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Here on the banks of the Arkansas in south

eastern Colorado lie the remains of Bent's Old 

Fort-significant fur-trading post, Indian ren

dezvous, and way station on the Santa Fe Trail. 

Located in the heart of the Indian country and 

at the crossroads of key overland routes, the 

fort was a natural trading point. From estab

lishment in 1833 to destruction in 1849 it was 

regional headquarters for trappers and Indians 

alike, and so the chief point of contact between 

whites and the Indians of the Southern Plains. 

As the Mexican War approached, the new 

·forces of the day transformed the fort. In 1846 

it became a military rendezvous and staging 

base for the American conquest of New Mexico. 

Though its years were brief, few outposts were 

more instrumental in shaping the destiny of the 

Southwest. 
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pROBING 
THE 

sourHWEST 

By the close of the Ame . . ncan 
Revolution, New Spain's nonh 
frontier stretched from east em 

~exas _to the Pa_cific, effectively b:~ 
nng nch Mexico from intrude 

. the late 18th and early 19th centuries, explore~ 

D~ringssed the Great Plains. After them came fur traders 
cnsscro . · · h ' 
the vanguard for An:iencan expansion mto t e West. Some 

Ued the beaver mto the northern and central Rockies 
purs . h , 

I rs Pressed southwestward mto t e Southern Plains and 
ot 1e . f f . 
lower Rockies, see~mg both urs rom the Indians and 

trade with the Mexicans. 
When word reached the Mississippi Valley in 1822 that 

Mexico had thrown off its Spanish shackles, merchants lost 

no time in testing their information. Several parties set 

out at once from Missouri for Santa Fe, where they sold 

their goods at a handsome profit. Soon traders were 

stopping at Taos and expeditions were pushing on into 

Mexican territory to trade with Indian tribes there. Their 

success encouraged others, so that by 1824 the Santa Fe 

trade was well established. 
Trading caravans generally traveled to Santa Fe by two 

routes. The main trail began at Independence. Mo.

after 1827 the chief outfitting point-and ran across the 

plains of Kansas to the Cimarron Crossing of the Arkansas 

River. Here the trail divided. One branch crossed the 
river and passed over the Comanche-infested Cimarron 

Desert to a point near Las Vegas, N. Mex., where the two 



hes merged into a single route. The oth 
t,r_ancBranch. continued up the Arkansas t Te~, the Moun 
1ain h o 1rnp -
. Colorado, took a sout westerly course th as Creek 
1pn 

55 
then joined the other branch near W t rough R.aton 

a . . 1 . a rous Th 
the n,ountain route was onger, 1t was a safer e · . ough 

Among the first to become interested in t ct' • asier roact . ra 1ng . · 
Indians and Mexicans were the brothers Ch With the 
William Bent _a_nd Ceran St. Vrain, all sons of arles . and 
St Louis fam1hes. It was the booming M . prominent 

. d h . ex1can tr d 
the I 820's that turne t eir eyes toward the h a e of 

After some solid experience in the Uppe;o~i;est._ 
trade, the three men tr~nsferred operations to the oun fur 
River where they built a small stockade Arkansas 

' Th near pr 
Pueblo, Colo. e next year, 1830, they forrn esent 
partnership of Bent, St. Vrain and Compa ed the 
Bent was responsible for arranging credit in s? L C~arles 
purchasing and forwarding goods to New Mexic. owu

1
~1 ~

nd 

II I d
. o. 1 ham 

Bent oversaw a n ian trade. St. Vrain and lat Ch 
Bent, marketed goods in New Mexico. ' er arles 

The concept of a great trading establishment on the 
Arkansas came from Charles Bent soon after formati f 
h h" on o 

t e partners 1p. To hold , and exploit, this territory he 
knew that they would need a central fort as powerful as 
those along the Missouri River. The partners pondered 
well the best location for so great an investment. Yellow 
Wolf, a Cheyenne chief, influenced the Bents by pointing 

BE' 
1 

Charles Bent William Bent Ceran St. Vra in 

out that the fort should be built close to bo th the bi~n 
country and the hunting grounds of several Southern Plams 
tribes. Finally the brothers chose a spot on the nort h bank 
of the Arkansas, about 12 miles west of the mo uth of the 
Purgatoire River. This placed them just north of the New 
Mexico boundary, close to the Cheyenne. Arapaho. U te. 
Comanche, Kiowa, and Kiowa-Apache, a nd well within 
range of roving bands from o ther tr ibes. The loca tion a lso 
aided the company's business since trad ing caravans could 
go on to New Mexico without leaving the M ountain 
Branch of the trail. 

William Bent started work on the fort sometime in the 
late 1820's or early 1830's. He built with adobe, both 
because it was fireproof and there was little timber ava il
able on the plains for so large a structure. As more than 
100 Mexican laborers made mud bricks, Americans hauled 
in timber for roofs and gates. Gradually a bu ilding took 
shape that could be described by a later visitor as one that 
"exactly fills my idea of an ancient castle." By 1833 the 
m~ssive impregnable mud fortress stood completed in the 
midst of an unbroken prairie. 

CENTER 
OF A 

GIANT 
EMPIRE 

From their location in the heart of the 
plains the Bents and St. Yrain for 16 
years ~anaged a private trading empi re 
stretchmg from Texas into W yoming. fro m 
the Rockies to middle Kansas. Bevond 
this, they had major commitments i~ the 



N'r's Obt> FOR'T 
Santa Fe t d . Taos and Santa F ra e proper : large mercantile stores in h the 
Cirn e, and yearly caravans that traversed bot.. re 
rnig;;on and Mountain Branches of the trai l. They_ we s 
Pr · . y rnen," one historian has written "whose will wa airie law h ' . h knew Ind · , w o could sway whole tribes, w o •ans and M · ·d " w· . ex1cans as few others d1 . . h • llharn Bent, resident manager of the fort, received 
b IS trade goods from two sources. From St. Louis caravans 
. rought wagonloads of beads cloth ammunition, and other 1tern · ' ' d f r . s prized by the Indians. These were exchange 0 
bison robes and other peltries either at the fort or in the 1ndians' camps, where they were carried by compa~y 
agents. From New Mexico, Charles Bent and St. Vram 
sent horses, blankets, and silver, items obtained by barter 
at the stores the two men operated in Taos and Santa Fe. 
Part of these goods were traded at the fort, the rest were 
sent on to Missouri with the pelts and robes collected dur
ing the season. Within a few years Bent, St. Vrain and 
Company had built up a profitable business whose existence 
depended upon friendly relations with the Indians and 
suppression of competit ion. 

Bent and company met competition head on. When 
other companies tried to tap the Indian trade by establish
ing posts on the South Platte, St. Vrain built a trading post 
in their midst. The new fort. a branch office to Bent's Fort, 
succeeded in maintaining the company's ascendency in 
that region. Rivals soon learned that competing with the 
Bents was not the quickest road to profits. 

By skill and subtleness the Bents achieved greater influ
ence among the Indians than rival traders. Of the numer
ous tribes trading with the company. the most important 

-< 

Were the Southern Cheyennes, upon whose hunting grounds 
Bent's Fort stood. William Bent, "Little White Man" to 
the Cheyennes saw that they continued to remain as 
friendly as the; were before the fort was established._ He 
required his employees to be fair in bartering and restricted 
the use of whiskey, a favorite device of other firms. 

In the mid-1830's Bent married Owl Woman, the daugh
ter of Gray Thunder, one of the most powerful of_ the 
Cheyennes. He also encouraged peace among the tn~es, 
for their intermittent warfare hurt business. The deadliest 
of enemies could trade at Bent's Fort in an atmosphere of 
peace. 

LIFE 
AT THE 

FORT 

As the principal outpost of American 
civilization on the southwestern Plains, 
Bent's Fort was a fairly self-sufficient insti
tution. Employing about 60 persons, it 
required the services of numerous trades

men: wheelwrights, carpenters, gunsmiths, and black
smiths. Many nationalities were present, causing one 
visitor to remark that he thought he "heard at one time 
as many as six different languages, French, Spanish, Ger
man. English. Comanche, Arapahoe-a perfect Babel of 
a place." Among the better known figures of the W~st 
employed at the post at one time or another were Lucien 
B. Maxwell, Thomas 0 . Boggs, Baptiste Charbonneau, and 
Kit Carson. 
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After lnng \\ 1n1er, in the mount11 1n< 1roJ1I"' I · • ... r, i roughl 
111 I he11 I ur, to Bc111 \ l· or1 onJ , toyed h, ,pi 11 y:i rm 

gamhlr ond celchrri tc I he, camr " ith lnd i:,11 ,, i, c, anli 

halfhr t:l·d children nol onl~ l o J1~po-.c 1)f 1hc1r cnleh hur 

lo ,ll1th1 nc,\ c,pcd111on, ond \'1\11 "1th olJ fril'nd~. Herl· 

" .1, 1hc only plucc in rhc rt'g1on "ht"rc the,· rnuhJ ,h1, · , I ,1111 
,uppltl."- fn r 11 Il l' \' ,ca, ,m 

lk, ,ll"l' ,,I '" l1~·u111,n rn rhc he arr of rlw lndi.111 r ,,un-

11 , 1tw 11111 1q1, thr 11 11 11H,JI 'rtl t for nlC"1.' l111g, hl' I\\ Cl'll lhl· 

~,Hr itw r 11 l' l.11 11 , l11J111 n, .rnJ the U S C.1l1\ Crnn1L·n1 ,111d lpr 

1nt1•1111hal cou nr d, In fl,(, ~ tll '<> f'h undl't Cltl Hl'nn 

!),,d~l' llll' I lll' :ll u l' lll \ I llf l 1qt h t: h1c" 11f \l' \l"r,tl lrthn 

1t , Jr , l·u, , 1kp1t'J t1 111m, l h .H h ,,d 1.1~c11 r,lucr 0 11 the· Su111.1 

I c I r url I 11 ,. \ 1•n1, l.t tl· r J I ,1 11 rr,1 t pe,ll l' t'lllllll'il hdd 

' n11 l1•, hckm 1h1° 1111 1 II WJ111 rrilx-, 111dull 111tt thl' < ht·) 

l' llt' , .wJ C ,1111anrhc, f1•u,11·d . J.111Lrd 1.1nd c \ r h,111 1:ll'd 

pre,en1, p1m:hth <"J f I lllll \\'1ll rn 111 lknr I he JX-it l·c 1.:un 

.:ludeJ n1 l h b l'l'UIKrl " •h nr , cr hro~r n In IK~t, llt- 111 '-. 

F,>rl ",I\ d H1~en a , he1H.l4uttr1rr~ f11r l h<" Uppe1 l'l«llc und 

Arkan,11, Agenc~, a 11111 , e thut ll.1(.1~ 11d, antt18<' 111 h111h rhc 

Ion 's l0l·a11on ,rnJ Wdlta1n Be111\ ,rngulur intluC" ll l"C 11 11h 

the Indians 

WAR 
WITH 

MEX ICO 

Plrn erful ..1, l hl' Ht'nh JnJ Sr \ r,11n 

\\ l'fl' , l' \ l'nh he, unJ 1he1r l 'vnm,I 11 erl' 
,k ,1 111l•J 111 Jl• ,1 rn , 1hl' Cl1mp.1m R d.1l 1l1n , 

hl•t,~ l't' n l\1 t'\1Cll unJ 1he l ' n11c.-J StJrc, h.1 ,J 

11mg hC' l' ll , 1ru1nt>J 1' ' l'r rhl' l t' \ J, ~111.· , tllln 

In I in n. after l'Ol1,n1zini,: Tt· , a, . Anwrrc.111 , hJJ , 1K·1·e" 

full\- rl', o lrl·d ag,11n,1 r--1:' \ICO . l hl' n1·, 1 1 1.'J r thl' L'ni lt"\I 

S1c11c, C\ lt'mkd d1 r lo111:111c rl'l:'\>gn11111n 1,1 lhl' Rt'puhlll'. 

,tnd , hm I I\ at t n l hl· ·r ,·, an, r l' t l l 1l>IW1J ll>r annn a11on 111 

1hr lln 11ed Slall'' aggr.i , dllll jl. a n .1 lreJJ~ lt'me ~i 1ua11on 

\\ hrn :rnnr\al1 on l ':t ll ll' 111 I X~ .'i . 1\1 1•,ic\1 ,·ie1h·J the ac l 

,, , Pl1l' ()I " ,H \\ 1t h I hr .1ppr1lm:h 0f arrn l•d conflicl. thl' 

l 'i, 11r.I St .i ll", dl·,1gn,1 ll·d lhl' aJt,hl' rraJing posl as thl' 

ad\·ance ~~ for rn11a, .,n of Nev. Mexico. It soon became 

lh< rt nJc1,ou, for Gen Scq>htn Walls Kearny's invad' 
\
,, mg 

Ann) of the .. C5l 
The f-Ong-c:,pcclcd war N:ocd ori May I J, 1846. Two 

nwnrh, 1.arcr Kurm irm .. "1 111 rhc fort with a force of 
1.6~0 dr.igoon .. and \ la,,~r \4"tuntccn C'lo~ly behind 

rolltJ \On~ 100 "".l~,H ,11 ~nra Fe lratlcr~, which 

~c.arn\ ·, column lt1 .&II iapp(' t~~, ~ll~ protecting. Here 

rh<) rtnwncd unul c.1rh .\ugint. 1hcn they pu,hed south-

1unt on rh<ir mM1,m ol c~uc'-1 In Augu,t 1846, after 

17 d.lH tm 1hc M,)urv.11., B•a .. ,t, .._,.1rn}', army marched 

unopplh('\.I into Sanlll Fe .arJ nu~<l the American flag 

O\cr t,orh rh.11 1:1t, and. ,, 'Tl~'' "ill\. 11II of New Mexico. 
tkncdorth Ne" \l c\h.'\' "',ll'l..l be American. 

Ahrr "-c.un\ , ~mn kll Ekn1 ·, Fort, Governmenl 

~.i~-vn rnuru t."Onireg;a tt\.l there in ,~cr-1ncrea~ing numbers. 

(,,n(rnm.:rH c.1111, ll\craralal nc:.arb} pa,ture, Quar1er

mJ,1,·r \ ( i)tt'I r•I~ ur tn the rorr. JOU (Jovcrnmcnl \Oldim, 

t\",Uiht~r'\. 11nJ tar11"1n'I occupied rts room, Beni. St. Vrain, 

u11J l ,,,11p.11H h.aJ , upphe<l an uutpo-,t for military ex

pJn,1,lfli-111 unJ .a conven1cn1 ,ub\t1tute for the forl the 

\\ ,u lxpur1mc:n1 ha<l fa1le<l 10 hu1lu 

THE 
FORT 

IS 
ABANOONED 

The \h:aU\ flo~ of ,olJrc:rs acr~\ 
· War 

the Plain, Junng the Mexrcan ' 
h · n x of settlers, 

together "11h c c in,iu 
d lurers that 

golJ-.eeler'> JnJ a 'ven . . 
· d white trde 

CJrne larer. con,111uce a G t 

h d the rea 
th.11 1rrc-.c>CJOI} c ange f I d 

I W, . places were ou e . 
p Jtn~. atenng f . hrened 

prttioth -...QOJ "'a' \l,,J nconly u,ed. b1,on were rig ught 

f 
. n, was ca 

1 ~ 3} rom accustomed haunh. The comp,t ' . ding 
i.._ u· anJ rnva 
~lV.e(n the mi llstones of resenrful In_ ran, in 1841. and 

"hrt~. Indian warfare commenced 5enou~ly Mean· 

from then on the <la) s of r ich trauing were gone. I won 
\li h'l f 1he new) 

• ~· Charles Bent. appointed go_vern~r O revolt in Taos. 
Tcrmory of New Mexico wa<, killed in 3 . business• 
'rl.:_ ' r rn 
''l.15 blow, together with the sharp dee IO(! 

< 



destroyed the firm. St. Vrain now departed to New 
Mexico, probably after selling his interest in the fort to 
William Bent. 

The final blow to Bent's Fort came in 1849 when 
cholera, probably brought by emigrants, spread through the 
tribes. What little trade remained dwindled to a standstill. 
William Bent, disillusioned and disappointed, · had had 
enough. Loading his family and a few employees into 
wagons, he set fire to the storerooms and powder magazine 
and abandoned the fort. What had been the center of a 
giant commercial empire was left a smoldering monument 
to Manifest Destiny. 

Bent moved 38 miles down the Arkansas to Big Timbers 
where, in a temporary stockade, he attempted to revive the 
Indian trade. In 1852-53 he built here a large stone post 
that became known as Bent's New Fort. (The first fort 
is thus known as Bent's Old Fort.) 

Trade never returned to its prewar volume, but Bent 
stayed in business until the eve of the Civil War. After 
leasing the new fort to the Army, he retired to his ranch 
on the upper Purgatoire. There he died in 1869. 

THE FORT 
AS A 

STAGE 
STATION 

William Bent's work of destruction 
was more symbolic than substantial. 
By 1861, after a decade of disuse the 
fort's rehabilitated adobe walls sheltered 
a stage station, the principal stop on 
the Barlow & Sanderson stage, mail, and 
express route between Kansas City and 

~anta ~e. Here the superintende~t-general manager lived 
or a time, and the company maintained a general r . 

shop. After railroads had replaced the stage, the buil~r;1r 
s~r~ed as cattle corrals. Gradually the fort collapsed gs 
disintegrated. Some of the adobe bricks were prob a~d 
re~o~ed by ranchers and found their wa · t a Y 
bu1ldmgs in the vicinity. By 1915 parts of ;ht f d other 
were still standing. Elsewhere only mounds out~ dwalls 
fort's dimensions. me the 

l.1 J 
t . an1es W 
0
PograpJi· · A.bert, a 

Pre, tea/ en . 
sk ~Ont's l 845 g1neer on John C. 

etched b expedition 
PersPecr Oth this aerial ' 
o ive and h 
r Ver. The foll t _e front view 
eturned With owing year he 

made th Kearny's army and 
Cheyen:e ~ash_ drawing of a 
Which th. nd1an from 
is ad ts folder's cover 

apted lf d 
fort on h' · e escribed the 
, ts first visit: 
The fort . 
of rootn is composed of a series 
and f s ~esembling casemates 

ortn1ng h l , 
entranc a O low square, the 
A e on the [north] side 

round to . 
enter wer on the left, as you 

' ~nd another diagonally 
opposite c • • onstitute the flanking 
arrangetn t Th wh. en s. e outer walls, 
h' ich are nearly two feet in 

1 ickness, intersect in the axes of 
the others, thus permitting their 
faces to be completely 
enfil~ded; the outside walls of the 
en_cemte and towers, pierced 
With loop holes, are continued 
four feet above the flat roofs which 
serve for the banquette, which 
being composed of clay cannot be 
fired by inflammable substances 
that might be cast upon it; 
the whole is built of "adobes," 
sunburnt brick, formed of clay and 
cut straw, in size about four 
times as large as our common 
bricks. The roofs are sustained by 
poles. On the (south] side is the 
cattle yard, which is 
surrounded by a wall so high 
as effectually to shelter them. The 
coping of the wall is planted 
with cacti, which bear red 
and white flowers .' 
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YOUR VISIT, The site is 8 milC;' cast of 4 Junta and 15 mil, I ABOUT S ta Fe Railroad and Continental Trailwaya. ■ ADMINISt 
Topeka and a~ice u s Department of the Interior. The National Pa 
tional Park ~er al ~nd' r~creatlonal places of the United States for the 
historical, n_a 'r nta Colo. 81050, is in immediate charge of the lite. I 
Box 581, La u c~ial obligation to assure t~at our expendable resow 
agency-has a fi:P und thut all resources contribute to the proaress and 
o timum benc s, 
P e U.S. DEPARTMENT of the INTERIOR 

IHnv,r hbllc ~j W . .,,, • C... It. -· c. s,n~ .,. 81,tt,rlal s«N'1 "' C.,.,_o (:llllu•• Yroln, .,,_ 

l u 



Animas on Colo. 194. ~olh. to~ arc served by the Alchion, 
est of Las, Old Port National Historic Site la administered by the Na
oN. Bent s . h this site is a unit, is dedicated to conaervlna the &real 
iystem, of _wh;ent of all the people. A superintendent, whose addrcsa la 
~fit and enJOY OP THe iNTe1101-the Nation's principal na1ural resource 
.-. o£PARTM~ that our renewable r~ urccs arc mana&ed to produee 
are_ conscf rvhe United States, now and m the future. ,penty o t e l National Park Service 
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