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Beginnings The Santa Fe Trail had an old history. It was a link in Indian trade networks
ancient before the Spaniards came. It would serve the Spaniards of New
Mexico as a route of exploration, frontier defense, and trade and diplomacy
with the Plains Indians. In the 1700s, despite Spanish rules against it, a small
trade began with Frenchmen from the Mississippi Valley. Later, Americans
exploring the Louisiana Purchase visited New Mexico and carried back the
picture of an isolated province starved for manufactured goods and eager for
mercantile exchange. With Mexican Independence in 1821, the gates of trade
opened wide. New Mexican and American traders joined in two-way
enterprises that carried fabrics, cutlery, and other items "necessary for an
assortment" west from Missouri; bullion, furs, and mules east from Santa Fe.
This commerce across the plains welded Missouri and New Mexico together
through economic interdependence, trading and financial partnerships, and
marriage. By the time of the Mexican-American War (1846-48) New Mexico
was already strongly attached to the United States by commercial and familial
ties. In large measure, the military conquest and subsequent Mexican
Cession, formalized an already established union.




