From: The Journal of Big Bend Studies Vol 14 2002

Search for the San Elizario
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In 1863, the San Elizario Salt Road was built with public funds to provide
access to seemingly endless salt deposits in relict lakebeds west of the
Guadalupe Mountains in West Texas. At that time salt was more than a basic
dietary element, the mineral was vital for life and commerce and was widely
used as a food preservative, among other purposes. When the road gave
horse-drawn carts access to the salt deposits, local factions fell into a violent
conflict for control of the critical resource. The struggle, known as the Salt War
of 1877, opened deep cultural rifts in the borderlands. Its resolution ushered in
broad changes in the cultural landscape.

Although several possible locations of the historic road have been pro-
posed in the literature, the route has never been positively identified. This arti-
cle presents archeological and archival evidence to locate the San Elizario Salt
Road, describe its historical context, and define its significance.

Salt and Destiny in West Texas

In the 1860s and 1870s West Texas was a turbulent frontier.
In his first annual address in 1877, President Rutherford Hayes
cited increasing turmoil along the Rio Grande as a national
concern (Lewis 1920). Within months, the San Elizario Salt War
erupted, revealing the depth of political, socioeconomic, racial,
national, and ideological tensions in the borderlands. The follow-
ing brief overview of regional circumstances provides a basic
historical context for the Salt Road, which ran through the thick of
the conflict (see Ward [1932], Sonnichsen [1961], and Webb
[1995:345-367] for more substantive accounts).

From 1850 to 1878 San Elizario was the seat and commercial
center of the El Paso District. The town, established as a Spanish
presidio circa 1760, maintained economic viability by outfitting
streams of overland migrants passing through the area. Salt was
among the essential trade commodities, providing a reliable
economic mainstay. In historical times, salt served a variety of
purposes, including use as a preservative for foods such as beef
and pork, as medicine, and for tanning hide. Accordingly, the
mineral wds a commodity sine qua non for those preparing to
cross harsh environments as the West opened for settlement,
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