DONIPHAN

EXPEDITION

MEXICAN WAR

o B A LR OF OSANTA FE

1846

Datelined “Sand Creek Camp August 22, 1846” from a member of the Doniphan Expedition. Santa Fe fell on August 18, less than
a week before this letter was written. It was carried by military courier back up the Trail and was in the first mail out of the occupied

capital of New Mexico.

After describing Bents Fort on the Arkansas River (the last white
settlement prior to crossing over the Mexican border), he also re-
ported on a major loss of horses there:

“...0n the 28 of July we camped about 10 miles below the fort at
the mouth of the picket wire [Purgatoire River] a considerable
stream which rises in the spanish mountains about 100 miles from
where it empties into the arkansaw. It was here that a great many
had the misfortune to loose their horses and among that number
was myself. We arrived there early in the day and the horses about
1500 in number were turned loose in a bend in the river and a
guard placed around them to keep them from rambling but owing
to their carelessness a few that were permitted to get outside of the
guard frightened the others and about 400 broke, helter skelter and
scattered in almost every direction, some across the arkansaw, some
across the picket wire and some to the plains. Almost every man in
the camp was seen running to and fro, in a state bordering on

distraction for to loose a horse that distance from home, with but
little chance of getting another, compelled to keep up with the
army or left to the tender mercies of the savages, was enough to
distract almost any man...”

The actual capture of the town seemed almost an anticlimax:

“...Another days travel brought us to the Bagas [Las Vegas?| a
small town situated between high mountains containing about
200 inhabitants. We were here informed that the spaniards had
collected a force of 1500 men to oppose us but they dispersed
before we reached the place. After pasing several little towns all of
which swore allegiance to our government we came to the pass in
the mexican cadilleras where Armiteho the gov of santafee had
collected a force of 4 or 5000 men but upon hearing of our near
approach they dispersed also. The next day we took peaceable pos-
session of santafee...”




the southeast through a parched plain where there was scarcely any grass and the dust and wind flying so
that not ten men out of the two regiments could be seen at time by a spectator. We camped for two
successive nights where there was scarcely any grass and but little water and that very salt. The 3d or 4th
day we reached the picket wire near the mountains where we had excellent water, but little grass. I have
said that the appearance of the country was a monotonous one which up to this place had been the case,
but here the appearance of the country was very much altered. we were in full view of the spanish peaks
and snowy mountains as they are called which are spurs of the rocky mountains, extending to a great
distance to the eastward appeared like an interminable range of hills and mountains. I must here remark
that I was never more deceived as respects distance than at this place. The Rattoon peak the highest of the
snowy mountains appeared here at sunset to be at the distance of about two miles and owing to the purity
of the atmosphere appeared with as much distinctness as it had been at that distance. Its real distance was
about 20 miles and it was not untill twelve of the 2d day that we passed the foot of the rattoon peak. We
were then several hundred feet higher than the picket wire but the rattoon peak appeared stretching its
bold head several hundred feet higher than where we were. The spanish peaks appeared at great distance
to the right covered with snow which could be seen distinctly through the openings of the clouds which
hung around its summit. I crossing the snowy mountains we passed up a narrow valley, in many places
that mountains not more than 200 yards from summit to summit on each side. The distance of 15 miiles in
the assent and about the same distance in the descent at the foot of which one of the howard men was
buried. After traveling the distance of 60 or 70 miles through a valley or plain we crossed another low
range of mountains and entered the valley of Mori (?) a beautiful and picturesque valley covered with
flocks and herds. Another days travel brought us to the Bagus a small town situated between high
mountains containing about 200 inhabitants. We were here informed that the spaniardds had collected a
force of 1500 men to oppose us but they dispersed before we reached the place. After passing several litle
towns all of which swore allegiance to our government we came to the pass in the mexican cadilleras
where Armeteo the gov of santafee had collected a force of 4 or 5000 men but upon hearing of our near
approach they dispersed also. The next day we took peaceable possession of santafee. The companies are
now divided for the purpose of grazing. One half of the men remain at santafee. The other half asbout 20
miiles south with the horses. I have many other things I could write but my limits will not permit. Adeson
Smith desires you to let his parents know that he is well and doing well. E. W. Carpenter was well when I
left him the other day at santafee. Write the first opportunity and let me know how all are doing at home
how fathers crops are doing and how Sarah and Martha are getting along and whether little William has
forgotten me or not; give me all the general news. What is the feelings of the people towards the
expedition and last but not least of all how the girls of my acquaintance are doing.

We are now about 2000 strong and have taken the cannon which Armejo hid in a little town about two
miles from where we are grazing together with the ammunition. It is not yet known whether we will
return this winter or not but the supposition is that we will remain here until peace is made with mexico,
or in the surrounding country.

P.S, T had forgotten to tell you that I purchased a horse at bentsfort for which I paid 70 dollars. There is
also a rumor afloat that we leave in ten days for the south alpasso and from there to new orleans and
home.

If you have any small works in pamphlet form that would amuse or benefit me pleasse to send them as I
am often lonesome and desirous of having something to relieve my mind.

If you knew how difficult a matter it was to write on rumpled paper on the ground an old hat or a wagon
tongue in a hurry too, amid the confusion of the camp interrupted half a dozen times, while writing you
would be ready to excuse the deficiencies of this and also of my former one. Yours affectionately

James H. Finley
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