Thomas Oliver Boggs (1824 — 1894)

Thomas Oliver Boggs, was well known by such figures as the
Bent brothers, Lucien Maxwell, and Kit Carson. He was a
contemporary and close friend of these men, Indian Chiefs and
Mexican dignitaries during the pivotal years of the Santa Fe
Trail. During his life he played an important role in shaping
southeast Colorado and northern New Mexico. Thomas Boggs
was born near Papinville, Missouri in 1824. His father, Lilburn
Boggs, was a trader with various tribes in the area, and later the
governor of Missouri. His mother, Panthea Boone, was the
granddaughter of Daniel Boone. Thomas was the eldest of 10
children of Lilburn and Panthea. Lilburn Boggs first wife was
Julianna Bent and her uncles included William and Charles
Bent, well-known figures from the Santa Fe Trail.

From an early age, Thomas had a keen interest and drive to see what was over the horizon. For
a time, Thomas lived with his uncle Albert G. Boone, a trader at Fort Osage, and later at Fort
Scott. This afforded Thomas the opportunity to become fluent in several Native languages, and
to learn the trading business. Around 1840 Thomas headed west and went to work for his uncle
William Bent at Bent’s Fort. Thomas became one the most trusted traders for Bent and was
known as “White Horse” among the Cheyenne and other tribes in the area.

Boggs made several trading trips into Mexican territory starting around 1844, as an employee of
the Bent-St. Vrain enterprise. Not only did he become familiar with their customs and language,
he also met his future wife, 14-year-old Romalda Luna, the step-daughter of Charles Bent.

They were married in 1846.

Shortly after Thomas and Romalda’s marriage, the United States declared war on Mexico.
Stephen Watts Kearney entered Santa Fe in August of 1846 and declared it part of the United
States. Charles Bent was made governor of the new territory, which was in turmoil after the
invasion. Strong resentment and violence quickly escalated against Americans in Taos and
Santa Fe. In December, Colonel Sterling Price, the commanding officer at Santa Fe, sent Boggs
to Fort Leavenworth Kansas with mail and dispatches. On the way Boggs and his group got
caught in a blizzard which almost killed them all. They were saved by stumbling into an Osage
camp that Thomas knew. They were later able to complete their trip to Fort Leavenworth in mid-
February.

By mid-March of 1847 Thomas was able to return to Taos. On his arrival in back in Taos in
April, he was stunned to learn how his uncle, and employer, Charles Bent had been murdered,
and his wife and her mother and sisters had spent a horrific night huddled together in a small
room until supporters had rescued them. Romalda’s Uncle Cornelius was also killed in the
violence. Thomas took on the role of guardian and head of the related families, and that of the
interests of the Bent brother’s business.

Boggs was asked to accompany John C. Fremont to Los Angeles, California. While there he
visited his father and brother who were living in Bodega Bay in the Napa Valley. Upon his return
to Taos, he opened up a mercantile store in Santa Fe, with his brother as a long-distance
partner in the business. After 3 years Thomas and his family moved to Bodega Bay to be with
his father and brother for the next five years.



In 1855 Thomas moved his family back to New Mexico and went into partnership with Kit
Carson and Lucien Maxwell in Rayado. Maxwell had a contract with the U.S. Government to
supply Indians with flour and cattle. By 1862, Boggs and Maxwell had been running cattle on the
bottomlands at the mouth of the Purgatoire River, where Boggs uncle William Bent’s stockade
was nearby.

Romalda was part of a lineage that included her Uncle Cornelius Vigil of the Vigil-St Vrain land
grant in southern Colorado. She was granted 2040 acres of land in southeastern Colorado,
where her and husband Thomas, Kit Carson and his wife Josefa would settle and build a
thriving community known as Boggsville in 1864, just two miles south of William Bent’s last
home on the confines of the Arkansas and Purgatoire Rivers. Thomas was actively involved in
sheep raising, and by 1875 had over 17,000 head of sheep. Thomas was also the first sheriff in
Bent county, and in 1871 was elected to the state legislature.

In spite of his role in establishing the area, the U.S. Land Grant Office decided that Boggs could
not sufficiently prove title to the 2040 acres that St. Vrain had given Romalda. Fed up with the
whole thing he decided to sell his sheep ranch and moved to Willow Springs New Mexico,
where again he was evicted because of legal claims at Willow Springs. He then moved to
Springer, NM, and then with several thousand sheep in tow, he moved to about 35 miles south
of Clayton, NM.

Eventually, the years began to take their toll on Thomas, and he realized it was time to join
Romalda and daughter in Springer. He sold his land near Clayton for $10,000 to a cattle
company and moved to Springer. Thomas’ Son-in-law George Bushnell established a ranch
near Clayton NM in 1887, and built beautiful home in Clayton for his family, complete with
servants. The house was big enough to accommodate Thomas and Romalda and that is where
they lived until Thomas passed away in 1894 and Romalda in 1906.



