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A LETTER FROM TAOS, 1826 '

WILLIAM WORKMAN

edited by David J. Weber

INTRODUCTION

IN FEBRUARY 1826 William Work~an, a merchant residing in
Taos, New Mexico, wrote to his brother, David Workman, of
Franklin, Missouri. This simple act is of interest because Work­
irian's ietter is one of the few' that have survived from' the' 'first
years of the Santa Fe trade. The origin?l. is ,in thtt po~'se~sion of
Mr. 'Conrad Krebs, a great-grandson of pavid Workman/ and a
photostatic copy donated by the Krebs family.is on file in the State
Records Center at Santa Fe. To this writer's knowledge, it has
only once been cited in a published work. 2

The Workman brothers were born in England, David in 1798
and William-in 1800. As young men, both migrated to America
and established a saddlery in Franklin, Missouri.3 David-Work­
manan4 the saddlery achieved lasting; if J?inor; fame, when:' his
appr~ntice, sixteen-year-old Kit Carson, 'ran away to begin his ad~

ventures in the far west. David Workman advertised: "OrieceIit
reward will be given to any person who will bring back the ,said
b "4 - '

oy. ' ",:
That the Workman brothers soon found their way to New

Mexico is not surprising, for in the early. 1820'S Franklin was the.
most important town west of St. Louis and the "cradle" of the'
Santa Fe trade.5 William was ~e first tobe~nticed by the oppor"
tunities of Mexico's northern 'Frontier. In the spring of 1825 be .
joined a group of traders, probably the large caravan captained by
Augustus Storrs, and arrived in Santa Fe in early July. Traveling
with him were two of the persons mentioned in the letter here
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published: Elisha Stanley and Mathew Kinkead. 6 Most of the
traders returned to Missouri in the fall; William Workman was
among the few who remained to make New Mexico their home.

Workman's main reason for writing to his brother that winter
was to obtain materials to build a distillery in Taos, with Samuel
Chambers and Mathew Kinkead as his partners. Native distilleries
were, of course, already in use in New Mexico, and Workman's
letter indicates that he intended to make whiskey that spring, be­
fore the arrival of the requested equipment. Furthermore, Peg­
Leg Smith claimed to have built a distillery near Taos in the previ­
ous winter, 1824-1825, in partnership with Samuel Chambers,
James Baird, and one Stevens.7 But Workman's letter furnishes
the most detailed description yet found of the equipment that
"Anglos" used to make that famous and popular beverage of the
mountain man, "Taos lightning."8 There is no record of the ar­
rival of the equipment, perhaps because, as Workman said, it was
"countraband." If the two eighty-gallon stills did arrive, they were
probably the first American-made distillery equipment to be im­
ported over the Santa Fe trail.

In this early New Mexico "bootlegging" operation Samuel
Chambers was to own half of the assets and Workman and Kin­
kead the other half. Chambers had long been associated with the
area. In 181 2 he was a member of a party that tried, unsuccess­
fully, to establish commercial relations with Santa Fe, and he
spent the next nine years in a Chihuahua prison. Released in
1821, he made his way back to the United States and then re­
turned to Santa Fe with another trading party in 1822.9 Chamb~rs

continued to be active in the commerce of the prairies and ~p­
parently made Taos his home until his death, sometime after
1835.

10

Mathew Kinkead, like Workman, was a resident of Franklin.
Just as David Workman is best known as the person from whom
the young Kit Carson escaped, Kinkead is best remembered as the
kindly "old mountaineer" who sheltered Carson during the lad's
first winter in Taos.ll . .
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Workman's letter is not entirely concerned with establishing a
distillery. His complaint that Taos was "one of the meenest Coun­
try to be sick in the world for their no nurishments to be got,"
probably reflected many an Anglo trader's attitude toward Mexi­
can cuisine. The lack of a doctor and the scarcity of specie in the
area were typical frontier problems. Doctors had been few during
the Spanish colonial period and the Mexican period saw only the
occasional visit of a foreign doctor.12 Workman was not the only
Missouri trader to hnda short,age of hard cash in New Mexico.13

That specie and fur were synonomous to Workman is suggestive
of the importance of the fur trade within the early Santa Fe trade
-an aspect which has often been overlooked.14 Indeed; Workman
probably obtained the two~hundred-dollar draft he sent to his
brother "on old man Prat," from the sale of furs or by equipping
some 6f Pratte's trappers. "Prat" is almost certainly Bernard Pratte;
the prominent St. Louis fur trader. Perhaps Workman acquired
furs through trade or by trapping and sold them .. to Pratte's son;
Sylvestre, who was then operating out of New Mexico.15

Two .days after Workman wrote to his brother, a small party
led by Captain Richard Brannin left Taos for Missouri. Brannin
had come to New Mexico with the United States Santa Fe trail
survey party under George C. Sibley. He bought a mule from
Workman for the return trip. Several Santa Fe traders, including
Thomas H. Boggs, joined Brannin's group.16 Boggs had entered
the Santa Fe trade as early as 1825 and settled in New Mexico.
There, knowri as Jose Tomas Boggs, he became a Catholic and a
citizen and used the area as a base for trapping and trading.17 Since
he was performing other errands for William Workman on his
1826 trip to Missouri, it seems likely that he also delivered Work­
man's letter to his brother. The two· apparently remained friends.
William Workman successfully represented Boggs before the al­
calde of Taos in 1828 when a local senorita, who had bestowed
certain favors upon Boggs, sought redress· for Boggs's failure to
marry her.18

William Workman remained in Taos, was baptized a Roman
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Catholic, married a local girl, and became a Mexican citizen.19 He
operated a store and, in partnership. with John Rowland, a dis­
tillery.20 He continued to import merchandise over the Santa Fe
trai1.21 In 1837, when he tried to smuggle goods into Santa Fe by
concealing them inside of two stills, he was found out and the
merchandise confiscated.22 In 184 I Workman was suspected of
conspiring with. the Texan-Santa Fe expedition. He and John
Rowland, thinking it prudent to depart, led a well-known immi­
grant party to California·. There they purchased a large ran!=:ho
near Los Angeles.23

.

Although David Workman continued to make Missouri his
home, he too became involved in the Santa Fe trade. He visited
New Mexico in 1827 and was seen on the Chihuahua trail as late
at 1846.2_4 In 1854 he and his family joined William in Cali­
fornia, where David died in an accident the following year.25

William Workman prospered and became a prominent Califor­
nian. He committed suicide in. 1876 when a bank, in which he
was partner, failed. 26

THE LETTER

Toes,27 St. Vernandes Feb. 13, 1826
Dear Brother

You will think it is a long timebefor you hear from me but
their has not been a company gone in expect [except] one and at
that time I was not able to moove in bed I have had a severe spell
of sickness morso than I ever had in my life and if it had not a
been for Mr Stanly28 I should have died for they was no Doctor
hear and not much medison, and it is one of the meenest Country
to be sick in the world for their no nurishments to be got, but I
have ·got quit well again and injoygood health which I hope you
do the same and the Boys that is with you; David I have sent you
in a draft of two hundred dollors by ... Th. Bogs and·1 wish you
to collect it as soon as possible for their is a great many drafts on
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the old man Prat but I have no dought but he will payit at-sight,
you may think I ought to have sent in more. money but it is out
of my Power [to] do it at Present it is not in the power of man to
sell goods where their is no money I have bought up a large quan~

tity of com and wheat whichI hope to sell it for cashin the spring
or tum it into whiskey and that is cash or fur so you may expect
one or the other in the spring. my chance was never more flatter­
ing than it is at present Chambers has been to St ta Fee and got
the holy water put on his head and the.Governor29 . is ,a great
friend of his he willassist us in. any thing that we under take so
we have want you to get of Aberham Barns30 eighty gallon stills
and some other articles which I will give you a list of, if you could
do me the favour I shall be very glad for we are not on any un­
certinty about it for we have got the stuf that will bring the money
in the spring so that you and Mr Barns need not be the least
affraid to get those articles but be shoor never to name it to any
person for they are countraband Articles, and I hope by this time
that you have got that money from Johnson and Mc Keney if not
make them pay if they have got it for they used me very bad John­
son is as meen a man as ever lived give me an axact account how
you come on with them for I- am affraid that you will have some
troble with them.

A list of the Articles
Two Eighty gallon stills, the caps to be of the goose neck kind
Six Brass cocks [faucets]
Six falling axes
Two grubing hoase [hoes] .
Irons for one tub mill
one inch and half Chisel
one inch ditto of the very strongest kind
Two Augers one~nchand the other half inch
Two Mill picks, one stone hammer Iron
Twenty pOUIids of steels, One hundred lb of hoop
One Crane for Drawing water twenty lb of
Flouring [Hooring] najls.One goodstrong.'Plantati()~;,

Waggon
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The things that Ihave named I want you and Aberham Barns to
see to getting them if it is convenient, Mathew Kinkead and my­
self pays for half of them which I expect it will come to about
eighty five dollors for each of us, Chambers pays for half'fmd we
the other half and perhaps you can get some of them with traid
The goods that 1 named iIi my other letter I dont want you to
send them but if any of the stores will credit me for five hundred
yards of the Cheepest cind [kind] of Brown Domestic some nar­
row and some of the widest, kind I will send them in the money
this summer without fail and some tobacco if it can be got cheap,
and one Blue settute [surtout] coat made in the same fashion that
my other on [e] was but have it made a little larger so it will but­
ton easy on you and the ballance of my close I think I can make
out except [shoes] and a hat you must send me two pair of shoes
of ... high quarter, and tell P. B. Ranys that he [must pick me]
out a good hat, unfinished so that I can get it finished hear and
1 will send him the money or fur in the spring; ,there will be a
very large company that will start from hear in march with about
two thousand head of stock which they 'may calculate to loose half
them I could have sent you in stock but it is so uncertain about
them getting in for this reason I think that man in any Business
that started with as little as I did ought to lie on a shoor futting
[footing], I have to furnish mule to Capt Brannin and you cant
get one convenient I wish you to get one of M Kinkeads if they
are not sould, T have sent you in twenty dollor by Thos Bogs to
get us some Sugar and Coffee, and you'must send me out colourd
paper for lining Trunks and some saddlers tacks as as I did not
bring any with me and some morocker [morocco] Leather as mine
was taken from me, I want you to send me out my tools such as
[B]eck planes and schels gouges holers and rounds and one male
turning saw and my smoal hammer so I reman, yours

WWorkman

Mr Patton81 and myself tried our work in St ta Fee this winter
and could sell nothing as for trunks I can Barter them of to a good
advantage but their is very little money in Country and they
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WWorkman

thought that we would make them up and the[y] would get them
for nothing but be shoor to send me out that coulerd paper and
nails and some locks of a better quality for their is half them that
I brought is good for nothing and I want some good ones for some
particular Persons in this country, Capt Brannin has to load his
waggon with his goods and our Articles and if he cant fitit all of
them Mr Thos Bogs has promised to bring them that we want, and
if you can get some sassifrass Bark. if you please, you will
oblige yours

.... ":.......... .
,-._--...;~.~

(;:-:~.::::-:.~'. --,... . ... ,
••

,~== =~_~:,I
,.:.._~..-: --.... ' '" "'"••I I .-- .,. .... ~-:.'
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