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Death on the Santa Fe Trail 
All peoples, regardless of race, ethnicity, culture, gender, or age 
will experience death.  However, how we die, the customs we 
follow to bury and mourn the dead, and our beliefs about the 
afterlife differ greatly from one group to another.  Rendezvous 
2018 will explore not only the reasons for death on the trail but 
also the mourning and burial customs of the three main cultures 
that interacted on this historic trade route. 

 
Principal funding for this program is provided by  
Humanities Kansas, a nonprofit cultural organization 
connecting communities with history, traditions, and  
ideas to strengthen civic life.  



Pawnee Fork Dry Route Crossing & Boyd’s Ranch Marker 
Dedication Join Dr. Leo Oliva and members of the Wet/Dry Routes 
Chapter as they dedicate a new marker. The Dry Route Crossing of 
Pawnee Fork was a major landmark on the Santa Fe Trail, and Boyd’s 
Ranch was an important trading ranch near the crossing. A trading 
ranch was opened here soon after Fort Larned was established and 
went through several owners before Albert H. Boyd took possession 
and offered many services to trail travelers and a place for rest and 
relaxation for soldiers at Fort Larned. 
 
50th Anniversary of the National Trails System Act Joanne 
VanCoevern, SFTA Manager, and Aaron Mahr, Superintendent of 
National Trails Intermountain Region Office will mark the 50th 
anniversary with a short presentation. With the passage of the 
National Trails System Act in 1968, America was given a gift – the 
creation and protection of some of Americans’ favorite places to 
discover the great outdoors: trails that celebrate outdoor adventure 
such as the Appalachian Trail and trails that allow us to walk through 
history, such as the Santa Fe Trail.  
 
No One was Spared Dr. Michael Olsen will chronicle life and death 
among the wide range of people along the Santa Fe Trail from 1821-
1880, including Hispanic and Anglo traders, women, soldiers, Native 
Americans, and others.  He will place this story in the context of the 
socio-cultural context of general views of death in Anglo, Hispanic 
and Native American cultures in the 19th Century. 
 
Cheyenne Blessing Minoma Littlehawk Sills will begin the 
conference with prayer. The Cheyenne pay attention to the cardinal 
directions, to honor the cycle of life. 
 
LiDAR: A Deeper Look at the Santa Fe Trail from Above By 
importing LiDAR imagery, imagery data gathered from an aerial 
platform that generates digital elevation models, into Geographic 
Information Systems (GIS) mapping software Mr. Doug Shaver has 
completed the most detailed mapping of extant Santa Fe Trail swales 
across the State of Kansas. Mr. Shaver’s presentation will 
demonstrate that mapping technology and how it can be used for 
further trail analysis and interpretation. Mr. Shaver’s mapping of the 
Trail, when combined with previously mapped sites and historic 
accounts, will lead to the most complete understanding of the Trail to 
date. 



Warfare and Death on the Santa Fe Trail Dr. Timothy Zwink will 
provide historical accounts of Indian and Euro-American deaths along 
the Santa Fe Trail.  Using first-hand accounts and secondary sources, 
he will examine the tragic consequences of cultural contacts and 
conflicts along the Santa Fe Trail between Indian inhabitants of the 
region and Euro-American newcomers such as soldiers, scouts, 
traders, migrants, and settlers. 
 
We Remain Minoma Littlehawk Sills is a direct descendent of the 
Sand Creek Massacre, the Washita Battle and the Little Bighorn. With 
her connections to these battles, she will share the emotional, mental 
and physical struggle that her ancestors endured. Minoma will also 
discuss the tense and volatile connection of the battles in relation to 
the Santa Fe Trail. For over 9 years, she has been honored to share the 
history of her heritage in Oklahoma, Kansas, Missouri, Colorado and 
Montana. "In the last 100 years, there have been many changes 
through education and through the hunger to understand. At one time 
we endured education being used on us as a weapon and now it no 
longer presents the pressure to depart from our traditional ways. 
Today education empowers us to be who we are, to preserve our 
culture and heritage and to pass what we learn on to others. Sharing 
the reclaiming of heritage through education and interpretation is a 
powerful possession 
 
The Story of Kate Kingsbury Margaret Sears will share the story of 
Kate Kingsbury, wife of John M. Kingsbury, a prominent Santa Fe, 
NM merchant. While in her home of Salem, MA her 18-month old 
son died unexpectedly in 1856. Suffering from depression and in frail 
health Kate traveled to Santa Fe with her husband in early 1857. On 
June 5, 1857, at the Lower Crossing of the Arkansas River, east of 
Dodge City, she died. Astonishingly, a coffin was among the train’s 
cargo that took her the rest of the way to Santa Fe.   
 
Death at the Trading Ranches Dr. Leo Oliva will discuss the trading 
ranches along the Santa Fe Trail that served travelers but also 
witnessed violence and death. This presentation assesses the causes of 
deaths, including Civil War raids, killing of a Kiowa chief which 
started an Indian war, killing of a trading ranche proprietor by a 
Kiowa chief, murder of a proprietor by a New Mexican, killing of 
civilians by a berserk soldier, and deaths from diseases. These stories 
show the vulnerability of life on the frontier. 

 



SCHEDULE OF EVENTS 
 

Thursday, September 20 
(Santa Fe Trail Center) 

 
 9 a.m. - SFTA Board Meeting at SFTC (open to the  
    public) 
 2– 6:30 p.m. - Rendezvous Registration at Santa Fe 
   Trail Center Museum 
 5:30 p.m. - Opening Event – Dr. Leo Oliva  
    Dedication of Pawnee Fork Dry Route 
    Crossing & Boyd’s Ranch Marker (see  
    “Rendezvous Locations” section for  
    directions) 
 6:30 p.m.  - Dinner and Program at Santa Fe 
   Trail Center Museum – followed by 
   50th Anniversary of the National Trails Act 
   Joanne VanCoevern & Aaron Mahr (NPS) 
 7:30 p.m. - Presentation – Dr. Michael Olsen 
   No One was Spared 
     

Friday, September 21 
(Larned Community Center) 

 
 7:30 – 6 p.m. - Registration at Larned Community 
   Center 
 8:30 – 8:45 a.m. - Welcome and Introductions at the 
   Larned Community Center 
 8:45 – 9:15 a.m. - Cheyenne Blessing – Minoma Littlehawk  
   Sills 
 9:15 – 10 a.m. - Presentation – Doug Shaver 

LiDAR-A Deeper Look at the Santa Fe Trail 
from Above 

   15 minutes for questions 
 10:15 – 11 a.m. - Presentation – Dr. Timothy Zwink  
   Warfare and Death on the Santa Fe Trail 
   15 minutes for questions 
 11:15 – 11:45 a.m. - Coffee Break 
 11:45 – 12:30 p.m. - Presentation – Minoma Littlehawk Sills 
   We Remain 
   15 minutes for questions 
 12:45 – 1:45 p.m. - Lunch on Your Own 
 1:45 – 2:30 p.m. - Presentation – Margaret Sears 
   The Story of Kate Kingsbury 
   15 minutes for questions 
 2:45 – 3:30 p.m.  -  Presentation – Dr. Leo Oliva 
   Death at the Trading Ranches 
   15 minutes for questions 



 3:45 – 4:15 p.m. - Coffee Break 
 4:15 – 5 p.m.  - Presentation – Joanne VanCoevern  
   Death on the Trail: A 19th Century  
   Perspective 
   15 minutes for questions  
 5:15 – 6 p.m. - On Your Own 
 6 – 7 p.m. - Dinner  
 7 – 8 p.m.  Hall of Fame Inductees and Awards 
   Ceremony – Santa Fe Trail Association 
 

Saturday, September 22 
(Larned Community Center) 

 
 7:30 – 12:30 p.m. -  Registration at Larned Community 
   Center 
 8:30 – 10 a.m. - SFTA Membership Meeting – All Welcome 
 10 – 10:45 a.m. - Presentation – Minoma Littlehawk Sills  
   Desecration of the Sacred 
   15 minutes for questions 
 11 – 11:30 a.m. - Coffee Break 
 11:30 – 12:15 a.m. - Presentation – Dr. Martina Will de  
   Chaparro 
   Death and Dying in New Mexico 
   15 minutes for questions 
  

Seminar Continues at Fort Larned National Historic Site 
 

 12:45 – 1:30 p.m.  - Lunch at the Fort 
 1:30 – 2:15 p.m.  - Presentation – Marge Harding 
   Rites, Rituals . . . and Reality 
   15 minutes for questions 
 2:30 – 3:15 p.m. - Presentation – Dr. James Leiker 
   Voices from a Disease Frontier: The Kansas  
   Cholera Epidemic of 1867 
    15 minutes for questions 
 3:15 – 3:45 p.m. - Coffee Break 
 3:45 – 4:30 p.m. - Living History Vignettes – FLNHS 
    Deaths at Fort Larned 
 5 p.m.   - FLNHS Retreat 
 5:15 p.m.  - Dinner and Program – Dr. Doug Scott 
    The Army Cemetery: Death, Burial on the  
    Overland Trails    
  
 
 

  



Death on the Trail: A 19th Century Perspective Using the letters of 
Isadore Douglass, as well as journals, diaries and memoirs from other 
trail travelers, Joanne VanCoevern will examine how death was 
perceived on the Santa Fe Trail. Original photographs that belonged 
to Major Henry Douglass, as well as a personal scrapbook will also 
provide information about death as experienced on the Santa Fe 
Trail.  

Desecration of the Sacred Minoma Littlehawk Sills will draw upon 
the traditions of her Cheyenne culture. The burial customs and 
ceremonies are sacred within the tribe. "Being traditional is more than 
just a once in a while action or attitude. It's living, eating, breathing 
and honoring those who came before. There are certain rules to follow 
and things we do, to honor the life of human beings." The impact of 
the desecration of those laid to rest during the plains war era was 
devastating. Minoma hopes to give a better understanding of the 
Cheyenne’s perspective to a time past.  

Death and Dying in New Mexico Dr. Martina Will de Chaparro will 
share with the audience the basic Spanish Catholic beliefs about death 
and burial in the colonial period (to 1821), and examine how these 
beliefs translated into practice. From there, she will discuss how these 
practices began to shift after the turn of the nineteenth century, not 
only due to the influx of more foreigners with the opening of the 
Santa Fe Trail, but also due to the changing market economy and the 
impact of “enlightened” ideas about public health.  

Rites, Rituals . . . and Reality Some type of mourning ritual has 
been practiced throughout history by every culture and religion.  To 
better comprehend and appreciate the mourning rituals of 19th century 
America, Marge Harding will help the audience gain a deeper 
understanding of the sensibilities, attitudes and beliefs of the time and 
how they differ from our own.  Though strange and fascinating to us, 
their expression of grief was considered heartfelt acts of love and 
respect.* 

Voices from a Disease Frontier: The Kansas Cholera Epidemic of 
1867 Dr. James N. Leiker, Professor of History, will explore the 
social conditions by which Asiatic cholera--one of many "microbial 
bushwhackers" responsible for thousands of deaths in the West--was 
transported into and through Kansas along the Smoky Hill and Santa 
Fe trails.  Leiker reviews different medical theories which attempted 
to explain and treat the disease, and examines its fatal impact on 
civilians and soldiers. 



Deaths at Fort Larned – Living History Vignettes Fort Larned was 
calm and peaceful on the surface. Still, death crept into the lives of 
the soldiers and civilians with fighting, diseases and accidents. There 
were some strange accounts of simply being in the wrong place at the 
wrong time. Just ask Corporal Michael McGillicuddy, already 
hospitalized for an illness, he was bitten by a rabid gray wolf.  Pvt. 
Henry Bach was caught in a white-out blizzard though he was just a 
few steps away from safety. As you stroll through Fort Larned these 
stories and more will be featured in the dramas dealing with “Death 
on the Santa Fe Trail.” 

The Army Cemetery: Death, Burial on the Overland Trails Forts 
and camps along the Santa Fe Trail were occupied by officers, 
soldiers, and some civilians. Deaths routinely occurred and those who 
died were buried in post cemeteries. According to Dr. Doug Scott, as 
the years passed and trail posts closed, the Army began a policy of 
removing burials from the abandoned posts with reburial of the 
remains in national cemeteries. Civilian contractors who removed the 
post cemetery burials did a decent, but often incomplete, job. From 
time to time skeletal remains of soldiers and civilians are recovered at 
abandoned cemeteries and battlefields associated with overland trails. 
Dr. Scott will tell us how those skeletal remains provide a rare 
glimpse of army life in the nineteenth century. The lives of those 
represented by some skeletal remains are presented to aid in 
understanding life, health, and death on the frontier.  
 
*Marge Harding will have a display of Mourning Apparel at the 
Larned Community Center throughout the Rendezvous seminar.  
 

RENDEZVOUS LOCATIONS 
Santa Fe Trail Center Museum – Two miles West of Larned on KS 156. 
 

Pawnee Fork Dry Route Crossing & Boyd’s Ranch Marker - Turn left out of 
SFTC parking lot onto K156 Hwy and go .4 miles to Hwy 264. Turn left and 
go 1 mile to T intersection. Turn right and marker is .3 miles on the right.  
There are approximately 25 parking spots on the left just before the marker. 
Please carpool if possible. 
 

Larned Community Center – From 4-way stop sign at US 56/KS 156 
junction go one block East on US 56 and one block North on Toles Street 
(located behind the former National Guard Armory, now Heartland 
Irrigation). 
 

Fort Larned NHS – Six miles West of Larned on KS 156.  
 



THE SANTA FE TRAIL CENTER MUSEUM was established in 1974 as a regional 
museum/archives dedicated to preserving and interpreting the history of the geographical 
area once known as the Santa Fe Trail.  The museum is the official Santa Fe Trail History 
Museum in Kansas and was designated by the National Park Service in 1991 as a 
certified site on the Santa Fe National Historic Trail. 
 The Santa Fe Trail Center is owned and operated by the Fort Larned Historical 
Society, Inc.  The Historical Society is a non-profit organization incorporated under 
Kansas Law and is recognized as a tax-exempt organization. 
 For information concerning Society membership, the Santa Fe Trail Center 
Museum, or RENDEZVOUS 2018, contact the Director, Santa Fe Trail Center Museum, 
1349 K-156 Hwy, Larned, KS  67550 (Telephone 620-285-2054). 
 
 FORT LARNED (1859-1878) served as a principal guardian of Santa Fe Trail 
commerce.  George Custer, Kit Carson, William Cody, Black Kettle, Satanta and Yellow 
Bear were but a few of the legendary people to walk on the parade ground.  In 1964 Fort 
Larned became a National Historic Site and a unit of the National Park System. 
 Nine original stone structures, meticulously restored, complemented by the 
reconstructed blockhouse and flagpole, provide park visitors with a chance to experience 
the 1860’s at one of the best preserved frontier army posts in the country.  A visitor 
center contains both a museum and bookstore. 
 Fort Larned National Historic Site is located on Kansas Highway 156 four miles 
west of the Santa Fe Trail Center or six miles west of Larned.  For more information, 
contact the Superintendent, Fort Larned NHS, 1767 K-156 Hwy, Larned, KS  67550 
(Telephone 620-285-6911). 
 
 THE SANTA FE TRAIL ASSOCIATION is a non-profit organization established 
in 1986.  Its purpose is to promote public awareness of and appreciation for this historic 
highway. Support for Rendezvous provided by SFTA through partnership with the 
National Trails Intermountain Region (U.S. National Park Service).  
 Members of the Association receive the quarterly newsletter, WAGON TRACKS.  
In addition to co-sponsoring Rendezvous, the Association sponsors a biennial 
symposium, which is held in September of odd numbered years.  Lectures, panel 
discussions, field trips, social gatherings and a membership meeting make up the 
symposium. 
 For membership information, contact the Santa Fe Trail Association, 1349 K-156 
Hwy, Larned, KS  67550 (Telephone 620-285-2054). 
 
      HUMANITIES KANSAS, working in cooperation with the National Endowment for 
the Humanities, connects communities with history, traditions, and ideas to strengthen 
civic life.  
       To meet these needs, Humanities Kansas makes available free humanities resources 
for community use. These include grant opportunities to create cultural events or preserve 
local historical artifacts and programs, including speakers on history topics, facilitators 
for book discussions, poet laureate presentations, and additional one-of-a-kind 
opportunities. Humanities Kansas is the only organization dedicated to creating, 
supporting, and promoting the humanities as a resource for all Kansans. 
 For information concerning Humanities Kansas, contact Julie Mulvihill, Executive 
Director, Humanities Kansas, 112 West 6th Street, Suite 509, Topeka, KS  66603 
(Telephone 785-357-0359). 
 

 

http://kansashumanities.org/kansas-grants/
http://kansashumanities.org/programs/
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