ANTONIO JOSE CHAVEZ
C.1810-1843

Don Antonio José¢ Chavez was
member of an old Spanish family that
had been prominent in New Mexico
since it was founded in 1598. The
Chavez family was involved in raising
sheep, mining gold and silver, and
commercial freighting and trade on
the Santa Fe Trail and El Camino
Real.

The Chavez family traveled the San-
ta Fe Trail to purchase commodities in
the United States and returned with
goods to be sold in New Mexico and
farther into Mexico. They had been
successful until 1843, In November
1842 it was reported in Santa Fe that
Texan forces were planning to attack
Mexican traders passing over the Trail
during the coming spring. Giving little
heed to that rumor, Don Antonio
started from Santa Fe to Independ-
ence Missouri in February 1843. He
took with him five servants, had two
wagons and 55 mules and carried
some $12,000 in gold and silver and
some bales of furs. Severe weather
was encountered. The men were frost-
bitten, and all the mules save five
perished in the storms. By April 10
Chavez had come to Owl Creek in
present Rice County KS. There he was
intercepted by a company of 15 men
commanded by John McDaniel. He
had enlisted and organized his band on
the frontier of Missouri for the pur-
pose, as he said, of joining a certain
Colonel Warfield, then on the Plains,
claiming to be in the service of the

Republic of Texas, and intending to
attack the Santa Fe caravans. Chavez
was captured and taken off the trail.
He was robbed, and his effects were
divided among this banditti, seven of
whom immediately set out for Miss-
ouri with their portions of the spoil.
The others decided to murder Chavez,
which they did, shooting him in cold
blood. They then packed their loot up-
on Chavez’s mules and also departed
for Missouri.

But information of what they had
done soon came to the Missouri
authorities, and several of the gang
were arrested. Some of the most guilty
escaped, including three of the actual
murderers. But John McDaniel was
tried at St. Louis and hanged for his
crime. The United States was caught
up in the middle of an international
conflict between Mexico and Texas
which threatened the successful trade
with Mexico. The action taken and
swift justice to punish the murderers
helped resolve the situation.

Chavez was a victim of the attempt
of the Republic of Texas to claim a
portion of the Santa Fe Trail and stop
Mexican traders using the route. Fol-
owing his death, the U.S.provided two
military escorts for trade caravans on
the Trail in 1843, and Mexico pro-
vided one military escort. The Texan
threats to the Trail were defeated.

Marc Simmons, Murder on the Santa Fe
Trail. Texas Western Press, 1987.



