About Your Visit

The site is on Colorado State Route 194, 9 miles
east of La Junta, Colo., and 14 miles west of Las Animas,
Colo. Both La Junta and Las Animas are served by the
Atchison, Topeka and Santa Fe Railroad.

Lodging, food, gasoline and similar services are not
available at the site but may be obtained in nearby
communities.

Administration

Bent's Old Fort National Historic Site, established
on March 15, 1963, and containing approximately 178
acres, is administered by the National Park Service,
U.S. Department of the Interior.

The National Park System, of which this area is a
unit, is dedicated to conserving the scenic, scientific,
and historic heritage of the United States for the bene-
fit and inspiration of its people.

Development of this area will be part of MISSION
66, a 10-year program to develop and staff the areas of
the National Park System so that they can be used and
enjoyed by both present and future generations.

A superintendent, whose address is Box 581, La
Junta, Colo., is in immediate charge of the area.

America’s Natural Resources

Created in 1849, the Department of the Interior —
America’s Department of Natural Resources—is con-
cerned with the management, conservation, and
development of the Nation’s water, wildlife, mineral,
forest, and park and recreational resources. It also has
major responsibilities for Indian and Territorial affairs.

As the Nation’s principal conservation agency, the
Department works to assure the nonrenewable re-
sources are developed and used wisely, that park and
recreational resources are conserved, and that renew-
able resources make their full contribution to the
progress, prosperity, and security of the United States
—now and in the future.

Cover: Sketch of old Fort Bent made in 1845
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In southeastern Colorado lies the remains of one of
the most significant fur-trading establishments of the
West—Bent's Old Fort. Located on both the north and
south route between the Platte River country and Santa
Fe, N. Mex., and the east and west route up the Arkansas
and into the mountains, trappers and Indians alike
found this their most natural trading point. These fac-
tors combined to make Bent's Fort the principal out-
post of civilization on the Southern Plains and
rendezvous point for Indian tribes of the region. As
such, it played a vital role in the economic and political
conquest of the Southwest.

While competing companies, with headquarters in
St. Louis, were pushing up the Missouri River and into
the Rocky Mountains in the third decade of the 19th
century, striving to obtain a monopoly of the fur trade
in those regions, rival traders were pressing west and
south into the Rocky Mountains and into New Mexico
—some with the objective of procuring furs from the
Indians, others with the hope of reaping fabulous prof-
its from the Mexican trade.

For many years, Americans, recognizing the demand
in that region for manufactured goods, had attempted in
vain to break the trade barrier in New Mexico, then
dominated by Spain. However, when word reached the
Mississippi Valley in 1821 that Mexico had thrown off
its Spanish shackles, merchants lost no time in testing
the validity of their information. Several parties set out
from Missouri that year for the New Mexican capital
and disposed of their goods at handsome profits. When
others heard the news of rich returns to be earned from
this trade, they also entered the business.

Within several years, trade with New Mexico was
well established. Some of the merchants disposed of
their goods to the Mexican people residing largely in
Santa Fe and Taos. Others conducted successful trading
expeditions among the Indian tribes in Mexican terri-
tory. By 1824, the Santa Fe trade was well established.
From 1822 to 1829, it averaged annually, in the value
of the cost of goods in eastern cities, $64,000; during
the 1830’s, $160,000; and from 1838 to 1843, $130,000.

In general, caravans traveled to Santa Fe by two dif-
ferent routes. The main trail began at Independence

which, after 1827, became the principal outfitting point
and ran across the plains in the present-day Kansas to
the Big Bend of the Arkansas. From there it continued
on the north bank of that stream to the Middle Cimar-
ron Crossing where one trail crossed over the Cimarron
Desert to a point near Las Vegas where it joined the
main trail to Santa Fe. The second, known as the moun-
tain route, continued up the Arkansas River at Timpas
Creek where it took a southwesterly course across the
mountains at Raton Pass, joining the main trail near
Las Vegas. Although the mountain route was longer, it
was a.much safer, easier road.

Bent, St. Vrain and Company

Among the early traders who developed an interest
in both fur trade with the Indians of the Southwest and
in marketing American merchandise in New Mexico
were two brothers, Charles and William Bent, and
Ceran St. Vrain, all of St. Louis.

These three principal partners of the firm, which
was organized in 1830, had earlier been engaged in the
Upper Missouri fur trade and were well equipped by
both temperament and experience for the Indian and
Mexican trade. Charles Bent assumed the responsi-
bility for arranging credit for the firm in St. Louis and
purchasing and transporting trade goods to New Mex-
ico. St. Vrain, who by the mid-1820’s had become well
established in New Mexico and later became a Mexican
citizen, was responsible for marketing the merchandise.
Willaim Bent did not become an active partner until
after the fort was built.

Building The Fort

The concept of a great trading establishment on the
Arkansas among the Southwestern Indian tribes
appears to have evolved in the mind of Charles Bent
soon after the formation of a partnership. Bent believed
that such a fort, as large as any on the Missouri River,
would be necessary to hold this vast territory against
competing traders. Since suitable timber was not avail-
able, the trading post necessarily had to be built
of adobe, which was made primarily of mud and hence
could be built cheaply.

After weighing a number of factors, the partners
selected a site located on the north side of the Arkansas
(in American territory), about 12 miles north of the
mouth of the Purgatorie River. It was on the border be-
tween the Cheyenne, Prairie Apache, Arapaho, Com-
anche, Ute, and Kiowa, and accessible to roving bands
of Shoshoni, Crow, and Gros Ventre. The site was close
to the mountains and still in buffalo country. It was
selected so the partners could haul supplies from the

east in American territory and then go into Mexico.
From the standpoint of wood and grass, the location
was undesirable as neither were abundant there.

No contemporary accounts have been found giving
details of the building of the post or the date of its com-
pletion. According to existing evidence, it was prob-
ably completed in 1833 or 1834. Actual building of the
fort seems to have been under William Bent's direction.
One writer estimates that perhaps 150 Mexican peons,
paid at the rate of $5 to $10 a month in trade goods,
were hired to build the fort. It soon became known as
“Fort William,” after William Bent, its manager, and
“Bent’s [singular form] Fort.” Most contemporary writ-
ers called it “Bents’ Fort.”

The trading establishment was one of the largest in
the trans-Mississippi West. With the possible
exceptions of the American Fur Company's Forts
Pierre and Union on the Missouri River, no trading
house approached it in size. It was the largest establish-
ment in that vast terrain between St. Louis and the
Pacific, and was built to withstand formidable Indian
attacks.

William Bent. State Historical Society of Colorado photo.










