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Introduction
For a decade or so in the mid-1800s the Southern 
Trail, or Gila River Trail, probably hosted well over 
40,000 travelers, many of them heading west to seek 
their fortunes in the newly-discovered gold fields 
of California. The signal event that established 
this trail as a known thoroughfare in the minds 
of would-be emigrants was an overland march of 
the United States Army to the Mexican province 
of Upper California during the Mexican War.

The march to California began in Santa Fe, 
New Mexico in September of 1846. Two important 
incidents occurred during the first three weeks of 
the army’s march out of Santa Fe. The first was 
an unexpected encounter with the famous guide 
and mountain man, Kit Carson, who was subse-
quently engaged to guide the column to Califor-
nia. The second event, the abandonment of the 
army’s supply wagons and the reorganization of 
the expedition, came about as a result of Carson’s 
advice. There has been much uncertainty about 
where these two events occurred. Although more 
research remains to be done, this study will suggest 
some answers to these long-standing questions.

The Mexican War
In 1846, war broke out between the United States 
and Mexico over the annexation of Texas. The 
United States already had an army stationed in 

Texas under General Zachary Taylor to defend 
the new territory. President Polk saw the imminent 
conflict as an opportunity to gain unchallenged 
control of Texas and New Mexico plus the long-
coveted territory of Upper California. 

U. S. naval forces sailed to the east coast of Mex-
ico and the west coast of California and another 
large army, known as the Army of the West, was 
sent overland into New Mexico to reinforce Tay-
lor’s army already in Texas. In addition, a small 
group of mountain men under John C. Fremont 
had already reached California, purportedly with 
secret orders to foment a revolution there.

General Stephen Watts Kearny was the capable 
officer in command of the army forces sent over-
land to New Mexico. Kearny’s orders were to seize 
New Mexico and set up a new government there 
and then send some of his forces on to the Texas 
front to reinforce General Taylor’s forces there. 
Another column would march on to Upper Cali-
fornia under Kearny’s direct command.1

The original plan was to march 300 dragoons 
with artillery and heavy supply wagons to Cali-
fornia. A column of 500 Mormon volunteers were 
to follow in Kearny’s wake as soon as they arrived 
in Santa Fe. The mere use of the wagons would 
leave behind a rudimentary overland road that 
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last day with the wagons
Stephen Watts Kearny on the Rio Grande, 1846

————
1. Stephen Watts Kearny, 1794–1848. Colonel Kearny was 

advanced to the rank of Brigadier-General upon reaching 
New Mexico with the Army of the West in 1846. 
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could be used to reach California faster than it 
could be reached by ship. The establishment of a 
wagon road was an important part of the mission. 

Based on the most reliable intelligence available 
in Santa Fe, Kearny selected the Gila River Trail 
for his westward trek. There were other known 
trails to California in existence at the time but the 
Gila Trail was the most direct route to southern 
California and would be the least impacted by 
the impending onset of winter weather. Kearny 
had employed several competent guides for the 
journey but, as the marched progressed, a con-
troversy arose over where they should leave the 
Rio Grande and by what route they would reach 
the Gila River. The guides apparently had not 
considered the problems that attended bringing 
wagons over this road.

Because of the strategic importance of a sup-
ply road, General Kearny stubbornly insisted on 
retaining the wagons until it became obvious to 
him that keeping them would threaten the over-
all mission. They were finally abandoned at the 
October 13 camp and the baggage was transferred 
to pack mules. Although we have several good 
accounts of the dates and circumstances of the 
abandonment of the wagons, one interesting ques-
tion remains: exactly where did General Kearny 
leave his wagons and convert to pack animals? 
The location of the changeover point has long 
been unclear to trail students but a careful analy-
sis of the available records should help to deter-
mine the spot within fairly close limits.

Finding a Trail
A casual study of historic trails often leaves the 
researcher with unanswered questions—some of 
these questions involve the precise location of the 
trail and campsites. Trails that later became wagon 
roads can be easily followed today but it may be 
difficult to sort out the original one from others 

that came later. Wagon roads tend to leave lasting 
impressions on the land in the way of depressions, 
worn rock, slight differences in vegetation growth, 
and even discarded or lost wagon and harness 
parts.

Pack trails present a different problem. Unless the 
route was heavily used, the land scars from mule 
hoof prints would quickly heal, leaving behind 
little or no physical evidence of the trail location. 
The Gila River route followed by General Kearny’s 
Army of the West in 1846 is such a trail. It was a 
well-known but lightly-worn trail from its early use 
by Native Americans, Spaniards, and trappers, to 
its later use by Gold Rush miners and other travel-
ers. Due to several canyons along the river it was 
impractical for wagon travel or railroads so it fell 
into disuse as better roads were developed.

To find a particular campsite location, such as 

Stephen W. Kearny, commander of the  
Army of the West during the Mexican-American War. 

Engraving by Y. B. Welch. Public domain. 
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the one where the wagons were abandoned, we 
must plot it in the context of other documented 
camps and the surrounding terrain. Studying the 
camps and trail path before and after the one in 
question allows the researcher to more precisely 
determine the questioned location.

For Kearny’s march we have five original docu-
mentary sources to learn from. The best-known 
is the Report of a Military Reconnoissance (sic) by Lt. 
William H. Emory. Emory was assigned to map 
the route and do scientific studies of the geology, 
vegetation, and animal life they encountered on 
the trail. In addition to an excellent daily record of 
the march, Emory’s report includes illustrations, 
geographic coordinates, meteorological records, 
mileages and, of course, the map.2

Other available documents are the journal of 
Captain Henry Smith Turner, Kearny’s assistant 
adjutant general; the journal of Captain Abra-
ham R. Johnston, the general’s Aide de Camp; the 
diary of the camp surgeon, John S. Griffin; and 
a collection of Kearny’s official correspondence 
during this period.3

Plotting the Course
Kearny marched his men out of Santa Fe on Sep-
tember 25, 1846. Since local informants at Santa 

Fe suggested that the trail turned west from the 
river about 200 miles south of Santa Fe, Kearny 
took the west bank road along the Rio Del Norte 
or Rio Grande.4 

Lieutenant Emory gives the latitude of the Octo-
ber 4 campsite near Lemitar as 34° 07' 39". Emory’s 
latitude coordinates are nearly always accurate 
within ¼ mile or so. The mileage from that camp 
to the next stop at Socorro is given as 5 by Capt. 
Turner and 6 by Lt. Emory. The 5 mile citation 
appears to be more correct because it is only 5.6 
miles from Emory’s previous coordinates to the 
old San Miguel Church in Socorro. Since Emory 
comments that they “encamped a little north of 
Secoro (sic),” the October 5 camp may be surmised 
to be about one-half mile north of the old church 
on the Socorro square.5 

The soldiers continued their southward march 
again on October 6. Near the modern Socorro 
Municipal Airport, about 2½ miles south of 
downtown Socorro, Kearny’s army encountered 
the famous guide Kit Carson headed north on a 
rapid express mission to Washington, D.C. Car-
son was carrying official mail to the President and 
Secretary of War, informing them that Colonel 
Fremont and Commodore Stockton had gained 
control of California.6

In addition to the recent news, the encoun-
ter with the mail express also brought General 
Kearny an unexpected and fortuitous oppor-
tunity—the services of the great Kit Carson to 
guide the army to California. Kearny learned that 
Carson had just come over their intended trail 
and would know the current conditions and the 

————
4. Kearny’s Letterbook, pp. 164–65.
5. Emory Report, 51; Turner, 79.
6. Capt. Johnston notes “after marching about three miles, we 

met Kit Carson, direct on express from California, with a 
mail of public letters for Washington. . .” (Emory Report, 
house version, 572) A three mile march from the Socorro 
camp places the Carson encounter near the modern Socorro 
Municipal Airport.

————
2. William H. Emory, Notes of a Military Reconnoissance (sic). This 

official report of the journey was published in 1848 as Execu-
tive Document No. 7, by the United States Senate, and also, 
in a longer edition by the House of Representatives as Execu-
tive Document No. 41. The longer House edition contains, as 
appendices, the reports of Colonel Cooke, Lieutenant Abert, 
and Captain Johnston. 

3. Henry Smith Turner, The Original Journals of Henry Smith 
Turner, ed. Dwight L. Clarke, University of Oklahoma Press, 
1966; Abraham Robinson Johnston, The Journal of A. R. John-
ston, included as an appendix in Emory’s House report; John 
Strother Griffin, A Doctor Comes to California, ed. George Wal-
cott Ames, Jr., San Francisco Historical Society, 1943;Winning 
the West: General Stephen Watts Kearny’s Letter Book 1846–1847, 
ed. Hans von Sachsen-Altenburg and Laura Gabiger, Pekita-
noui Publications, 1998.
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most advisable route for the army. Carson initially 
refused the general’s request to guide him. He was 
days away from a brief visit with his wife in Taos 
whom had not seen for over a year and he had 
promised Fremont he would personally deliver 
the letters and verbal messages to Washington. 
The general was adamant—he ordered Carson to 
guide him. He would send the letters and messages 
on to Washington with another capable guide, 
Thomas “Broken Hand” Fitzpatrick.7

Based on the recent news, Kearny reconstituted 
his army. The dragoon force bound for California 
was reduced to 100 men, the remainder being sent 
back to Santa Fe. Kearny kept his supply wag-
ons and artillery, although they were becoming 
increasingly difficult to drive as the road deteri-
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Kearny’s approximate campsite
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Map of probable locations of Kearny’s 
October 5, 1846 campsite north of 
Socorro, New Mexico, and the point  
3 miles south where Kit Carson’s party 
was encountered the next morning.  
Base map is usgs “Socorro, N. Mex.” 
1:24,000. Map by Tom Jonas.

————
7. Thomas Fitzpatrick, 1799–1854. Fitzpatrick was one of the most 

experienced and respected wilderness guides of his day. He 
was called Broken Hand by the Indians after he lost two fin-
gers on his left hand when a musket exploded as he fired it.
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Map of the approximate detour taken by the wagons of the Army of the West  
on October 9, 1846. Base map shown is a portion of usgs 1:100,000 Truth or Consequences (nM).
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orated. The reorganization was accomplished 
later that day at their camp of October 7, which 
was 11 miles south of the previous camp. This 
would have been where the small community of 
San Antonio is located today.

As the army continued its southward march, 
Carson began advising the general that, at this 
rate, it would take over four months to reach Los 
Angeles with the wagons. Carson had just covered 
the same ground in one month.

The column marched 20 miles the next day and 
camped opposite an isolated black mesa known as 
Mesa Prieta, where they found good grass and fire-
wood. A few years later Fort Craig was established 
four miles south of here. On this day’s march they 
passed the place where the good road crossed the 
river to the eastern side and continued south on 
the Jornada del Muerto, a 95-mile desert crossing 
with little available water or vegetation. The army 
continued their trek on a poor trail on the west 
side of the river.8 

A Bad Road 
The soldiers soon discovered why the main road 
had crossed to the other side of the river. The 
country on the west side now became broken up 
with frequent arroyos flowing into the river. To 
this point the road had kept on the gravelly bank 
whenever possible because it offered a harder sur-
face on which to roll the wagons. To avoid hav-
ing to constantly climb in and out of the washes, 
the army was forced to stay in the river bottom. 
Captain A. R. Johnston describes the trials of the 
day on October 8:

. . . the bottom of the Del Norte [Rio Grande] 
grows narrower, and we had much rough road 
and sand; the thorny mezquite and other bushes 
making it necessary to have a pioneer party with 
axes to clear the road. . .9

Capt. Johnston cites 18½ miles for the day and 
Capt. Turner says it was 19 miles. This brings 
them a little south of the mouth of Nogal Canyon 
Wash, within the upper reaches of the modern 
Elephant Butte Reservoir. 

On the following day, October 9, they reached 
the upper end of “the Narrows” about three 
miles out of camp. This is an area where basalt-
capped hills encroach closely on the river. The 
lava bluffs and the narrow, brush-choked canyon 
made wagon travel nearly impossible but a nar-
row pack trail went on through the canyon. To 
get the wagons through, the army was forced to 
detour away from the river. At or near San Jose 
Wash they drove the wagons westward away from 
the river to find a way around the lava. Johnston 
had described a bad road the day before but this 
one was worse:

An excessively bad route today—the wagons find-
ing it impracticable to come the road usually trav-
eled, came several miles further round, and with 
difficulty get along at all. The country is more bro-
ken than any I have ever seen traveled over with 
wagons—innumerable ravines (dry) make into the 
river—in order to cross them with wagons it is 
necessary to keep at a considerable distance from 
the river. Begin to have serious notions of aban-
doning the wagons, and taking to pack animals.10 

The exact path of the wagon detour will likely 
never be known but some hints may be gleaned 
from the diary accounts. Captain Turner says they 
marched about 10 miles that day. Captain Johnston, 

————
8. The October 7 camp was near the small community of San 

Marcial, New Mexico. Mesa Prieta is now known as Mesa 
del Contadero. Fort Craig was established in 1854 to protect 
the northern end of the Jornada del Muerto, a desert leg of El 
Camino Real de Tierra Adentro, the old road connecting 
central Mexico with its northern province.

————
9. Johnston in Emory’s Report, House version, p. 573
10. Turner, p. 81.
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however, says they marched about 18 miles but later 
he writes that the wagons had gone 11½ miles. Lieu-
tenant Emory also reports 11½ miles, and the Camp 
Surgeon, Dr. John Griffin says “we have not made 
more than 7 or 8 miles today.” How can these seem-
ingly contradictory reports be explained?

It would appear that Johnston’s 18 miles was 
the actual distance traveled on the detour but the 
mules were so broken down by the 11½ mile point 
that the wagons were left in the hills while the 
mules were taken on to the river to recruit. The 
wagons would be brought in later by fresh teams.11 

The straight-line distance along the river 
between the October 8 and October 9 camps 
is about 10 miles. By examining modern maps 
to see where the arroyos become shallower, an 

18-mile long path can be plotted that will approxi-
mate the detour. To get the full 18-mile distance, 
the detour would have to have taken them almost 
as far from the river as modern Interstate 25. They 
may have re-entered the river valley via Pinosa 
Wash or perhaps on Lower Narrows Road, a short 
distance north.

Captain Johnston notes that they crossed the 
river at a good ford and camped on the east bank 
of the river inside “a remarkable bend.” Lieutenant 
Emory gives the latitude of the campsite 33° 20' 02", 
and his map shows the campsite inside a bend of 
the river—their only camp on the east bank. The 
map does not show the detour actually followed 
by the wagons but shows the regular trail along 
the river. Lt. Emory’s goal was to document the 
existing travel conditions so it makes sense that he 
would not have shown the one-time wagon detour. 

There is a low hill on the east bank of the river 
that would have provided a strategic campsite 

A simulated view in Google 
Earth looking north at the army’s 
trail and the October 13, 1846, 
camp where the wagons were 
abandoned. Tom Jonas map, based 
on a Google Earth background image.

————
11. Turner, p. 81; Johnston (in Emory Report, House version), pp. 

573–74; Emory Report, pp. 54–55; Griffin, pp. 21–22. Griffin’s 
estimate of 7 or 8 miles is surprisingly accurate. They had 
progressed just over 8 river-miles.
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with convenient access to water and grass for the 
livestock. 

Although the river flows fairly straight here 
today, old maps and remnants of meander chan-
nels on the ground show that it has flowed in a 
wide loop to the west in times past. General Land 
office surveys from the 1880s show snapshots of 
the river’s course over a nearly three-year period, 
during which time it moved almost a half mile. 

The Reoutfitting
The hardships of the road did what the advice 
of Kit Carson and others could not—General 
Kearny was now convinced that he could not pro-
ceed on this route with wagons. Late that night the 
officers and guides conferred and it was decided to 
leave the wagons at this point and continue the 

journey with pack mules instead. The Mormon 
Battalion, following almost a month behind the 
regular army, would be assigned to open the vital 
wagon road.

At the general’s instruction, Capt. Turner sent 
a letter to Major Sumner, who had moved north 
after separating from Kearny a few days earlier, 
with a requisition for mules and packs:

The Gen’l has determined to commence packing 
from this point! The Waggons + extra baggage 
will therefore be left here—The Gen’l directs that 
you send down without delay 44 mules—60 pack 
saddles (the strongest + best) with 2 blankets, 2 
sheep skins, + the necessary appendage for each—
these mules will take back to your camp the Wag-
gons + other Public Property left here. . .12

1  MILE

Rio   Grande

Kearny’s  Camp
October  9-12 ,  1846

October  13  Camp
WAGONS ABAND ONED HERE

© 2012 Tom Jonas

NORTH  M
ONTICELLO  P

OINT

————
12. Kearny’s Letter Book, p. 172.
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This piece of mail was sent out at midnight on 
October 9, by the hand of two men who were 
instructed not to stop until they had reached 
Major Sumner’s camp 60 miles north. The 60 mile 
distance mentioned here suggests that Major Sum-
ner was expected to be camped near Socorro.13

Last Day with Wagons
The army camped in this river bend for four days 
while sorting the baggage and waiting for packs. 
On the fifth day, October 13, they moved one mile 
down and crossed to the west side of the river 
again to obtain better grass. This new camp was 
next to the low bluffs of North Monticello Point 
near the river bend. As they were setting up camp 

A photograph looking toward the site of Kearny’s October 9 camp.  
It was situated on the left (east) bank of the Rio Grande beneath the White Cliffs, seen here in the middle distance. 
This photo was taken by David H. Miller from North Monticello Point near the site of Kearny’s October 13 camp.

————
13. Johnston in Emory’s Report, House version, p. 574
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at Monticello point, a messenger arrived with 
word that the packs were only six hours away.14

The camp near North Monticello Point on 
October 13 was their last wagon camp. The fol-
lowing morning they rode south again, newly 
outfitted with a mule pack train for the baggage, 
while Lt. Ingalls of Sumner’s command struck out 
for Socorro with the wagons and excess baggage. 

While most of the men were relieved to be rid of 
the cumbersome wagons, Lt. Emory was worried. 

As an army topographer, he carried several sensi-
tive chronometers and other instruments along, 
which could be safely packed in a wagon but were 
exposed to jarring vibration and impact on the 
back of a mule. He also had a viameter, or odom-
eter, which was formerly attached to the wheel of 
a wagon. It now had to be transferred the wheel 
of one of the two howitzer carriages that would 
stay with the command.

The Pictures
There are two pictures extant that shed light on the 
last wagon camp. One, titled “The Last Day with 
the Wagons,” is included in Lt. Emory’s published 

Lithograph titled “The Last Day with the Wagons” from the Senate version of Lt. Emory’s  
Report of a Military Reconnoissance [sic]. The field sketch was made by expedition artist  

John Mix Stanley. Author’s collection.

————
14. Various descriptions of the one-mile move this day are 

recorded in four of the diary accounts: Emory’s Report (pp. 
55–56), Turner’s Journal (p. 83), Dr. Griffin’s Diary (p. 22), and 
Johnston’s Journal (p. 575).
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report. It shows a line of soldiers mounted on 
mules riding single file up a hill, with the river 
and mountains visible to the left. A wagon and a 
howitzer carriage are visible in the foreground.15 

Some researchers believe the sketch from which 
this lithograph was made was drawn at the Octo-
ber 8 campsite because terrain in that area appears 
more like the lithograph than does the October 
13 camp. If the title of the lithograph is accurate, 
however, it must have been drawn on October 13 
or the morning of October 14 from the camp near 
North Monticello Point. The foreground rocks do 
not appear in that location today but they may 
have been buried by silt from the Elephant Butte 
Reservoir, which often floods the location. A 
small lake is located there at this writing.

On a computer, Google Earth can be used to 
compare the Emory report lithograph with the 
actual appearance of the terrain. The mountains, 
river, and bluffs can all be aligned in their respec-
tive positions in the Google Earth view, although 
the mountains appear much farther away. This is 
not unusual in a field sketch, however, since the 
artist often exaggerates some elements of the view 
for emphasis or artistic effect.

A second contemporary image of the camp-
site is a sketch map by Mormon Battalion vol-
unteer Levi Hancock. Hancock made the sketch 
indicating “Carney left his wagons here” while 
the Battalion was camped at the same location 
about a month after Kearny passed. Hancock’s 
map shows a round valley ringed by bluffs and a 
large area at the bottom filled with tents. The river 
is a thin line at the right, shown with no bend. 

The map indicates the road departing the round 
valley near the southwest corner, where there are 
stream channels entering the river bottom today.16

By comparing the sketch with modern maps of 
the valley, it becomes apparent that Levi Han-
cock indicated that the wagons were left along  
the north edge of North Monticello Point. 

It is uncertain whether some or all of the wag-
ons were still there when Hancock arrived about a 
month later with the Mormon Battalion. Captain 
Turner commented in his journal on October 14 
that:

Lt. Ingalls with the wagons and other public 
property left by our command returns to Major 
Sumner’s camp.17 

Whether the return of the wagons and baggage 
to Socorro was accomplished immediately is not 
known but it seems likely that the transporta-
tion would have been completed well before Col. 
Cooke arrived with the Mormon Battalion.

The Road Beyond 
The pack train probably climbed up onto North 
Monticello Point along one of the small arroyos 
that enters the valley from the southwest—roads 
appear in that area on old exploration and land 
office maps. The trail along the river had improved 
again and the soldiers were much relieved to be 
rid of the wagons. The army made only one more 
campsite before their route would lead them away 
from the Rio Grande for good. They followed 
the river down 17 or 18 miles to the next stop. Lt. 
Emory describes the route:

————
16. Diary of Levi Hancock, Book 2, November 6, 1846 entry, col-

lection of lds Church History Library, Salt Lake City, ut. 
The sketch that appears in this article is a re-creation by the 
author, based closely upon the original to improve readability. 

17. Turner, p. 83.

————
15. The lithograph that appears with this article, titled “The 

Last Day with the Wagons,” appears between pages 54 and 
55 of the Senate version of Emory’s Report of a Military Recon-
noissance (Senate Executive Document No. 7, 1848). A similar 
lithograph appears in the same location in the House version 
of the report (House Executive Document No. 41, Thirtieth 
Congress, First Session, 1848).
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The valley narrows to a canyon at Bush peak, 
and opens again a mile or so wide, where we 
encamped for the night.18 

Emory’s “Bush Peak” is the volcanic plug now 
known as Elephant Butte, which the nearby dam 
and reservoir are named for. The campsite was 
within the limits of the modern town of Truth or 
Consequences, perhaps near a small hill in the 
middle of town. On the following day, October 
15, a march of 3 to 4 miles brought them to their 
jumping off place to the Gila Trail.

The trail away from the Rio Grande led them 
past the old Santa Rita Copper Mines and on 
to the Gila River, which they followed toward 
California. The trip had its share of privations 
and hardships but the army crossed the Colorado 

River into Upper California in late November of 
1846. 

On an interesting note, Dr. Griffin wrote in his 
diary at the last wagon camp on October 13 that 
“Carson the guide says it will take us 50 days to go 
to St Diego.” This would put them in San Diego 
on December 2, by Carson’s estimate. They actu-
ally arrived on December 12, but had been delayed 
5 or 6 days by the battle at San Pasqual. Carson’s 
prediction had been surprisingly accurate even at 
that great distance.

Tom Jonas is an amateur historian, trail researcher 
and cartographer. His primary interests are the study 
of historic exploration trails in the southwest, mapping 
those trails, and rephotographing the images made by 
the explorers and travelers. He also makes custom maps 
for history books, presentations, and display.
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Author’s reinterpretation of a sketch map 
in the diary of Levi Hancock of his march 
with the Mormon Battalion in 1846–47. 
Original diary and sketch are held in the lds 
Church History Library, Salt Lake City, ut.

————
18. Emory, p. 56.
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