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NEW MEXICO'S SHEEP INDUSTRY, 1850-1900:
ITS ROLE IN THE HISTORY OF THE TERRITORY

ALVAR WARD CARLSON"

HE STORY of the rise ~f the cattle kingdoms in the West after the
Civil War, and their beginnings in Texas/ are well known. By
comparison, the story of the sheep empires of the same period,
which covered an equally large, if not larger section of the West,2
have been neglected. Even today the nineteenth-century cowboy
receives more attention in television serials and novels than does the
shepherd. The cowboys, during the second half of the nineteenth
century when new states were being formed, were undoubtedly
more exciting and glamorous figures on their horses than the lonely
shepherds with their dogs. Yet sheep played an important role, especially in the Rocky Mountain states. They were associated with the
founding of many early settlements, more so than cattle. 3
This paper will not relate the history of sheep in the West, or
even in the Rocky Mountains, as a whole, but analyze the sheep
industry of the Territory of New Mexico. Why study this particular
area? By 1850 New Mexico had the largest number of sheep in the
West. Much like Texas for cattle, it became a source of the expanding sheep industry after the Civil War. Between 1850 and
1900 New Mexico became a leader in sheep, and the industry was
influenced by new markets, means of transportation, and other
factors. 4

T

.. I am indebted to Professor Rodney C. Loehr, Department of History, University
of Minnesota, for his encouragement ·and to Professor E. Cotton Mather, Department
of Geography, University of Minnesota, for introducing me to the research possibilities of the Southwest. I also want to thank Mrs. Allegra Derryberry of the History
Library, Museum of New Mexico, Santa Fe, for her help in gathering information.
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Spaniards established sheep husbandry in New Mexico. Sheep
and cattle were the first two livestock industries of the West and
both began here. Juan de Onate founded the first settlement at San
Juan in noithern New Mexico, near an Indian pueblo, at the confluence of the Chama River and the Rio Grande in 1598. He brought
herds of livestock from Chihuahua. Although his colony had cattle,
horses, and goats, there were three times as many sheep, which
were of fairly good quality, some presumably merinos. 5 There was
no need for winter stock feeding, and the number of sheep increased rapidly as more settlements were founded. Numerous missions were established, primarily in the Rio Grande Valley or the
valleys of its tributaries in north-central New Mexico, among the
sedentary Pueblo Indians. Padres of the missions favored sheep because they provided not only wool for clothing but also meat and
tallow. 6 They taught the Indians how to care for sheep, which
quickly came to dominate the livestock scene. 7 A small number of
influential and wealthy men, ricas, also came into possession of very
large flocks which grazed upon their land grants and at will on open
domain. With the decline of the missions in the eighteenth century,
sheep husbandry was dominated by a relatively few Spanish families.
In addition to raising sheep for local needs, New Mexicans found
markets for them in northern Mexico where mining operations
were widespread. Thousands of sheep were driven south annually
from the Rio Grande Valley to supply cheap but excellent meat for
the miners. s Wool and tallow were of lesser importance. By the
1830'S ricas had contracts in Durango to deliver up to fifteen thousand sheep each year, and twenty-five thousand to Viscaya. 9 Others
took their sheep to Chihuahua, Guaymas, San Juan, and even as
far south as Guadalajara, Mexico City, and Vera Cruz. These had
to be hardy animals to endure the overland treks on hoof.
According to Jose AgustIn de Escudero, sheep had become almost
more valuable than specie within New Mexico because they were
used as a medium of exchange. 1o Lower-class people could trade a
few of their sheep for items they needed from MexiCan cities. Ricas,
who monopolized sheep trading, normally augmented their flocks
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with sheep either traded by the rancheros or bought from them at
low prices. Between 182 I and 1846, they drove on the average
two hundred thousand head south yearly.l1 In 1839, Colonel
Chaves alone drove approximately seventy-five thousand sheep. It
was claimed that in a single year over half a million sheep were
driven south to be sold in Mexico. This trade was lucrative-ricas
were doubling or tripling their money in Mexico-but it came to an
end with the Mexican War.12
During the Mexican War, some New Mexican wool reached
Kansas City by ox-trains. 13 She~p on the hoof were not a part of. the
earlier trade of the Santa Fe Trail during the 1820'S and 1830'S.14
Woolen goods had some importance in the trade by Santa Fe merchants in San Bernardino and Los Angeles between 1830 and 1848,
but sheep were not driven west,15 Essentially, the real economy of
New Mexico evolved around sheep on the hoof, and it is no wonder
that the Territory became the principal sheep area west of the Mississippi River by 1850'
Several Americans had taken notice of this isolated but fairly
well-settled area prior to 1850, and their accounts provide vivid
descriptions of the geographical conditions in which stock raising
had become important. 16 In 18 I Zebulon Pike wrote that except
for the valleys of the Rio Grande and its tributaries in the central
part of New Mexico, "all the rest of the country presents to the eye
a barren wild of poor land, scarcely to be improved by culture, and
appears to be only capable of producing sufficient subsistence for
those animals which live on succulent plants and herbage.17
In 1844, after several trips over the Santa Fe Trail, Josiah Gregg
wrote of New Mexico "by far the most important indigenous product of the soil of New Mexico is its pasturage. Most of the high
table-plains afford the finest grazing in the world, while, for want of
water, they are utterly useless for most other purposes.18
Lieutenant Colonel W. H. Emory was much impressed in 1848
by the abundance of grama grass and recorded that "this must one
day become a great grass grazing country, particularly for sheep.
The pure dry air is eminently adapted to them, and they are said to
be in all New Mexico very prolific. . . ."19 Furthermore, he noted

°
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that "in no part of this vast tract can the rains from Heaven be relied
'1 "20
· . 0 f the SOl.
upon, to any extent, f or the cu1tlVatlOn
These comments show that pasture was New Mexico's greatest
resource, but further stimulus was necessary for the expansion of
the livestock industry. Within several months of the publication of
Emory's report, New Mexican sheepmen had found new markets.
Gold had been discovered in California and thousands of miners
were moving there. There was need for meat and California's missions were unable to cope with the demand. 21 New Mexico had the
nearest large expendable supply of sheep for sale, and New Mexican
sheep had established their repute for tasty meat with Mexican miners and with travelers and soldiers in the Southwest, as well as their
ability to withstand long drives. 22 The latter point was important,
for the Territory had no ready access to water ports and it was before the time of the transcontinental railroads.
Soon large Bocks ranging from five thousand to twenty-five thousand sheep, were driven westward to California during the summer
months, starting in 1849. Antonio and Jesus Luna and Manuel
Otero drove twenty-five thousand in that year. Other notable drives
included those of trail drivers Richens Wootton with nine thousand in 1852 and Kit Carson with six thousand in 1853 to Sacramento. 23 The Bocks largely came from New Mexican families Perea,
Otero, Martinez, and Armijo.24 From 1852 to 1860, over 550,000
sheep had been trailed into California for mutton and breeding
stock. Some were going to southern California ranches. The biggest
year was 1856 when two hundred thousand were driven there, but
by 1858 Indian troubles along the trails reduced the number to almost none. 25 The trade, which ceased in 1860, had been very
lucrative, primarily for New Mexico's ricas. In 1852 they were getting up to $16.00 a head but by 1857 the price had decreased to a
little over $3.00.26
During this decade before the Civil War, sheep from New Mexico were also driven to other territories, but not on the same scale.
Flocks were trailed into Utah for Mormon farms, and later to silvermining settlements in Nevada. After the discovery of gold near
Pike's Peak in Colorado in 1858, New Mexico was the obvious
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source for meat. Bands of sheep were driven into southern Colorado,
where their husbandry was entrusted to Spanish-Americans. 27 Also,
a few New Mexico sheep were trailed into Kansas, Nebraska, and
Missouri and to Fort Laramie, Wyoming for stocking purposes. 28
New Mexico's sheep quickly became well-known in the West and
were economically important to numerous newly founded settlements outside its territorial borders. At the same time, the stable
sheep population of New Mexico increased from 377,000 in 1850
to 830,000 by 1860. William Watts Hart Davis wrote in 1857 that
New Mexico was little known in the United States as "its very position precludes an intimate intercourse with other sections of the
Union. . . ."29 Sheep on the hoof, however, started to remove New
Mexico from isolation and made the Territory better known to
Americans.
At mid-century, New Mexico's sheep industry was handled in an
unusual way not to be found elsewhere in Anglo-America. By
Spanish custom the partido system had been well established. 30
This helps to explain the large Bocks commonly held by the ricos.
During the Mexican period, Governor Bartolome Baca (18231825) owned nearly two million sheep and employed some 2,7°0
peons as shepherds on the range. Governor Jose Antonio Chavez
(1829-1832), had one million sheep divided into three hundred
Bocks or partidas. 31 By 1850 several other owners had Bocks of fifty
thousand to two hundred thousand sheep. These sheep were put
out on shares to partidarios. A partidario received a Bock, or partida,
of several' hundred to two or three thousand head consisting mostly
of ewes and a few breeding rams. According to Escudero, a partidario's contract with a rico essentially required him to return between ten and twenty per cent of each year's increment in sheep
and the same amount in wool. Twenty per cent was the general rule.
In addition, the original number of sheep had to be repaid to the
owner, normally after five years. 32
By Spanish tradition grazing land was free domain, so Bocks
ranged far over the Territory, although their home base was largely
the Rio Grande Valley. Partidarios were supposedly able to earn
enough from their contracts to enable them to establish homes and
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start their own small Rocks. Nevertheless many were kept in perpetual indebtedness to ricos because of circumstances beyond their
control which included Indian depredations, predatory animals,
droughts, and winter storms. Many partidarios were also indebted
to ricos for small loans qf money.33 Thus the ricos were able to continue to maintain large Rocks with the help of numerous herdsmen. 34 As a result of this system and the lack of merchants and
banks, two classes developed in New Mexico. Ricos, or patrons,
were greatly outnumbered by the poorer people who were either
shepherds or sedentary agriculturists in the Rio Grande Valley.
Sheep-were king in New Mexico and those who possessed the huge
Rocks and land grants were the ruling class socially and politically.
By 1850, far from declining, the partido system was increasing in
importance as New Mexico's sheep population grew by nearly half
a million between 1850 and 186o. For example, Don Jose Albino
Baca, who settled in the Las Vegas area after 1850, owned sixty
thousand sheep a few years later. He employed many peons. 35 There
were sheep kings in New Mexico several years before there were
the well-known cattle barons in Texas.
Sheep in the Territory of New Mexico were of the unimproved
type. Descendants of Onate'ssheep were small, meager-fleeced,
lightly built degenerates owing to poor breeding practices. 36 These
became collectively known as churros. 37 Quantity instead of quality
was always prized, for those with more sheep had more influence.
Furthermore, partidarios were not willing to invest their time or
energy in improving the ricos' flocks, and the ricos were unconcerned so long as they had markets for their sheep. Why improve
the Rocks when they could be sold as they were? Content was the
rule. In addition, New Mexican sheep were noted for their tasty
mutton and were sold for their meat and not their wool. Numerous
Americans critized the New Mexicans for having unimproved
sheep, but thousands of Americans relished their mutton. 3S
Americans thought it was a shame for New Mexican sheep to be
poor producers of wool. Why hadn't they been improved to serve a
dual role? A partial explanation has already been given, but it must
also be remembered that New Mexico's settlements had been iso-
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lated from the rest of the United States for a long time. High-quality
wool sheep had been introduced into the New England states from
Europe and were migrating into the Midwestern states, and even as
far west as Oregon, but they were not introduced in the Southwest
on any appreciable scale until after the Civil War. Anyway, what
would New Mexicans do with their wool and how could they
compete with wool-producing states where transportation facilities
were far better? Another point is worth mentioning here. Before
the Civil War mutton was in demand in the west and wool was
not,39 New Mexico's churro sheep had become great travelers on
hoof and herded ~ell, whereas several sheep authorities admitted
that the wool-bearing sheep on the Northern farms did not possess
these characteristics. 40 As we shall see, there were changes in the
ensuing decades.
Up to the Civil War, Indians were a continual menace in New
Mexico. Lieutenant J. W. Abert reported in 1846 that "the raising
of sheep would be much more profitable if it were not for the depredations of the Navajoes."41 Later Escudero wrote: "Happy the day
when the government will extend its protecting hand to this territory; then these fields, at present uninhabited and desolate, will
be converted into rich and happy sheep ranches!"42
Indians made frequent raids on herdsmen and their Hocks, sometimes stealing an entire Hock. As a result, the Navajo had become
sheep husbandmen. 43 By 1850, they owned approximately five
hmidred thousand sheep and were great weavers of the coarse wool,
making rugs and blankets. 44 Most of their sheep had come from
Hocks in the Rio Grande Valley. The Apache raided mostly in the
southern part of New Mexico. Gregg noted that the "Apaches rely
chieHy upon the Hesh of the cattle. and sheep they can steal from
the Mexican rancheros and haciendas."45
Thousands of sheep were lost to the Indians each year and the
raids had profound effects not only upon the partido system, but
also on the pattern of settlement. Agriculturists and herdsmen alike
would gather together in a small rancheria near water, often surrounded by mud walls for protection. It was simply too dangerous
for anyone to build his home in an open location detached. from
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other settlement. Consequently most herdsmen lived in the Rio
Grande Valley but grazed their sheep in summer at considerable
distances on the open range and in winter closer to home. The
nutritious grama grass was good for year-round grazing. 46
We have so far looked at New Mexico's sheep industry up to the
time of the Civil War. We have seen that the industry had served
as a source of meat for mining settlements in both northern Mexico
and several western states. There was little interest in wool. This
old but isolated sheep area, annexed to the United States in 1848,
had quickly become a resource area for an expanding livestock industry in America's West, even though some of its customs were unfamiliar to Americans and consequently under critical review. The
Civil War, the.decline in mining, the establishment of sheep husbandry elsewhere based largely upon New Mexican sheep, and the
lack of quality wool caused a temporary leveling-off in New Mexico's sheep industry. New Mexicans were not permitted to sell
livestock to the Confederacy and neither were Texans. It is generally known what happened in Texas after the war with the northward
thrust of its numerous cattle, but what about neighboring New
Mexico with its large ovine population?
One of the notable changes in New Mexican sheep husbandry
resulted in part from the Civil War. The economic historian Chester Wright claimed that the war was a stimulus for the production
ofwool. 47 The tariff was a factor to a much lesser extent. 48 Western
states, including New Mexico, began to respond to the demand
for wool. In fact, the West's sheep industry more or less turned from
producing meat to producing wool. Merino breeding stock was
brought in from the eastern states to cross with the New Mexican
stock. 49 Sheepmen in most areas wanted to improve their Rocks to
meet the demand, but the ricas in New Mexico were either hesitant,
complacent, or ignorant. It was American sheepmen moving into
northeastern New Mexico who brought the heavier-set, wool-bearing full-blooded merino rams, largely from Vermont, Pennsylvania,
and Ohio, and started to crossbreed with the churros. 5o Later, grade
merino sheep amounting to 40,800 by 1880 were driven from
California to New Mexico. 51 Some merinos were also trailed in
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from Texas. Gradually New Mexican flockmasters started to improve their sheep. It has been estimated that in 188o nearly forty
per cent of New Mexico's sheep were of the improved type. 52 However, four-fifths of the sheep in the nation were already purebred
or grade merinos by 1870.53 Even in the late 1880'S, the average
value per head in New Mexico was $ I .52, over thirty per cent lower
than the national average of $2.21. New Mexico's sheep had the
lowest average value per head of any state west of the Mississippi
River. 54
SHEEP POPULATION-I 880

County

No. of Sheep"

Sheep per sq. mile

Bernalillo
Colfax
Dona Ana
Grant
Lincoln
Mora
Rio Arriba
San Miguel
Santa Fe
Socorro
Taos
Valencia

583,000
65,000
35,000
14,000
3,000
98,000
148,000
390,000
31,000
150,000
214,000
359,000

7I
10

2
2
Less than 1
24
21
27
21
8
27
38

.. Exclusive of spring lambs, June I, 1880. Numbers are rounded off to the nearest
thousand. Northern counties had many more sheep than southern counties. Total
sheep population numbered approximately 2,090,000, exclusive of the lambs.
Sources: Tenth Census of the U.S., 1880, Productions of Agriculture, p. 164, and
Tenth Census of the U.S., 1880, The Areas of the U.S., Extra Census Bulletin,
p.I02.

The improvements had a considerable effect upon New Mexico's
livestock economy. Churro sheep produced approximately one and
one-half pound fleeces of coarse wool. Merino stock had fleeces of
up to as high as seven or eight pounds. When the animals were
crossed, the improved sheep produced fleeces averaging three to
four pounds. These improved sheep eventually came to be preferred in the Southwest and some other parts of the West because
they combined the best characteristics of the churro-hardy, prolific,
and savory-along with good wool. Only 33,000 pounds of wool had
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been produced in 1850 and it was considered an unprofitable sideline of the 380,000 sheep in the Territory that year. 56 By 188o, over
two million fleeces of wool were shorn annually, weighing over four
million pounds. Evidently many unimproved sheep of the Territory's total four million were now being shorn, for each fleece
weighed on the average two pounds. 57 Because wool had become
profitable, many sheepmen were increasing their flocks. Now that
the Navajo and Apache Indians had been subdued, the free grazing
ranges were extended further on government land. 58 Some sheepmen also kept their sheep instead of selling them out of the Territory, and there were more sheepmen. All this helps to explain the
tremendous increase in sheep population by 188o.
This is not to say that no sheep were driven out of New Mexico
after the Civil War. Many were, and there were three notable differences between the sheep drives of this era and the earlier drives.
Except for several thousand driven into Arizona in the late 1870'S
and early 1880'S, most of the sheep were now driven north and
northeast into Colorado, Wyoming, Montana, and even into the
western Dakotas. There they grazed upon the piedmont, the northern high plains, and the Rocky Mountains. Many more were driven
onto the Great Plains region of Kansas and Nebraska. Drives were
also made eastward into northern and western Texas. These drives
did not involve as many sheep as the drives to Old Mexico, but more
than those to the far western states before the war. And now several
American sheepmen in New Mexico were selling sheep outside the
Territory and had become sheepmen rather than cattlemen. In
188o, when New Mexico had nearly four million sheep, there were
only 137,000 beef cattle. 59 Sheep were still "king" and New Mexico's sheep industry was experiencing another boom.60 It must be
noted that the carrying capacity of New Mexican range probably
influenced many stockmen to keep sheep. On the average it took
seventy acres for one cow; only fifteen acres were needed per sheep.61
Much of the demand for New Mexican stock in Kansas and
Nebraska, even in Colorado, came as a result of the growth of a new
agricultural enterprise to meet the increasing national demand for
meat. This was stock feeding in feedlots, largely alfalfa and grains

CARLSON: SHEEP INDUSTRY

35

from irrigated fields. 62 The fattened animals were marketed later to
the developing meat-packing plants in Chicago, St. Louis, and
Omaha. Between 1876 and 1878 alone, over three hundred thousand sheep were trailed out annually via Raton, mostly to Kansas
and Nebraska, and some to Wyoming. 63 In 1880, nearly two hundred thousand stock sheep and thirty thousand wethers were driven
to Wichita, Dodge City, and Hutchinson, Kansas. Approximately
fifty thousand sheep were sent to Colorado in 1880.64 Thousands
of sheep were driven into Texas in the early 1880'S, many times in
exchange for cattle. Again New Mexican sheep were desired both
because of their tasty meat and their availability for sale. For example, ewes were sold for reasons of breeding to farmers in Minnesota and Iowa. 65 Although mutton had again become important, the
Territory now had two sources of income from its generally improved sheep.
By 1880 New Mexico had over seven hundred miles of rail,
which was nearly doubled by 1890' In 1900, the Territory had
over 1,7°0 miles of rail, including lines of four major companies:
the Atchinson, Topeka and Santa Fe, Atlantic and Pacific, Denver
and Rio Grande, and Southern Pacific. Although these lines were
built as parts of transcontinental systems and not especially for New
Mexicans, they had a profound effect upon the sheep industry.66
As early as 1857, Davis had realized how important railheads would
be in New Mexico. He said they would connect its isolated settlements with the rest of the country and facilitate the exportation of
agricultural products. 67 The railroads transformed the marketing of
sheep by providing many more outlets than the sheep trails had. 68
Feeder lambs and wethers as well as wool could be sent anywhere.
Lambs were now in more demand than stock ewes. The Atchison,
Topeka and Santa Fe railroad reported in 1891 that it shipped approximately seven hundred thousand wethers, three thousand carloads. 69 These wethers went to feedlots, mostly in corn- and alfalfaproducing states of the Midwest. There were only a few feeders in
New Mexico, mostly Americans. In 1890 New Mexicans sold nine
million pounds of wool which went principally to eastern mills.
With the growing emphasis on large-scale production of wool
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and wethers, mercantile establishments began to appear in New
Mexico. These were established by Americans, mostly of GermanJewish origin. They began to play an increasingly important role,
not only in marketing sheep and wool, but also in improving flocks
and in debt-financing for many small operators. Two of the earliest
general merchants were the Ilfelds of Las Vegas, who started to send
wool to railheads on the Great Plains to be delivered in Chicago
and Philadelphia during the 1870'S. 70
Others came principally with or after the railroads, including
George and Frank Bond who came in the 1880'S and opened their
extensive business with offices in Albuquerque and Espanola. 71
These merchants started to serve as middlemen and gathered
together thousands of sheep and tons of wool from the small producers. They handled and stored the wool for rail shipment, and, in
addition, received contracts from feedlot buyers in midwestern
states. The buyers did not want to make a trip to New Mexico and
placed their trust in the merchants or dealer. It was to their advantage to have New Mexican sheep bred for improvement, and they
were instrumental in bringing in top-grade breeding stock. Furthermore, the three merchants mentioned above, as well as several
others, owned large flocks. The Bonds quickly acquired twenty-five
thousand sheep and handled annually between one hundred thousand and two hundred thousand sheep as dealer, plus half a million
pounds of wool.72 They came to own livestock as a result of debt
financing, which altered the partido system in some ways. Sheepmen went to these merchants for merchandise and cash, taking an
advance upon their lambs and wool. If the sheepmen could not
settle their debts, the merchants sometimes took their sheep and
wool. Merchants like the Bonds, who had sheep, normally received
fleeces "as rent from partidarios to whom flocks were mortgaged."73
So the merchants also accepted the partido system once they had
sheep. This was largely to assure a continuous supply of wool and
sheep for export.74 The merchants had capital and had become very
influential in marketing most of New Mexico's sheep.- With the
Indian problem taken care of, national demand for meat and wool
increasing, and development of facilities and better methods of
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marketing, for all practical purposes much of the Territory of New
Mexico was under 'the siege of sheep.
The general merchants established their businesses at key railheads such as Las Vegas, Socorro, Albuquerque, and Espanola, and
soon even the Spanish ricos felt their importance diminishing.
Nevertheless, since there was profit in sheep many Spanish-Americans still contacted ricos to conclude partido contracts. 75 The ricos,
or sheep barons, of this era included Don Francisco and Don Felipe
Chaves of Belen, and Don Jose Peres of Bernalillo. They had many
sheep under contract with partidarios. But the Hocks of the ricos
were greatly limited in number, for the open range and water holes,
were being claimed by newcomers, many of them homesteaders. 76
It has been estimated that in 1900 twenty-five to fifty per cent of the
Territory's sheep were under partido contracts. 77 Ricos eventually
were limited to their grants, and in some cases their claims were not
upheld in the courts. Those grants confirmed were largely in the
northern parts of the Rio Grande and Pecos valleys, and it was
there, where many had started, that most of the ricos or great
Spanish families ended up.
With the establishment of the railroads, cattle started to compete
seriously with sheep in New Mexico. By 1884, there were nearly
one million cattle and about five and one-half million sheep. By
1888 the stable sheep population had dropped to around three and
one-half million, while the number of cattle had increased to one
and one-fourth million. 78 Cattle were mostly from Texas. Some
sheepmen who thought that cattle ranching was a better investment
with bigger and quicker gains sent their sheep to market or disposed of them in places like the Texas Panhandle and took on
cattle. This exerted pressure on New Mexico's range country and
its carrying capacity. In time depletion of the pastures led to control
and legislation of the public range for both cattlemen and sheepmen.
Control of the range, preventive disease laws, the passing of the
partido system, fences, private ownership of watering places, homesteading of nearly a million acres, and reclamation of thousands of
acres by 1900 were factors which caused New Mexico's open range
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sheep industry to succumb to sedentary sheep husbandry similar to
that of the midwestern states. 79 By 1900 over three and one-half
million acres were in forest reserves. At that time stock sheep alone
numbered three and one-half million, valued at $7,600,000, producing over fifteen million pounds of wool annually valued at
nearly $2,000,000. It is interesting to note that Union County in
the northeas·tern comer of New Mexico, settled by Americans,
was the leading county in wool production. Although there were
only 843,000 head of cattle, their total value was nearly
80
$16,000,000. Sheep still led in numbers, but not in value. New
Mexico ranked third nationally in sheep population, all of the top
three (Montana, Wyoming, New Mexico) being west of the Mississippi River.

of sheep had been in New Mexico for over two
centuries, but it was not until the area was annexed to the United
States by the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo that Americans started
to become interested in them. It was then that the discovery of gold
and silver inspired the initial big movement of population westward, and this placed a demand upon the Territory's sheep for mutton. With the population of the United States increasing, more
and more New Mexican sheep and wool entered national markets.
As the sheep industry shifted westward, sheep from New Mexico
were used as foundation stock to establish the new economy in the
Rocky Mountains, Great Plains, and Far West. These "degenerate"
sheep could trail long distances and this was extremely important
before the era of the railroads.
Inevitably the Territory's sheep industry underwent many
changes, largely attributable to Americans. It was they who started
to improve the churro sheep by crossbreeding with higher grade
sheep for the sake of both wool and mutton. American mercantile
capitalists began to assume the functions of the Spanish partido
system and were bidding to become the new ricos. American new·comers, many as homesteaders, laid claims to land and limited the
LARGE NUMBERS
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amount of open range available for grazing. S! With aid of the railroads, they turned the entire area to the production of livestock,
both sheep and cattle.
Thus these fifty years witnessed rapid changes, which must have
startled the Spanish-Americans, long wedded to the old ways. In
essence, it was sheep-a total exportation of approximately four
million, plus millions of pounds of wool-which brought knowledge
of New Mexico to many Americans. Sheep hastened settlement
and helped to make New Mexico an economically integrated part
of the United States.
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NOTES
I. For the beginnings of the cattle industry in the West, see Garnet M.
and Herbert O. Brayer, American Cattle Trails, 1540-1900 (Denver, 1952);
Louis Pelzer, The Cattlemen's Frontier (Glendale, Calif., 1936). For the
cattle business, see Joseph G. McCoy, Historic Sketches of the Cattle Trade
of the West and Southwest (Washington, D.C., 1932).
2. The lack of information about the sheep industry is readily obvious if
one peruses most standard American history texts.
3. Sheep husbandry has been called "the pioneer industry for new
states." John L. Hayes, The Resources of the United States for Sheep Husbandry and the Wool Manufacture (Boston, 1878), p. 8.
4. The sheep industry of the Navajo Reservation is not discussed in
this paper. For a contemporary discussion of the Navajo sheep industry, see
H. A. Heath, "Condition of the Sheep Industry West of the Mississippi
River," Sixth and Seventh Annual Reports of the Bureau of Animal Industry for the Years 1889 and 1890 (Washington, D.C., 1891), pp. 316-17; Bert
Haskett, "History of the Sheep Industry in Arizona," Arizona Historical
Review, vol. 7 (193 6), PP.3-49.
5. The merino was Spain's good-quality sheep whereas the churro was
the low-grade sheep. The quality of the wool was the basic determining
factor. See Julius Klein, The Mesta: A Study in Spanish Economic History,
1273-1836 (Cambridge, Mass., 1920), pp. 4-7; James Westfall Thompson,
"A Short History of the Merino Sheep," The Breeders' Gazette, vol. 72
(March 7, 1918), pp. 484-85; James Westfall Thompson, A History of
Livestock Raising in the United States, 1607-1860 (Agricultural History
Series, No. 5, Washington, D.C., 1942), pp. 5, 8. Churros were crossbred
with merinos in Spain to improve the inferior sheep. Churros, crossbreeds,
and merinos were introduced early into New Spain. See Edward Norris
Wentworth, America's Sheep Trails (Ames, Iowa, 1948), p. 124; Alexander
von Humboldt, Political Essay on the Kingdom of New Spain (London,
181 I), vol. 3, pp. 50-51; Arthur Scott Aiton, Antonio de Mendoza, First
Viceroy of New Spain (Durham, N. c., 1927), p. I I I, note 89; William
H. Dusenberry, The Mexican Mesta (Urbana, 1963), p. 30, note 17;
Charles Wayland Towne and Edward Norris Wentworth, Shepherds'
Empire (Norman, Okla., 1945), pp. 4-29. Towne and Wentworth give
credit to Hernando Cortes for taking churro sheep to Mexico. Columbus is
said to have landed sheep in Santo Domingo in 1493, probably churros.
Viceroy Mendoza brought the first merinos. See especially Fran~ois Chevalier, La formaci6n de los grandes latifundios en Mexico (Tierra y sociedad
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en los siglos XVI Y XVII), translated from the original French edition of
1952 by Antonio Alatorre and reprinted in Problemas agrfcolas e industriales de Mexico, vol. 8 (Enero-Febrero-Marzo de 1956), p. 88: "Su lana
dejaba una buena ganancia, pues desde los tiempos del virrey Mendoza los
rebanos estaban formados por merinos y no ya por 'churros' de vell6n tosco."
Chevalier's map between pages 2)2 and 253 is noteworthy because it
shows centers of sheep raising in Mexico during the first half of the
seventeenth century. Other background material on early Spanish livestock
is contained in Charles Wayland Towne and Edward Norris Wentworth,
Cattle and Men (Norman, Okla., 1955), pp. 117-20; Wentworth, America's
Sheep Trails, pp. 23-24; Charles W. Arnade, "Cattle Raising in Spanish
Florida, 1513-1763," Agricu?tural History, vol. 35 (1961), pp. 116-24;
Richard J. Morrisey, "The Northward Expansion of Cattle Ranching in
New Spain, 1550-1600," Agricultural History, vol. 25 (1951), pp. I 15-21.
Merino sheep were not exported to other countries, except for the New
World, until the early part of the eighteenth century. See Klein, pp. 47, 349.
Some of the sheep introduced into New Mexico were probably merinos or
improved sheep. See Ezra A. Carman, H. A. Heath, and John Minto,
Special Report on the History and Present Conditions of the Sheep
Industry of the United States (Washington,_ 1892), pp. 918-19, and Thompson, p. 108.
6. As two historians have pointed out, the padres "insured their survival" for two centuries despite several hardships. Towne and Wentworth,
Cattle and Men, p. I 19.
7. Pueblo Indians wove cotton and soon learned to weave wool after
the arrival of the Spaniards. Lansing B. Bloom, "Early Weaving in New
Mexico," NMHR, vol. 2 (1927), pp. 228-29.
8. This annual journey was called a conducta. Besides sheep, wool
blankets were exchanged for specie or silks, iron, coffee, wines, gold, and
silver. Charles F. Lummis, The Land of Poco Tiempo (New York, 1928),
pp. 20-21; Elliott Coues, ed., The Expeditions of Zebulon Montgomery
Pike (New York, 1895), vol. I I, pp. 735-40; Max 1. Moorhead, New
Mexico's Royal Road (Norman, Okla., 1958), pp. 45-46.
9. H. Bailey Carroll and J. Villasana Haggard, Three New Mexico
Chronicles (Albuquerque, 1942), p. 109; Towne and Wentworth, Shepherd's Empire, p. 55.
10. Carroll and Haggard, p. 109. Also see Benjamin M. Read, Illustrated History of New Mexico (Santa Fe, 1912), pp. 568-69.
II. Rupert N. Richardson and Carl C. Rister, The Greater Southwest
(Glendale, Calif., 1935), p. 365.
12. Ricos would buy sheep from the poor rancheros at fifty to seventyfive cents a head and s.ell them for one to two dollars a head in Mexico.
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Josiah Gregg, Commerce of the Prairies, Max 1. Moorhead, ed. (Norman,
Okla., 1954), p. 134; Wentworth, p. II6.
13. Towne and Wentworth, Shepherd's Empire, p. 330.
14. Gregg, in describing the return trips from Santa Fe, mentioned
that wool "barely pays a return freight for the wagons that would otherwise be empty." Gregg, p. 214. Some woolen blankets were sent to Kansas
City.
15. John Adam Hussey, "The New Mexico-California Caravan of
1847-1848," NMHR, vol. 18 (1943), pp. 1-16. Woolen goods were exchanged for mules.
16. As Billington has pointed out, New Mexico had ten times the
population of either California or Texas by 1827. Its inhabitants numbered
44,000 whites. Ray Allen Billington, The Far Western Frontier, 1830-1860
(New York, 1956), p. 13. By 1850 its population increased to 61,000.
Thirteenth Census of the United States: 1910, Statistics for New Mexico,
p. 568. Many sheep were used locally, for mutton was important in the
people's diet.
17. Coues, vol. II, p. 728.
18. Gregg, p. 114.
19. W. H. Emory, Notes of a Military Reconnoissance, 30th Congress,
1st sess., Ex. Doc. No. 41 (Washington, 1848), p. 57.
20 •. Ibid., p. 98.
21. California had only 17,500 sheep in 1850. The missionaries had
liquidated nearly all of their livestock, starting in 1834 when Mexico
began to enforce secularization and confiscated mission properties. Towne
and Wentworth, Cattle and Men, pp. 122-23.
22. Winifred Kupper, The Golden Hoof: The Story of the Sheep of
the Southwest (New York, 1945), p. 23. Gregg noted that the sheep were
"scarcely fit for anything else than mutton, for which, indeed, they are
justly celebrated." Gregg, p. 135.
23. Towne and Wentworth, Shepherd's Empire, p. 91.
24. Kupper, p. 25.
25. Heath, pp. 307-308.
26. Richardson and Rister, p. 371.
27. Towne and Wentworth, Shepherd's Empire, p. 6,. In 1890 it was
claimed that Colorado's flocks were based primarily upon Mexican sheep
or the churro type, although they had been improved by breeding. Hubert
Howe Bancroft, History of Nevada, Colorado and Wyoming, 1540-1888
(San Francisco, 1890), p. 547.
28. Edward Norris Wentworth, "Eastward Sheep Drives from California and Oregon," Mississippi Valley Historical Review, vol. 28 (1942),
p·5 26 .
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29. William Watts Hart Davis, El Gringo: or, New Mexico and Her
People (New York, 1857), p. 57.
30. However, a share system was used later in the Great Plains states
after the Indians had been subdued. For the historical development of the
partido system see Ralph Charles, "Development of the Partido System in
New Mexico Sheep Industry" (Unpublished Master's Thesis, Dept. of
Economics, University of New Mexico, Albuquerque, 1940), pp. 17-18,
25·
31. Billington, p. 13; Towne and Wentworth, Shepherd's Empire,
p.63·
32. Carroll and Haggard, pp. 4°-42. Also, it is interesting that Escudero
concluded that no paupers need be present under this system because the
poor could attain Hocks of their own. See also Thompson, p. I I I; Carman,
Heath, and Minto, p. 922; Wentworth, America's Sheep Trails, p. I 15.
33. Ibid.
34. Herdsmen also included involuntary labor. Ricos took Pueblo
Indians, or peons who were in debt or who broke the law, and forced them
to serve as shepherds. Kupper, p. 24.
35. Verna Laumbach, "Las Vegas Before 1850," NMHR, vol. 8 (1933),
p.261.
36. Carman, Heath, and Minto, pp. 918-19.
37. These degenerate sheep had similar characteristics to Spain's inferior sheep called churros. Poor sheep were commonly referred to as
churros. This term appears often in regard to New Mexico's livestock
industry. For instance see Lynn I. Perrigo, Texas and Our Spanish Southwest (Dallas, 1960), p. 272. The term Mexican is also used, while the
better grade is generally referred to as merino.
38. Davis noted in 1857 that agriculture had been neglected and in
fact "seems to be in about the same condition as when the Spaniards first
settled the country. It had been pursued merely as the means of living,
and no effort has been made to add science to culture in the introduction
of an improved mode of husbandry." Davis, p. 195. Josiah Gregg maintained that "with the superiority of the pasturage and climate, New Mexico
might doubtless grow the finest wool in the world. In conformity with their
characteristic tardiness in improvement, however, the natives have retained their original stocks, which are wretchedly degenerate. They
formerly sheared their Hocks chieHy for their health." Gregg, p. 135.
39. Speaking of New Mexico, Lt. Abert wrote: "Wool is not considered very valuable, and can be bought for 4 cents a Heece, or a proprietor will permit anyone to shear his- sheep for $1 the hundred." J. S.
Abert, Examination of New Mexico in the Years 1846-47, 30th Congress,
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Ex. Doc. No. 41 (Washington, 1848), p. 452.
40. Stephen Powers, The American Merino: For Wool and for
Mutton (New York, 1887), p. 232. Also see Kupper, p. 31; Wentworth,
America's Sheep Trails, p. 170; Towne and Wentworth, Shepherd's Empire, p. 96. In addition, as Haskett pointed out, these sheep "learned to
rustle food and water in a land where both are often scarce, to resist
storms, to protect themselves and their lambs from wild animals." Haskett,
P·17·
41. Abert, p. 452.
42. Carroll and Haggard, p. 103.
43. Towne and Wentworth, Shepherd's Empire, p. 152.
44. Annie Heloise Abel, ed., The Offlcial Correspondence of James
S. Calhoun While Indian Agent at Santa Fe and Superintendent of
Indian Affairs in New Mexico (Washington, 1915), p. 6.
45. Gregg, p. 202.
46. For a discussion on the distribution of grama grasses in New
Mexico, see Charles E. Linney, Fabian Garcia, and E. C. Hollinger,
Climate as it Affects Crops and Ranges in New Mexico (N. Mex. Agri.
Expmt. Sta. Bul. 182, March 1930), p. 62.
47. Chester Whitney Wright, Wool-Growing and the Tariff (Cambridge, Mass., 1910), p. 187. Heath (p. 307) maintained the same point.
48. Wool prices were fairly low until 1879 despite the high protective
Morrill Tariff. In 1883, a low tariff was passed and in 1890 the McKinley
Tariff restored the high protective rates. All rates were removed by the
Wilson Bill in 1894 under Cleveland's administration and raw wool was
on an open market. Wool prices naturally dropped somewhat. William J.
Parish, The Charles Ilfeld Company: A Study of the Rise and Decline
of Mercantile Capitalism in New Mexico (Cambridge, Mass., 1961), pp.
143-44. See also Kupper, p. 140; Hayes, p. 13. However, Wright said that
the tariffs had very little to do with the development of the industry in the
West. It was simply a matter of the West replacing the East in sheep.
Mutton was in equal demand. Wright, pp. 271-3°0. For a good account of
an eastern region's sheep history see Harold F. Wilson, "The Rise and
Decline of the Sheep Industry in Northern New England," Agricultural
History, vol. 9 (1935), pp. 12-40. Harger said the sheep industry grew
largely as a result of low cattle prices when there were too many cattle.
Later when beef prices went up again, there was a demand for mutton and
lamb. Charles Moreau Harger, "Sheep and Shepherds of the West," The
Outlook, vol. 72 (19°2), p. 692. Ray Ginger claimed that American sheepmen did not produce an excessive amount of wool between 1873 and 1898
and that, coupled with the decline of wool production elsewhere in the
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world, helped to maintain fairly good prices. Ray Ginger, Age of Excess
(New York, 1965); pp. 53-54. Sheepmen in New Mexico were for high
tariffs and consequently were Republicans.
49. Merinos were introduced into the Eastern Seaboard in 1801 and
as farmers moved westward, so went the merino sheep. They reached
Texas in 1841 but did not come to New Mexico until 1858. Kupper, pp.
40-44. It was not until after the Civil War that enough merinos were
brought into New Mexico to have a significant effect upon the quality of
New Mexico's sheep.
50. Heath, p. 318; Powers, p. 231. Cotswold bucks were also introduced for improving New Mexico's degenerate sheep. Elias Brevoort, New
Mexico: Her Natural Resources and Attractions (Santa Fe, 1874), p. 7451. Richardson and Rister, p. 371. See also Clarence W. Gordon, "Report on Cattle, Sheep, and Swine," Productions of Agriculture, loth
Census of the United States, 1880 (Washington, 1883), p. 989. Many of
these sheep went to northeastern New Mexico. Charles F. Coan, A History
of New Mexico (Chicago, 1925), vol. I, pp. 389""90. Grade merino sheep
cost $2.00 per head in California and were sold for $3.50 a head in New
Mexico. Wentworth, "Eastward Sheep Drives," p. 512.
52. Wentworth, America's Sheep Trails, p. 239. Five hundred sheep
were sent by rail to New Mexico from the northeastern states for breeding
purposes. Gordon, p. 993.
53. Twelfth Census of the United States: 19 00, Agriculture, vol. 5,
part I, pp. ccii-ccxvi.
54. Album of Agricultural Statistics of the United States (Washington,
1889), Plate XII. New Mexican sheep value ranked at the bottom nationally with the southern states of Alabama, Georgia, and North Carolina. It
is interesting to see that at the same time Texas' average value per head of
cattle was lowest of the Great Plains. Both source areas of livestock in the
Southwest had lower livestock values than elsewhere. Plate X, Cattle.
Heath, however, pointed out very significantly that the low prices in New
Mexico enabled anyone to buy cheap sheep and enter the business. Heath,

P· 2 °4·
55. E. V. Wilcox, Farm Animals (New York, 1906), pp. 242-43; Heath,
p. 3 18 .
56. Eleventh Census of the United States: 1890, Compendium, Part
III, p. 626.
57. Twelfth Census of the United States, pp. 708-709. The four million total includes spring lambs. By 1884 New Mexico produced nearly ten

per cent of the total clip in the United States. William G. Ritch, Aztlan:
The History, Resources and Attractions of New Mexico (Boston, 1885),
p.61.
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58. Coan, p. 389. For intensive discussions of the Indians see the
following: Frank D. Reeve, "Federal Indian Policy in New Mexico, 18581880," NMHR, vol. 12 (1937), pp. 218-69, vol. 13 (1938), pp. 14-62 , 14667, 261-313. Also see Ralph H. Ogle, "Federal Control of the Western
Apaches, 1848-1886," NMHR, vol. 14 (1939), pp. 3°9-65, vol. 15 (1940),
pp. 12-71, 188-24 8, 269-335.
59. E. O. Wooton, The Range Problem in New Mexico (New Mexico
College of Agriculture and Mechanic Arts Agricultural Experiment Station, Bulletin No. 66, Las Cruces, 19°8), p. 24. According to Gordon, onehalf of the sheep were on farms while the other half consisted of unenumerated ranch and range stock. Gordon, p. 994.
60. Territorial officials attempted to lure people by advertising to settle
New Mexico's range. Climate and the open range were major factors. The
following is an excerpt from a pamphlet describing New Mexico: "The
mesas or tablelands constitute the pastoral ranges and are capable of producing cattle and sheep for the million. The practicability of sinking wells
in many places now destitute of water is well-known, and admits of bringing many square miles into use that are now outside the immediate
presence of water." The Resources of New Mexico, Prepared under the
auspices of the Bureau of Immigration for the Territorial Fair to be held at
Albuquerque, N. M. (Santa Fe, 1881), p. 8. From information in another
pamphlet of the 1880'S, government lands were available in eastern and
western New Mexico., Here the climate was described as "mild and
healthy, the sky as clear as that of Italy and the air transparent and pure.
In fact, the very act of breathing in this country makes existence in it a
pleasure." New Mexico, The Tourists' Shrine, published by the Bureau
of Immigration, Santa Fe (Santa Fe, 1882), p. I.
61. Erna Fergusson, New Mexico: A Pageant of Three Peoples (New
York, 1951), p. 330. In advertising literature dated 1882 it was clearly
stated that sheep raising was more profitable than cattle. Furthermore,
"where it is desired to invest a large capital without giving a close personal
attention to the business, cattle would be preferable, but where a man
desires to invest a small or moderate capital in either business and give it
his whole time, more money and quicker returns would be made by
purchasing sheep." Sheep prices at that time were as follows: young
Mexican ewes, $1.50; Mexican wethers, $1.25; graded young merino ewes
and wethers, $2.00 to $3.00. New Mexico, The Tourists' Shrine, p. 8.
62. H. B. Pingrey and J. W. Thomas, Marketing Range Sheep and
Lambs from New Mexico (New Mexico College of Agriculture and
Mechanic Arts Agricultural Experiment Station, Bulletin No. 416, Las
Cruces, 1958), pp. 6-7. The New Mexican Brevoort foresaw the national
increase of population in 1874 as a result of immigration and eastern
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urbanization. He concluded that these people will want good mutton.
Brevoort, pp. 69-70'
63. Heath, p. 308.
64. Wentworth, America's Sheep Trails, p. 273; Gordon, p. 993. Gordon also claimed that 22,000 stock sheep were sent to Wyoming and 15,000
to Texas in 1880.
65. Heath, p. 318.
66. Hubert Howe Bancroft, History of Arizona and New Mexico, 15301888 (San Francisco, 1889), vol. 17, p. 771. For an extensive discussion of
the railways see William S. Greever, "Railway Development in the Southwest," NMHR, vol. 32 (1957), pp. 151-2°3. Also see John H. Vaughan,
History and Government (State College, N.M., 1931), pp. 190-94.
67. Davis, p. 205.
68. Pingrey and Thomas, pp. 6-7. As Wentworth commented, "By
1885 so many settlers had taken up claims along the water that the movement became confined to the rails." Wentworth, America's Sheep Trails,
P·274·
69. Heath, p. 315.
70. Parish, The Charles Ilfeld Company, p. 43. Also see William J.

Parish, "The German Jew and the Commercial Revolution in Territorial
New Mexico (1850-1900)," NMHR, vol. 35 (1960), pp. 1-29, 129-5°.
71. Towne and Wentworth, Shepherd's Empire, pp. 330-31. Also see
Frank H. Grubbs, "Frank Bond: Gentleman Sheepherder of Northern
New Mexico, 1883-1915," NMHR, vol. 35 (1960), p. 173. Grubbs' discussion is continued in vol. 35, pp. 293-308, vol. 36 (1961), pp. 138-58, 230-43,
274-345, and vol. 37 (19 62 ), pp. 43-7 1.
72. Towne and Wentworth, Shepherd's Empire, pp. 33°-31; Grubbs,
"Frank Bond," NMHR, vol. 35, p. 181.
73. Ibid., p. 182. Frank Bond rented sheep mostly around Espanola
and Taos (p. 300).
74. Parish, "The German Jew," p. 322.
75. Parish, The Charles Ilfeld Company, p. 168. However, the practice had changed somewhat with more emphasis on wool. There were
three ways a man could repay the owner: pay only in sheep; pay in sheep
and wool; or pay solely in wool. Regardless of method of payment, at the
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76. Bancroft noted that "by owning 160 acres about a spring a few men
have control each of an immense range, thus monopolizing the business,
very much to the disadvantage of the territory." Bancroft, Arizona and
New Mexico, p. 769.
77. Charles, p. 28.
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78. Wooton, p. 24. There was little conflict between sheepmen and
cattlemen in New Mexico. Kupper (p. 111) thought that this was largely
due to the fact that sheep had preempted the Territory and did not invade
cattle country.
79. Parish, The Charles Ilfeld Com.pany, pp. 174-92. See also, Richardson and Rister, p. 450; Victor Westphall, "The Public Domain in New
Mexico, 1854-1891," NMHR, vol. 33 (1958), p. 41. Westphall's discussion
of the public domain and homesteading is continued on pp. 128-43. Also
see Berry Newton Alvis, "History of Union County, New Mexico,"
NMHR, vol. 22 (1947), pp. 248-55; Santa Fe Daily New Mexican, April
30, 1891, p. 1.
80. Thirteenth Census of the United States, p. 605; Twelfth Census of
the United States, pp. 708-709; P. W. Cockerill, A Statistical History of
Crop and Livestock Production in New Mexico (New Mexico State University Agricultural Experiment Station, Bulletin, No. 438, Las Cruces,
1959), pp. II-13' The total number, including range sheep, was nearly
five million. Coan, p. 471. Sheep shearing machinery was introduced into
New Mexico in 1900. The machine, which had a gasoline engine, could
shear 20 to 60 sheep per day and provide a bigger clip, averaging threefourths of a pound to a pound more per sheep. Santa Fe New Mexican,
Sept. 7, 1900, p. 1.
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of the United States, pp. 568, 598.
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