spanish Trail.  Mexican and Indian raiders frequently used the trail to kidnap settlers and even wagon train passengers to sell into slavery.  There was essentially no one to protect these innocents and in addition to the natural hazards, one could quickly end up almost worse than dead. Indians themselves, especially women and children, were grabbed to be sold as domestic servants to Mexican ranchers.
The Old Spanish Trail continued to be an important link between New Mexico and California until the Civil War years when freight traffic began using better wagon trails.  Today the trail is officially designated as a “national historic trail” and has numerous markers such as the one I saw in Santa Fe. As I drive so easily now on interstate highways across this forbidding land, I almost feel guilty.
I thought you might like to know.
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