Archaeology & History in Your Backyard
David Meriwether New Mexico’s Third Governor

Hello Everyone! This is Archaeology and History in Your Backyard and my name is Dixie. X 88.7 FM and the Torrance County Archaeological Society are pleased to bring you a series of programs designed to acquaint you, our listening audience with little known people, places and events that took place in the past, right here in your own backyard. For the most part, we will be covering interesting facts, stories and legends about the past, and people that lived right here in the Estancia Valley and surrounding areas in central New Mexico. Our goal is to inform, educate, and possibly enlist your help in preserving and protecting our past.

Our show today will focus on the History of David Meriwether New Mexico’s third Governor.  
This program was written by Dixie Boyle and produced by Bill Simms. Thank you for joining us today.

David Meriwether served as New Mexico’s third governor between the years of 1854 and 1857. Meriwether was born in Virginia in 1800 and was a cousin of Meriwether Lewis of the Lewis and Clark Expedition which no doubt started him on his early life of adventure. 
While a child, the Meriwether family moved to Kentucky, and when David was only eleven years old, his adventuresome life began. He was sent on a wild horseback ride after the 1811 Pigeon Roost massacre in Indiana to alert others living in the area. When he was fourteen years old during the War of 1812 he was given another important message to deliver which he did successfully. 
A few years later, Meriwether started his early career in the Indian trade along the Missouri River. When Major Stephen Long organized the Yellowstone Expedition in 1819, Meriwether was hired to assist him in his duties and in trading with the Indians. It soon became evident he had a knack when communicating these Indian tribes and was able to develop a rapport with them because of his sincere interest and understanding. 
By 1820, Meriwether proved his abilities with the Plains tribes and was able to open trade with the Pawnee. The Pawnee told Meriwether of large deposits of gold and silver located further south in what would become New Mexico. After thinking it over, he requested to form a trading expedition to New Mexico and in the process possibly learn about these deposits of gold and silver. 

Meriwether was able to form an expedition made up of a Black companion and assistant named Alfred and eighteen Pawnee Indians. When they reached the Canadian River in northern New Mexico, they were attacked by a group of Spaniards and taken to Santa Fe where they were accused of spying for the United States Government. Meriwether and Alfred survived the attack but most of the Pawnee were killed. After spending a month in jail, Meriwether was released only after he promised to never return to New Mexico again. 
He returned to Kentucky, married the girl next door and started a career in politics. He served in the Kentucky House of Representatives from 1832 to 1845. In 1846 he ran unsuccessfully for the United States Congress. In 1849 he was a delegate to the State constitutional convention and served as Secretary of the State of Kentucky in 1851. He was appointed in 1852 to the United States Senate to fill the vacancy caused by the death of Henry Clay serving a couple months under a successor was elected. 

In 1853, President Franklin Pierce, a cousin by marriage to Meriwether, appointed him Governor of New Mexico Territory. Pierce was concerned that new problems over the border with Mexico could erupt. Meriwether’s first duties were to resolve the issues with the border and achieve better relations between the two countries. 
While en route to New Mexico Territory, Meriwether’s group was approached by a group of Kiowa Indians who had taken several Mexican girls as captives and were returning after a raid along the border. Meriwether was able to negotiate with the Kiowa gaining the release of the girls. The girls were returned to their homes in Mexico thus establishing excellent relations with Mexico during his first act as governor. He also supplied troops to Mexico more than once when they were having problems with the Indian tribes along the border. 
During New Mexico’s early years as a territory, there had been a lot of friction between the state and the Native American tribes living within its boundaries and along its borders. Meriwether was instrumental in developing a decent relationship between the United States and these tribes. For the day, Meriwether approached the native tribes in an intelligent and fair manner and more importantly kept his promises. He respected and attempted to understand the Native American culture in more ways than those who had been in control before him.
One example was his dealings with the Navajo tribe. In July of 1855, Meriwether traveled to Fort Defiance in order to make a treaty with the tribe. It has been estimated that between 1500 and 2000 Navajos were assembled to meet him upon his arrival. After listening carefully to the treaty negotiations, Navajo chief Manuelito expressed his concerns over the exclusion of many of the Navajo’s sacred sites that were not to be included in the land proposed for their reservation. Meriwether later included these sites within the reservation boundary causing the Navajo to accept the treaty known as the Treaty of Laguna Negra. 
Due to his fair and honorable response to the plight of these early tribes, Meriwether also won the confidence of the Ute, Apache and additional Navajo bands making his time as New Mexico’s Governor relatively peaceful compared to the territory’s earlier years. In most cases, he made an attempt to truly understand the needs, religious beliefs and customs of the people who had inhabited New Mexico for centuries before the administration of the United States. It is unfortunate those ruling the state government in later years did not react and feel the same, as the settlement of New Mexico Territory would have possibly turned out much differently. 

Meriwether resigned the office of New Mexico’s Governor in 1857 and returned to his family in Kentucky where he spent the remainder of his life serving in politics. He was elected to the Kentucky House of Representatives in 1858 where he would serve for the next 27 years. Meriwether passed away in 1892 at his Kentucky home when he was 92 years old. 

This has been Archaeology and History in Your Backyard, a series that will take you through our area’s history in future episodes.

The Torrance County Archaeological Society meets at 7 PM the first Tuesday of every month from March through November. We meet at the East Torrance Soil and Water Education Building at 700 S. 10th Street in Estancia. Please come and join us.

You can listen to Archaeology and History in Your Backyard Tuesday at 7 PM, Thursday at 12:15 PM and Saturday at 4 PM. Thanks for listening! 

KXNM Archives are all locally produced as MP3 Audio Files. So, you can listen to all of the Archaeology and History shows whenever you choose. Just visit our web site at KXNM.org. Talk to you later! 
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