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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The Act of June 3, 1960 (16USC 461nt), authorized the establishment of Bent's 0ld Fort
National Historic Site "as a public memcrial to commemorate the historic role of such
fort in the cpening of the West." Approximztely 178 acres were acquired under the
Act of November 10, 1978 (16USC 1lnt), to protect the integrity of the historic scene.
Bent's 0ld Fort is in Otero County, in southeastern Colorado, 7.5 miles northeast of
the town of La Junta, Colorado.

The historic zone within the boundaries of Bent's 0ld Fort National Historic Site
encompasses 178 acres. The remaining area comprising the site, while important for
maintaining the site's integrity and the historical scene, is not deemed significant
enough to warrant inclusien within the historic zone.

There are two contributing features within the historic zonme. The reconstructed adobe
fort, the most prominant feature, is a noncontributing structure built during the
mid-1970s. It is an important interpretive feature, and does not adversely impact the
historic site.

The graveyard, delineated by stones, is a contributing feature. All of the burials,
save one, date from the Bent period. The bodies of Gecrge and Robert Bent, brothers of
William and Charles, were interred here for several months, before being removed for
burial in St. Louis. The grave with the tombstone is the only burial to date from a
later time. It is the resting place of Edward Dorris, a Civil Wer soldier who died in
1865.

The stone arch at the old entrance to the park, erected in 1930 by the Daughters of
the American Revolution, is a contributing structure. The rubblestone arch is 22' in
length and 13'6" in height. 1In 1984 the Daughters of the American Revolution granite
monument, erected in 1912, was relocated under the arch.

The maintenance buildings are noncontributing. These are the modern structures necessary
to operate and maintain the historic site, including the maintenance area, visitor
contact station,and parking area. Their impact on the historic scene has been minimized
by the use of compatable materials and visual buffers.

The area of the race track has never been precisely determined and therefore should be
considered a noncontributing feature within the historic zone. The Bent-St. Vrain
Company made much use of the facility for sport and entertainment.

Historical Setting

William Bent began constructing Bent's 0ld Fort sometime in the early 1830s. He built
with adobe, both because it was fire resistant and because there was little timber
available on the plains. By 1834, the massive fort stood. completed.amid a.virgin
prairie of blue grama and buffalo grass.
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The fragile prairie ecosystem could not long withstand man's onslaught, however. During
peak summer months there could be several thousand people around Bent's Fort, Many

had to camp some distance away to find forage Zor their animals. The ground near

the fort was mest likely eroded and the’dry climate would hawve prevented rapid

regeneration. It is doubtful thar nuch vegetation existed for a mile or two in any
direction.

Bent, St. Vrain, and Company reached the height of irs influence, both commercially and
politically around 1846. Just three years Later, the Company's fort lay ruined,
abandoned by William Bent and partially destroyed by an explosion and fire.

By 1861, after a decade of disuse, the fort's adobe walls served as a home station and
repair shop for the Barlow-Sanderson Overland Mail and Express Company, which ran from
Kansas €City to Santa Fe. After railroads replaced the stagecoach, the buildings

served as cattle corrals, from 1881 to 1884

Gradually the fort collapsed. Materials were carried away by settlers and ranchers, an:d
the remains detericrated unchecked. Part of the old walls were still standing as late
at 1915. Elsewhere, only mounds outlined the fort's dimensions.

the site of Bent's 0ld Fort was acquired by the Daughters of the American Revolution,

In 1921, the "Great Pueblo Flood" crested above the level of the fort grounds, completin:
the destruction of the adobe structure. For more than thirty years, the Daughters

of the American Revolution simply protected the ruins and appropriately marked the site.

. In 1920, after nearly 70 years of disuse, and relentless assault by rain, wind, and hail,

The fort's title was transferred to the State of Colorado in 1954, under the care of the
State Historical Society. That same year preliminary archeological explorations were
undertaken. Bent's 0ld Fort remained under Colorado's jurisdiction until it was
established as a National Historic Site on June 3, 1960. The National Park Service
assumed administration of the site in 1963, undertaking a comprehensive archeological
study, and in 1975, the reconstruction of Bent's 014 Tort began. The dedication
ceéremony took place the next year, on June 25, 1976.

Integrity of the Site's Setting Today

Many of the plant species recorded by Lt. John J. Abert on his visit at Bent's 0ld Fort
in 1846-1847 are the same ones found there today. However, while the flat plains
surrounding the fort still display stands of blue grama, and a few of the other low-
growing plants that were associated with the Bent's time, post-period exotic weeds have
encroached upon the land as a result of the natural vegetation being disturbed through
cultivation and overgrazing. An environméntal management plan is currently being
implemented to replace the exotic species of vegetation, primarily tamarisk, with the
native varieties of plants. Toward the river, cottonwoods lining the banks of the
Arkansas provide a scenic backdrep, and effectively buffer the site from noise generated

by U.S. Highway 50 and a nearby railroad. The area is rich in wildlife, and they act
.as "subtle contributors to the integrity of the historic scene,"
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Today, very little of the "Great American Desert," upon which Bent's 0id Fort was a
lone fort, still displays the vast expanses that distinguished the plains as a
"barrier as formidable as the mountains."? The fort no longer sits amidst wirgin
prairie, but encugh of the region's integrity remains to summon forth an appreciation
of the site's historic impertance.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE
Introduction

The site of Bent's 0ld Fort is of natioral significance to the history of the United
States because of important contributions to the commerce, exploration and settlement,
and military conquest of the nineteenth century American west. The stone entrance arch
is of local significance umder Criteria A for early 20th Century recognition of the
importance of the site.

Historical Setting

In 1803 with the purchase of the Louisiana Territory from France, the American Frontier
was pushed westward, from the Mississippi River to the Rocky Mountalns. One of the
earliest and most important developments that occurred in the mewly acquired territory
was the advent of the fur trade. The mountain men or trappers, along with the early
explorers, were among the first white men to appear in the region, and paved the way for
subsequent settlement in the American southwest by people of Furopean descent.

Tn 1821, as the fur trade was gaining strength, Mexico won her independence from 3pain.
Under Spanish rule, American trade in Mexico had bheen greatly discouraged. After
gaining her freedom, however, Mexico welcomed trade, and many American frontiersmen
were eager for the business Mexico could provide.

The Santa Fe Trail, between Independence, Missouri, and Santa Fe, New Mexico, was quickly
established as a trade route. Trade was a very lucrative venture, but alsoc at times
dangerous, as the barren countryside and hostile Plains Indians presented major
difficulties. It soon became evident that those men wno would profit most from the new
trading opportunities were those who could establish relations not only with the Mexicans,
but with the varicus Indian tribes as well; men such as Charles and William Bent, and
Ceran St. Vrain.

The Bent Brothers and Ceran St. Vrain

Charles Bent, born November 11, 1799, in today's West Virginia, was the eldest of Silas
and Martha Bent's eleven children., His younger brother, William, was born on the 231c

of May 1809, three years after the family had moved to the fur trade capital of St. Louis.
There is little documentation regarding the brothers' early involvement in the fur trade.
By the end of the 1820s, however, both Charles and William were experienced trappers, and
had traveled extensively on the Sanra Fe Trail.

Ceran St. Vrain was born May 5, 1802, in present-day St. louis, Missouri. St. Vrain
worked as a trapping outfitter in St. Louis and later in Taos, New Mexico, during the 1320
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Like the Bent brothers, St. Vrain became an experienced trader on the Santa Fe Trail.

The years in which Charles Bent and Ceran St. Vrain entered partnership and subsequently
began building the adobe structure known at Bent's 0ld Fort have never been ascertained
with absolute certainty. Leroy R. Hafen, a noted Colorado Historian, and former executive
director of the State Historical Society of Colorado, explains the issue of dating in
detail in his article "When was Bent's Fort Built?"l As a result of Hafen's work, and
of research by other historians, it has been determined that the partnership between
3ent and St. Vrain was most likelv formed in 1831, and that the fort was constructed
sometime between 1832 and 1834, Buring the winter of 1852-53, William Bent constructed
Bent's New Fort a few miles east of the "01d Fort."

Commerce

Bent's 0ld Fort, originally named Fort William for William Bent, was built by the Bents

and St. Vrain for the purpose of establishing a mercantile trade service with fur trappers,

Plains Indians, and the newly independent nation of Mexico. Consequently, this adobe
fort became one of the foci where Spanish-American, Anglo-American, and the various
Plains Indian cultures, of which the Chevenne, Kiowa, Arapahce, and the Comanche were
the most prominent, interacted.

The fort was built in a strategic location on the Arkansas River, which, at that time,
was the boundary between the United States and Mexico. Bent's Fort was positioned

near enough to the southern Rocky Mountains to attract the business of the mountain

men, while at the same time it was in a choice location for potential trade with Indians.

Although other trading posts, such as Fort Vasquez and Fort Lupton on the South Platt
River, were eventually built as competitors for the lucrative trade, Bent's 0ld Fort

~on the Arkansas was unique in its role of bringing diverse cultures together. The fort

stimulated the Plains Indians' dependence on menufactured trade items, such as cloth,
beads, gunpowder, coffee, Hudson Bay blankets, knives, and tobacco, many of which were
shipped from as far away as Europe. For these goods, tanned buffalo hides, skins, and
other items were exchanged. The hides were then transported to both Mexican and

St. Louis merchants, where they were traded for supplies and money, as well as the
trinkets desired by the Indians.

Exploration and Settlement

In its role as a trading post, Bent's Fort played an important part in pushing the
American Frontier ever westward. In the process, the fort helped to bring about its
own demise as eventually it-was no longer on the frontier. The fort was an outpost of

civilization and a base of supply for many of the American West's best known personalities, §

including Kit Carson, John C. Fremont, Col. Stephen Watts Kearny, Thomas Fitzpatrick,
and James Beckwourth. Through those persons who visited it, Bent's 0ld Fort dispersed
not only trade goods, but American culture and influence as well. Such influence

included the end of Mexican rule in what today is the American Southwest, the displacement
of several Indian tribes, and the near extinction of the Bison.

S
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Military
The use of Bent'’s 0ld Fort by the military is not only
history of the fort, but in the history of America's we

States military presence in the region was directed al
Indians, and the coumtry of Mexico.

an important chapter in the
stward expansion as well. Dnited
ong two main courses, the Plains

In 1835, the Federal government took advantage of the fort's

location to try to improve
relations with the Indians. During that summer, Col. Henry Dodge led a contingent of

135 soldiers on an expedition among the Plzins Indian people. The purpese of the
campaign was to demonstrate American military strength, and to end conflict among the

skirmishing tribes. Dodge and his troops met with representatives from various tribes
in a large peace council at Bent's Fort on August 11, 1835,

Five years later, in 1840, peace was established be
had long been engaged in hostilities. Bent's Fort, and particularly William Bent, were
instrumental in Creating the peace. William, who had married a Cheyenne woman who was

highly respected by her people, encouraged peace with the Comanche at every opportunity,

- ., |

tween the Cheyenne and Comanche who |

|

|

|

\

L2 . . , A . | |
His intention was to 1ncrease the fort's trade by decreasing the hostilities which kept |
|

|

\

the Indians away. 1In 1840 the tribes met three miles below the fort on the Arkansas

River and established peace. The Federal government took note of the fact that the
‘ Indians considered the fort a common meeting ground for peace talks, and as a conse-

quence, in 1846, selected it as headquarters for the Upper Platt and

Arkansas Indian
Agency.

The fort was perhaps even more significant in its contribution to American military
efforts during the war with Mexico. In 1839, when the United States officially recog-
nized Texas as an independent nation, relations with Mexico became increasingly strained,
Subsequently after annexing Texas in 1845, the United States formally declared war on
Mexico on May 13, 1846. Three years previously, in preparation for a possible war,

the Federal government contracted with Bent St. Vrain and Company to provide for the
storage of army provisions at the post, Following this, in 1845, two military expeditiors
led by John C. Fremont, and one expedition led by
at the fort before continuing on to the southwest.

Stephen Watts Kearny gathered supplies

|
During rhe war itself, Bent's Fort served as a military hospital and as a base for the {
g 3 p ‘

invasion into Mexico by Kearny's Army of the West. William Bent, in addition, served
as a scout for Colonel Kearny's troops.

The arrival of the military contributed to the decline of the fort as a trading post.
Trade with Mexico was ruined due to the war, and the presence of soldiers kept many

Indians away. The soldiers and the large quantities of military supplies took up
Precious space and disrupted the daily routine.

1 Leroy R. Hafen, "When Was Bent's Fort Built?" Colorado Magazine, April 1954,

pp. 105-119.
‘. Jackson W. Moore, Jr., Bent's 014 Fort An Archeclogical Study, (State Historical
Society of Colorado and the Pruett Publishing Company, 1973), pp. 5, 6.
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Prior to 1900, A.E. Reynolds, a Colorado mining magnate, purchased 300 acres inclut!
the Bent's Fort site. The Daughters of the American Revolution approached Reynolds
in 1912, concerning the placement of a stone marker near the remains of the fort to
memorialize its contribution to American history. Reynclds agreed with the recomms
He had a gray granite marker placed near the remains of the fort. In 1920 the Qter
County Chapter of the Daughters of the American Revolution received title tc the la

from Reynolds' daughter. The deed was recoerded in 1926. In 1930 the Daughters of

American Revolution erected the stone arch. The arch has local significance under
Criteria A because it reflects the concern, appreciation, and recognition by a loca'
group of the significance of Bent's Fort to American history.

The nomination of this historic site did not consider significance under Criteria "
We do not consider the dumps created by the archeological investigations prior to
construction of the fort to be important. A surface survey was conducted within thr
boundaries and no significant cultural material was found. A separate nomination

for archeological resources will be prepared if anyv further investigation reveals
significant resources.
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The nomination fellows the original boundzries of Bent's 0l1d Fort Naticonal Historic
Site as established by Congress in 1960. The boundary begins at Point A which is
situated next to State Highway 194 approximarely 200 feet west of the west corner

of the maintenance building. The line porceeds 200 feet southeast to Point B which
is its intersection with the maintenance road. From Point B the line proceeds south
along the maintenance road until it intersects with the Arkansas River 2600 feet from
Point B. TFrom Point C the line follows the meanderings of the Arkansas River for
approximately 7000 feet (2500 feet in an easterly direction and 3500 feet in a north-
erly direction) to Point D which is where the river once again heads eastward. Point T
is 200 feet scuth of State Highway 194, From Point D the boundary proceeds southwest
for 2800 feet paralleling State Highway 194 until its intersection with Point A.
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‘DATE: - November 1983 v .

LOCATION OF NEGATIVE: 5Rocky Mountain ¥
‘Regional pffice, National ‘Park Service,
penver, ‘Colorado i _

#IEW: " To southeast - ‘ '

PHOTO NUMBER:

AR
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NAME: Cemetary

LOCATION: Bent's 0l1d Fort Natiomal
Historic Site, Colorado

PHOTOGRAPHER: Carl W. McWilliams

DATE: November 1983

LOCATION OF NEGATIVE: Rocky Mountain :
Regional Office, National Park Service,}
Denver, :Colorado g

VIEW: To southeast §

PHOTO NUMBER:




NAME éBent 's -013 “Toﬂ: ‘Cemetii‘y

LOCATION: Bent’s Old ‘Fort Hat:lonal
- Bistoric_Site, .Colorado ’

i PHOTOGRAPHER' Larl W. McW lliams

' DATE: November 1983 Y

LOCATION OF NEGATIVE: ERocky Hountaln
-Regional Office, National Park
Service, Denver, .CO

VIEW: Of grave of :Edward ‘Dorris ¢

PHOTO NUMBER: . 11
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AME : laew :af surrounding terrain
CATION: Bent's 01d ‘Fort Natiopal- Bistoric
Site, Lolorado .
HOTOGRAPHER: ‘Carl W. McWilliams
s+ November 1983
CATION OF NEGATIVE: “Rocky Mountain Regional
Office, National Park Service, Denver, Lo -
MNorth from fort




NAME : lnrtma surroundiug terrain
LOCATION: Bent's @1:1 Fort 'National Historic_
Site, Colprado .
#PHOTOGRAPHER: -Carl W. iicWilliams
ATE: -November 3983
CATION DF HEGATIVE Rocky ‘Mountain Regional
~Vifice, National Park *Service Denver, CO -
EW: :West of dfort
-13 - e
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3NAME: -Arkansas River

LOCATION: Bent's “0ld Fort National Historic
Site, Colorado ’

PHOTOGRAPHER: Carl W. McWilliams

DATE: November 1983

".JLOCATION OF NEGATIVE: Rocky Mountain Regional

Office, National Park Service, Denver, CO

"VIEW: South of river

PHOTO NUMBER: 14




Hh}

NAME: - “Arkansas fRivér S ;
LOCATYON: ..Bent's’ s01d i’ort -iation'al ‘Historic:
- §ite, Colorado’ i~ e e s Y
PHOTOGRAPHER: --Carl :w. ﬁcWillims
DATE: . ‘Novehber 4983 | ‘
LOCATION ©OF NEGATIVE: - Roc‘ky ﬂmmtain aegionaill
“Office, 'National Park Service, :Denvet 00 &

IWIEW: eSoutheast of friver

11
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NAME: ‘“Maintenance ares ° T
LOCATION: -Bent's 014 Fort National Historic

Site, Lolorado .. . o
-PHOTOGRAPHER : Larl ¥, MeWilliams
DATE : November 1983 - .- B

LOCATION OF -NEGATIVE:' Rocky Mountain Regional’

Office, National Park Service, ‘Denver, €O
VIEW: To northwest <.,

PHOTO NUMBER: 16
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NAME 3 "Wiiitor :Gontac‘t Station
Bent's Bld Fort National

" FHistoric *Site,Colorado

PHOTOGRAPHER: “#Carl ¥.- HcWillitms

DATE: <November ‘1983 4

QDCATI@.JDF NEGATIVE:
Regional Pffice, ‘Natimal.?ark Service
“Denver -Lolorado ™

IEW: '@’To northeast

PHOTO NUMBER:
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NAME 'Visitor Contact Station
LOCATIDN: Bent's Bla Fort National Historic .
Site Lolorado =

rno:rocmpmzn. waru:. «ucwuums .

{DATE : #November 1983 » " T

LOCATION OF NEGATIVE: :Rocky )lountain ieginnal
Office Naticmal rark *Service, Denver, 00




| NAME : Yisitor Contact “Station R :
{ LOCATION: Bent's :D1d Fort Wational Historic
| Site, “Colorado '

j

PHOTOGRAPHER : Carl ¥W. ‘McWillians

DATE: November 1983

LOCATION OF NEGATIVE: Rocky Mountain Regional
Office s National Park Service, ‘Denver, €O

VIEW: .To'northeast

PHOTO NUMBER:
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A.R.'s stone
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s 01¢ Fort National '»Historic.

ch
‘Larl W. ‘McHi11iams

«Noyember 1983
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BalL_#1, CLASSITIED STRUCTURE FIFLD TNVENTORY REPORT £

(Attach 4"x5™ BaW Fhoto)
NPS ORGANIZATION

REGTON RILETY PARK/AREA NAME Donite Uldg Fort M1 i -<CODE NO.
STRUCTURE NAME Peseuwssion - Tents 0ld fort, STRUCTURE NO. BfoL 1
ORDER OF SIGNTFICANCE: National [ %] State [} Local [ ]

TREATMENT RECOMMENDED:

Est, Cost of Treatment Recommended: 7770

X | Preservation Date of this Estimate: ‘ : 7.197¢
Restoration ‘
Reconstruction Est. Interim Cost {other than routine maintenence)
Partial Reconstruction pending completion of Recommended Treatment:
Adaptive Restoration $

LOCATION OF STRUCTURE: Hadlev Quad,. Colo. 7.5 min.

UTM REF E\ICE' CLASS VI LAND ACREAGE (if not
A ll 3 3|___I 6]5 lO’ LL____‘ 1] ___I 21740 l part of a complex or district:

Zone Eastlng Northing acres.
STUDIES REQUTRED: KEY
C {Historical Studies Plan ' ﬁ - not needed
. }JHistoric Resource Study . P - programmed
< |Historic Structure Report C - completed
o JHistoric Furnishing Study U - underway
A JHistoric Struecture Preservation Guide R -~ required, but not yet scheduled

STRUCTURE: Type of, and composition: 2 atrucheo
framino.

Physical Description: sencg Old Furt Hateonal Hisvoric Site wag establishs
ed on llareh 15, 1964 as s unit of The National Ferl svetem. After sh
dntensive archeclosical SUTLVEY Wat CunduoTel LY Jackeon We FOOTE JT

tihe zort wew reconstpPucted ant wag bagicelly corpletved in June of 1976,
at a cost cver .7 mililon collars,

Yne existing renlica of oents Old Yorl snables the visailor to

agouraLely reexperience o SLEgNLILICANT soffiehu UL western Horth American

[

sante Fort wee one of *h' ngﬂlfluanu centers of the western
L wWog consnrietolr in 1 L 0ULNOSTE
@LLlelens 0L Lo Aancrican xes‘ well doc-
umegntes ano intorprelel ©o ThE DU
Tne fort is a » s LrucLur envrel Tortificd conrt yard
gurrounces on four L To of acooe LLOCE Aanc L1og
LTaute P00ug, uocsicnlil DoLlign tegdare’ 1N Dlin. LTS L00pe miid
Toced valls =nd 1 ol TIO0CE An( TOOIE CyDITics Toirisd Spanizhe-
=TT

rregucenc 1n TGOS olbh LIS E Ly LIETLIOTE, geanding

™ T T T ™ 1 — ————— ry p Py
'\,Ah.:-_.,:,li‘_]_LS a8 »4'3-!__5. S8 G IRIEU0I ‘:-__‘ ..i. re ’.-“_lCS .

{continue on reverse if necessarv)

PRESENT CONDITION: Excellent i Good| X Fair{ | Deterloratedi
Ruins l:] Unaltered ] Altered | X Original Site Moved

Report prepared by: 1..4ce J. Clivievi

\
; 7
e oIV
E 1 o I kR
s LA June 1976
w3ignature Date

INT: B30 -T2
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NAME: D.A.R. Arch

LOCATION: Bent's 0ld Fort National
Historic Site, Colorado

PHOTOGRAPHER: Carl W, McWilliams

DATE: November 1983

LOCATION OF NEGATIVE: Rocky Mountain
Regional Office, National Park Service,
Denver, Colorado

VIEW: To southeast showing Daughters of

the American Revolution stone arch, erected

1930.

PHOTO NUMBER: 21






NAME: Bent's 0ld Fort

LOCATION: Bent's 0ld Fort National
Historic Site, Ceclorade

PHOTOGRAPHER: Carl W, McWilliams

DATE: November 1983

LOCATION OF REGATIVE: Rocky Mountain
Regional Office, National Park
Service, Denver, Colorado

VIEW: To west

PHOTO NUMBER: 7
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NAME: Fort and surrounding terrain

LOCATION: Bent's 01d Fort National Historic
Site, Colorado

PHOTOGRAPHER: Carl W. McWilliams

DATE: ©November 1983

LOCATION OF NEGATIVE: Rocky Mountain Regional
Office, National Park Service, Denver, CO

VIEW: West of fort

PHOTO NUMBER: 13






NAME.: TFort and Surrounding Terrain

LOCATION: Bent's 014 Fort National Historic
Site, Colorado

PHOTOGRAPHER: Carl W, McWilliams

DATE: November 1983

LOCATION OF NEGATIVE: Rocky Mountain Regiomal
Office, National Park Service, Denver, €0

VIEW: To north

PHOTO NUMBER: 2
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NAME: Bent's 01d Fort

LOCATION: ‘Bent's 0ld Fort National Historic
Site, Colorado

PHOTOGRAPHER: Carl W. McWillians

DATE: November 1983

LOCATION OF NEGATIVE: Rocky Mountain Regicnal
Office, National Park Service, Denver, CO

VIEW: To southwest

PHOTO NUMBER: 6
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NAME: Visitor Contact Station

LOCATION: Bent's 0ld Fort National
Historic Site, Colorado

PHOTOGRAPHER: Carl W, McWilliams

DATE: Novembex 1983

LOCATION OF NEGATIVE: Rocky Mountain
Regional Office, National Park Service,
Denver, Colorado

VIEW: To east

PHOTO NUMBER: 19



