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In 1870, the westward movement from El Paso to Los Angeles was a significant
journey that many settlers, traders, and explorers undertook as part of the
broader westward expansion in the United States. The route settlers would
have followed, often referred to as the “Old Spanish Trail,” was a vital
corridor that connected the southwestern territories to California. This
pathway was shaped by historical trade routes established during Spanish and
Mexican rule, and it played a crucial role in the development of commerce,
migration, and cultural exchange in the region. Understanding the route
settlers would have taken requires examining the geographical features,
historical context, and logistical considerations of the time.

The Historical Context of the Old Spanish Trail

The Origins of the Route
The Old Spanish Trail traces its origins back to the trade routes established
during the Spanish colonial period in the 18th century. It was originally a
series of interconnected pathways used by Spanish explorers, missionaries,
and traders to connect New Mexico with California. These routes facilitated
the movement of goods such as textiles, livestock, and other commodities
between the two regions.

By the early 19th century, after Mexico gained independence from Spain in
1821, the route continued to serve as a vital commercial corridor for Mexican
and American traders. When the United States acquired vast territories in the
Southwest following the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo in 1848, the route gained
renewed importance as settlers and prospectors moved westward.

The Significance of the Old Spanish Trail in 1870
In 1870, the Old Spanish Trail was an established overland route that
connected the southwestern territories to California. It was not a single



road but rather a network of trails that could vary based on local conditions
and advancements in transportation technology. The route was essential for
commerce, migration, and communication during this period, especially before
the widespread construction of railroads.

The trail’s importance in 1870 was rooted in its historical legacy and its
role as a conduit for settlers seeking new opportunities in California. While
the advent of railroads was beginning to reshape travel patterns, the Old
Spanish Trail remained a viable and well-known route for those opting for
overland travel.

The Path from El Paso to Los Angeles: Route
Details

Starting Point: El Paso
El Paso, Texas, served as a significant starting point for westward
expansion. Situated near the border with Mexico, El Paso was a hub of trade
and migration, with routes heading westward into the deserts and mountains of
southern New Mexico and Arizona.

The Route Through New Mexico and Arizona
From El Paso, settlers would typically follow the trail westward into New
Mexico. Key points along this segment included:

Fort Bliss area: Initial starting point where travelers prepared for the
journey.

Santa Teresa and Socorro: Small towns providing supplies and rest.

Silver City: A mining town that served as a stopping point before
crossing into Arizona.

Travelers would then cross into Arizona, navigating through deserts and
mountain passes, with notable landmarks including:

The Gila River: A critical water source and route marker.

Apache Pass: A strategic crossing point through the mountains.



The Crossing into California
Once through Arizona, the route continued into California via several
pathways, depending on the exact destination in Los Angeles. The most common
route involved:

Yuma Crossing: A vital water crossing of the Colorado River.

The Southern California Trail: Following the Gila River and desert
routes into California.

The route would then lead into the Los Angeles Basin, where settlers could
arrive in the growing settlements and urban centers.

Logistical Considerations and Challenges

Geographical Obstacles
Traveling along the Old Spanish Trail in 1870 posed numerous challenges:

Deserts: The Sonoran and Mojave deserts presented extreme heat, scarce
water, and navigational difficulties.

Mountain Ranges: The Rocky Mountains and Sierra Madre posed difficult
passes and rugged terrain.

Water Sources: Access to reliable water was critical for survival and
livestock.

Transportation Modes
In 1870, the primary modes of transportation included:

Conestoga Wagons and Covered Wagons: The main means for settlers
traveling overland.

Horses and Mules: Used for shorter distances and for carrying supplies.

Pack Animals: Pack trains were essential for navigating difficult
terrain.



Supplies and Preparation
Given the arduous nature of the journey, settlers needed careful planning:

Carrying sufficient water, food, and supplies for weeks of travel.1.

Preparing for possible encounters with hostile tribes or bandits.2.

Marking the trail and navigation aids to avoid getting lost.3.

The Role of the Old Spanish Trail in Settlement
and Commerce

Migration and Settlement
The route facilitated the migration of settlers seeking new land,
opportunities, and a better life. Many families, traders, and prospectors
relied on the Old Spanish Trail to reach California, especially before the
widespread use of railroads.

Trade and Economic Development
The trail was instrumental in establishing trade networks:

Transporting livestock, textiles, and manufactured goods.

Connecting trading posts and settlements along the route.

Encouraging the development of towns and infrastructure in the
Southwest.

Conclusion: The Significance of the Old Spanish
Trail in 1870
In 1870, the route from El Paso to Los Angeles following the Old Spanish
Trail was a critical pathway for those seeking to settle in California and
for the movement of goods and culture across the southwestern United States.
Although the expansion of railroads was beginning to overshadow overland
trails, the Old Spanish Trail remained a vital link rooted in centuries of
historical trade and exploration. It exemplifies the enduring legacy of
Spanish and Mexican influence in the region and highlights the resilience and



ingenuity of the settlers and traders who traversed it in pursuit of new
opportunities. The journey along this historic route not only shaped the
development of the American West but also contributed significantly to the
cultural and economic tapestry of the region.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the primary route taken by settlers moving
west from El Paso to Los Angeles in 1870?
In 1870, settlers moving west from El Paso to Los Angeles primarily followed
the Old Spanish Trail, a historic trade route that connected New Mexico with
California.

Why was the Old Spanish Trail significant for
settlers in 1870 moving westward?
The Old Spanish Trail was significant because it provided the most
established and practical route for settlers and traders traveling between
the Southwest and California during that period.

What challenges did settlers face when traveling the
Old Spanish Trail from El Paso to Los Angeles?
Travelers faced harsh desert conditions, limited water sources, rough
terrain, and the threat of hostile encounters, making the journey arduous and
perilous.

How did the Old Spanish Trail influence the
development of westward expansion in the United
States?
The trail facilitated trade, migration, and communication between the
Southwest and California, helping to promote westward expansion and
settlement in the region.

Was the Old Spanish Trail the only route available
for settlers moving west in 1870?
While the Old Spanish Trail was the most prominent route, other paths and
routes existed, but it was the primary and most used route for westward
migration from El Paso to Los Angeles in 1870.



What role did indigenous peoples play along the Old
Spanish Trail during westward migration?
Indigenous peoples often acted as guides, traders, or barriers along the
trail; their interactions with settlers could be cooperative or
confrontational depending on circumstances.

How did the establishment of routes like the Old
Spanish Trail impact the economy of the southwestern
United States?
Routes like the Old Spanish Trail boosted local economies by increasing
trade, encouraging settlement, and opening up markets for goods and resources
between regions.

How did the route of the Old Spanish Trail influence
subsequent transportation development in California
and the Southwest?
The trail laid the groundwork for future roads, railroads, and transportation
networks, shaping the development of infrastructure in the region.

Additional Resources
In 1870, Which Path Would Settlers Moving West From El Paso To Los Angeles
Have Followed?A) Old Spanish

The westward expansion of American settlers in the late 19th century was a
pivotal chapter in the nation’s history. Among the myriad routes travelers
could have taken, the journey from El Paso, Texas, to Los Angeles,
California, held particular significance for those seeking new opportunities
or pursuing the promise of the American West. During this era, many settlers
and explorers relied on traditional routes with deep historical
roots—specifically, pathways known as the "Old Spanish" routes. These routes,
forged during the Spanish and Mexican periods, served as vital corridors
connecting the northern frontier to the Pacific coast. This article explores
the historical context, the geography, and the route itself, shedding light
on what settlers in 1870 would have experienced when choosing the Old Spanish
pathway from El Paso to Los Angeles.

---

Historical Context: The Legacy of Old Spanish Routes

The Origins of the Old Spanish Trails

Long before American settlers arrived in the Southwest, the region was



traversed by Spanish explorers, missionaries, and traders. The routes they
established—collectively known as "Old Spanish" trails—were primarily used
for commerce, military movements, and religious missions during the Spanish
colonial era (late 16th to early 19th centuries).

These routes connected important settlements such as Santa Fe, New Mexico,
and Los Angeles, California, serving as vital arteries for trade and
communication. One of the most prominent among these was the El Camino Real
("Royal Road"), which linked various missions and presidios across
California.

Transition from Spanish to American Control

When Mexico gained independence from Spain in 1821, these routes continued to
serve as essential pathways for Mexican settlers and traders. After the
Mexican-American War (1846–1848), the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo transferred
California and other territories to U.S. control, but the existing routes
remained crucial for movement and commerce.

By 1870, settlers moving west would have been familiar with these historic
pathways, which still served as informal corridors in many sections,
especially in areas less developed by railroads or steamboats.

---

Geographic and Strategic Significance of the Route

The Terrain and Climate

The route from El Paso to Los Angeles traverses diverse terrains, including
deserts, mountain ranges, and arid plains. The path's geographic features
significantly influenced its use:

- Desert Landscapes: The route crosses the Chihuahuan and Mojave deserts,
demanding careful planning for water and supplies.
- Mountain Ranges: The route involves passes through the Sierra Madre
Occidental and the San Gabriel Mountains near Los Angeles.
- Climate: Hot, dry conditions posed challenges for travelers, livestock, and
wagons, emphasizing the importance of existing water sources and established
trails.

Key Landmarks and Stops

Throughout the journey, settlers would have relied on known water sources and
settlements:

- El Paso: Starting point, an established trading hub.
- Cuchillo Negro and Guadalupe Passes: Mountain crossings used historically
by travelers.
- Oatman Flats and Old Woman Springs: Water sources in the Mojave Desert.
- San Bernardino and Cajon Pass: Gateway regions into Southern California.



- Los Angeles: Final destination, the burgeoning city with growing economic
prospects.

---

The Route Itself: Following the Old Spanish Pathway

Starting Point: El Paso, Texas

In 1870, El Paso was a strategic frontier town, serving as a gateway to the
west. Travelers beginning their journey would have prepared their wagons,
livestock, and supplies, often relying on established trails that connected
to older Spanish routes.

Transition into New Mexico and Northern Arizona

The trail from El Paso would have initially followed the old Spanish trails
heading northward into New Mexico, passing through:

- Mesilla and Socorro: Small settlements providing rest and resupply points.
- The Jornada del Muerto: A notoriously arid stretch demanding water
conservation.

From there, travelers would have crossed into the Arizona Territory,
following historic routes through:

- A Mountain Pass near the Gila River: A natural corridor used by early
explorers.

Crossing the Mojave Desert

One of the most challenging segments involved crossing the Mojave Desert,
historically traversed via established Indian trails that Spanish explorers
later adapted:

- Oatman Flats: A critical water source and resting point.
- Old Woman Springs: Another vital stop for water and shade.

Settlers would have relied on knowledge passed down from earlier travelers,
who noted these spots as crucial for survival.

Approaching California

As travelers neared California, the route merged with the historic El Camino
Real and other Spanish-era pathways through Southern California:

- San Bernardino Valley: A fertile area where settlers could replenish
supplies.
- Cajon Pass: The mountain pass that served as the gateway into the Los
Angeles basin.



Arrival in Los Angeles

By 1870, Los Angeles was growing but still retained many features of its
earlier Spanish and Mexican heritage. The route culminated in the city, where
settlers could establish farms, businesses, or pursue other opportunities.

---

Alternative Routes and Considerations

While the Old Spanish routes provided a historic pathway, settlers in 1870
also had options such as:

- The Southern Overland Trail: A more direct route later popularized by the
development of railroads.
- The Butterfield Overland Mail Route: Used primarily for mail delivery, but
also a pathway for some settlers.

However, those adhering to the old Spanish routes often preferred their
familiarity, established water sources, and the terrain they knew from
earlier centuries.

---

The Significance of the Old Spanish Path in 1870

Cultural Heritage and Continuity

For many settlers, traveling along the Old Spanish routes was more than just
a means of transportation; it was a connection to the region’s deep history.
These pathways embodied centuries of exploration, trade, and cultural
exchange.

Practical Advantages

Despite the challenges, the Old Spanish routes offered certain practical
benefits:

- Established Water Sources: Critical in arid regions.
- Known Landmarks: Facilitated navigation in unfamiliar territory.
- Existing Trails: Reduced travel time compared to uncharted paths.

Limitations and Challenges

Nevertheless, the route was not without its difficulties:

- Harsh Desert Conditions: Risk of dehydration and heat exhaustion.
- Mountain Passes: Difficult terrain for wagons and livestock.
- Limited Infrastructure: Few established towns or resupply points in certain
stretches.



---

Conclusion: The Legacy of the Old Spanish Trail in 1870

By 1870, settlers moving from El Paso to Los Angeles who chose the Old
Spanish route were walking a path steeped in history. They relied on
centuries-old trails that had been used by indigenous peoples, Spanish
explorers, Mexican traders, and early American pioneers. While alternative
routes were emerging with the expansion of the railroad and other
infrastructure, the Old Spanish pathways remained vital for those seeking the
familiar, the reliable, and the historically significant.

This route exemplifies the layered history of the American Southwest—a region
shaped by diverse cultures, shifting sovereignties, and enduring routes that
continue to tell the story of westward expansion. For settlers of 1870,
following the Old Spanish trail was not just a journey across land; it was a
passage through time, connecting past and present in the ongoing story of the
American West.
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