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Wit h  t h e  o p e ni n g  of  t h e  S a nt a  F e  Tr ail  aft er  M e xi c o

g ai n e d i n d e p e n d e n c e fr o m S p ai n i n 1 8 2 1, a n i nt e n s e p eri o d

of  tr a d e  b e g a n, f u el e d  b y  t h e  d e m a n d  f or  g o o d s  fr o m  t h e

e a st er n  U nit e d  St at e s. B ef or e  t hi s, tr a d e  fr o m  o ut si d e  N e w

S p ai n  w a s  s e v er el y  c urt ail e d  b y  S p a ni s h  a ut h oriti e s  i n

M e xi c o  Cit y. E arl y  e x pl or er s/tr a d er s  s u c h  a s  Z e b ul o n  Pi k e

l e ar n e d  h ar s h  l e s s o n s  t hr o u g h  c a pt ur e  a n d  i nt er n m e nt  b y

t h e  f or c e s  of  N e w  S p ai n.  A m o n g  t h e  e arl y  tr a d er s  w er e

n u m er o u s G er m a n-J e wi s h e ntr e pr e n e ur s s u c h a s t h e St a a b s,

S pi e g el b er g s, Ilf el d s, Fl o er s h ei m s, a n d S eli g m a n s ( Fi g ur e 1).

B y  a b o ut  1 8 5 0, t h e s e  f a mili e s  h a d  o p e n e d  tr a di n g  p o st s  i n

S a nt a  F e  a n d  Al b u q u er q u e,  N M, a n d  El  P a s o,  T X, a n d  h a d

e st a bli s h e d t h e m s el v e s a s l e a d er s i n e c o n o mi c a n d p oliti c al

lif e.  T h eir d e s c e n d a nt s ar e still str o n gl y a cti v e i n t h e s e c o m-

m u niti e s.

B or n  i n  G a n- Al g e s h ei m  n e ar  t h e  R hi n e  Ri v er  i n

G er m a n y  ar o u n d  1 8 2 0, Si g m u n d, o n e  of  ei g ht  S eli g m a n

br ot h er s, s ettl e d i n S a nt a F e i n 1 8 4 9, h a vi n g fir st w or k e d i n

P hil a d el p hi a.  Aft er arri vi n g vi a t h e f a m o u s tr ail, h e f or m e d a

p art n er s hi p  wit h  C h arl e s  Cl e v er, a n ot h er  G er m a n  fr o m

C ol o g n e.  T h e  tr a di n g  fir m  w a s  k n o w n  a s  “ S eli g m a n  a n d

Cl e v er ” ( Fi g ur e 2) a n d w a s l o c at e d o n t h e S a nt a F e pl a z a n e xt

t o t h e i nf a m o u s E x c h a n g e H ot el ( Fi g ur e 3), n o w t h e sit e of

t h e f a m o u s L a F o n d a at t h e e n d of t h e S a nt a F e Tr ail ( w h er e

m a n y  of  y o u  st a y e d  d uri n g  t h e  A m eri c a n  S o ci et y  of  Ar m s

C oll e ct or s m e eti n g of O ct o b er

2 0 0 9). Si g m u n d’s  br ot h er s,

A d ol p h a n d B er n ar d, f oll o w e d

t o  j oi n  t h e  p art n er s hi p  i n

1 8 5 6.  Cl e v er  l eft  t h e  fir m  t o

s u c c e s sf ull y p ur s u e a c ar e er i n

l a w a n d p oliti c s, a n d t h e b u si-

n e s s  b e c a m e  k n o w n  a s

“ S eli g m a n  Br o s.”  T h u s  f ar, n o

j o ur n al s  or  di ari e s  of  t h e

br ot h er s’ tr a v el s al o n g t h e tr ail

h a v e  c o m e  t o  li g ht, b ut  o n e

r e c or d  n ot e s  t h at  i n  K a n s a s

Cit y, t h e  br ot h er s  l o a d e d  8 3

w a g o n s i n o n e d a y wit h 5 0 0 0

p o u n d s e a c h of g o o d s f or t h eir

st or e,  wit h a v al u e of $ 2 0 0, 0 0 0.

T h e  s hi p m e nt  i n cl u d e d  s u c h

h ar d  g o o d s  a s  “ir o n  p u m p s,

s kill et s, pl o u g h s, n ail s, b ar s of

l e a d, s a d ir o n s, g u n l o c k s, b ul-

l et  m ol d s, et c.” S al e s  of  t h e

c o m p a n y  w er e  r e p ort e d  t o

t ot al  $ 1 0  milli o n  d uri n g  t h e

lif e of t h e c o m p a n y.

Si g m u n d S eli g m a n: A S a nt a F e T r a d e r a n d Hi s C olt R e v ol v e r

B y Ji m Ta yl or

Fi g u r e 1. F r ei g ht e r s o n t h e S a nt a F e T r ail a r e s h o w n. F r o m l eft, B e r n a r d S eli g m a n, Z a d o c St a a b, a n d
L e h m a n S pi e g el b e r g p o s e wit h Ki o w a I n di a n s.
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I n  a b o ut  1 8 5 1, Si g m u n d  al s o  o w n e d  a  b u si n e s s  a s  a

d a g u err e ot y p e  p h ot o gr a p h er,  wit h  a  s m all  st u di o  o n  t h e

S a nt a  F e  pl a z a.  H e  w a s  a s s o ci at e d  wit h  Willi a m  M e s s er v y,

w h o b e c a m e a cti n g g o v er n or of t h e t errit or y i n 1 8 5 4 ( Fi g ur e

4).  T h e p h ot o of M e s s er v y i n Fi g ur e 4 s h o w s hi s fir st or s e c-

o n d m o d el s q u ar e b a c k tri g g er g u ar d, 1 8 5 1 C olt r e v ol v er i n

hi s  b elt.  H e  l o o k s  li k e  t h e  s ort  of  g o v er n or  w e  c o ul d  u s e

t o d a y. Si g m u n d’s  br ot h er  B er n ar d  s er v e d  a s  a  c a pt ai n  a n d

q u art er m a st er i n t h e U ni o n Ar m y d uri n g t h e Ci vil War B attl e

of Val v er d e,  N M, i n M ar c h 1 8 6 2.

B er n ar d  S eli g m a n  b e c a m e  tr e a s ur er  a n d  a  m e m b er  of

t errit ori al  l e gi sl at ur e.  H e  l at er  r et ur n e d  t o  P hil a d el p hi a

w h er e h e di e d i n 1 9 0 3.  Hi s s o n,  Art h ur, s er v e d a s m a y or of

S a nt a  F e  a n d  a s  st at e  g o v er n or  fr o m  1 9 3 0  t o  1 9 3 3.

M e a n w hil e, Si g m u n d c o nti n u e d wit h t h e b u si n e s s a n d w a s

a p p oi nt e d S a nt a F e C o u nt y C o m mi s si o n er i n 1 8 7 6, t h e y e ar

of hi s d e at h.

Si g m u n d’s  d e at h  w a s  r e p ort e d  i n  T h e  D ail y  N e w

M e xi c a n o n  O ct o b er  5, 1 8 7 6, h a vi n g  s uff er e d  a  “ vi ol e nt

str o k e of p ar al y si s ” n e ar F ort Cr ai g,  N M, t h e d a y b ef or e.  H e

w a s 4 6 y e ar s ol d, h a d n e v er m arri e d, a n d h a d n o h eir s.

Alt h o u g h  t h e y  w er e  a cti v e  a n d  s u c c e s sf ul  fi g ur e s  i n

e arl y N e w M e xi c o, t h e S eli g m a n s di d n ot l e a d t h e w ell- d o c u-

m e nt e d  li v e s  of  s o m e  of  t h eir  c o nt e m p or ari e s  s u c h  a s  Kit

C ar s o n  a n d  G e n er al s  St e v e n  Watt s  K e ar n e y  a n d  J a m e s  H.

C arl et o n  w h o  w er e  fi g hti n g  I n di a n s  a n d  o utl a w s.  A s  m er-

c h a nt s  a n d  ci vi c  l e a d er s, t h e y  m a d e  gr e at  c o ntri b uti o n s  t o

t h e c o m m u niti e s t h at t h e y h el p e d t o e st a bli s h. I n f a ct, t h e

S eli g m a n s w er e i n str u m e nt al i n a c q uiri n g t h e l a st s ur vi vi n g

B arl o w a n d S a n d er s o n st a g e c o a c h t h at h a d tr a v el e d t h e S a nt a

F e Tr ail i n t h e 1 8 6 0 s.  T hi s c o a c h w a s i n v ol v e d i n a h ol d- u p

o n  R at o n  P a s s  d uri n g  w hi c h  t w o  p e o pl e  w er e  kill e d  a n d

$ 6 0, 0 0 0  st ol e n.  T o d a y  it  i s  h o u s e d  i n  t h e  P al a c e  of  t h e

G o v er n or s o n t h e S a nt a F e Pl a z a.

SI G M U N D S E LI G M A N’ S 1 8 5 1 C O L T N A V Y R E V O L V E R

Alt h o u g h  Si g m u n d  d o es  n ot  s e e m  t o  h a v e  a  r e c or d  of

ar m e d c o nfr o nt ati o n, it is a gi v e n t h at t h e g e n er al p o p ul ati o n

of S a nt a F e off er e d s o m e ris k t o m er c h a nts a n d tr ail tr a d er s.

Lif e al o n g t h e tr ail w as p eril o us,  wit h I n di a n r ai ds a n d b a n ditr y

c o m m o n. It is l o gi c al t h at Si g m u n d w as ar m e d t o pr ot e ct hi m-

s elf a g ai nst t h es e h a z ar ds.  Wit n ess t h e e arli er p h ot o ( Fi g ur e 1)

of  his  br ot h er, B er n ar d, a n d  his  ass o ci at es  i n cl u di n g  Ki o w a

1 0 6 / 2 8

Fi g u r e 2. T h e S eli g m a n a n d Cl e v e r T r a di n g P o st.
Fi g u r e 3. T h e E x c h a n g e H ot el.

Fi g u r e 4. G o v e r n o r Willi a m M e s s e r v y.
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Indians, all equipped with long arms, pistols, and bow and

arrow. This probably typifies the appearance of the trail

freighters and their Kiowa guides.

What type of firearm was carried by Seligman? Among

the considerable amount of published literature and primary

documents available in the New Mexico State Archives and the

Palace of the Governors Fray Angelico Chaves History

Library, there is little mention of firearms. Only

the photo referenced above shows

such equipment.

It would stand to reason that successful traders in the 1850s

would arm themselves with the best and latest percussion

guns, such as Hawken’s plains rifles and Colt’s revolvers.

As a resident of Santa Fe, I have long been a student of

the rich history of New Mexico, focusing on the firearms of

settlers from the Spanish colonists through the Civil War. As

such, the Jewish traders, well-documented and featured in

the museums of New Mexico, were just of passing interest to

me. However, at the May 2009 Denver Gun Show, my friend

and a well-respected dealer from Gettysburg, PA, John Hayes,

showed me a Colt model 1851 percussion revolver with the

back strap showing clear period engraving reading “S.

Seligman. Santa Fe. N.M.” (Figure 5). A quick call to my wife,

Sarah, who researched through Google, revealed that there

were two S. Seligmans: Sigmund and

Sigfried. The latter, another relative from

Germany, appeared on the scene about

1900 and established a trading post in

Bernalillo, near Albuquerque. Sigmund and

the revolver coincided in time and place, so

it seems logical that the revolver belonged

to him.

The 1851 Colt revolver, serial number

87295 (Figure 6) was manufactured in 1858

with a 7 1/2-inch barrel and .36 caliber per-

cussion. All of the numbers match, includ-

ing inside of the original, somewhat

stressed ivory grips (Figure 7). It is a three-

screw, large-trigger-guard fourth model in

excellent condition. It shows bright case

colors on the frame and hammer, and abundant fading blue

on the barrel and cylinder. There is slight holster wear on the

muzzle. The roll-engraved naval cylinder scene is clear

(Figure 8). The brass grip frame and trigger guard show

traces of silver plate in protected areas. The barrel marking,
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Figure 6. Sigmund Seligman’s 1851 Colt Navy Revolver.

Figure 5. Seligman’s 1851 Colt brass grip detail.

Figure 7. Seligman’s 1851 Colt grip detail.
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“—Address SamL Colt Hartford Ct.—” is consistent with the

serial number. All screws are original and bright (Figure 9).

The overall fine condition of the revolver does not support

heavy use on the trail, but rather as a carry piece in Sigmund’s

“Seligman and Clever” Santa Fe store which opened in 1856.

The significance of this Colt is its tie to the early opening

of trade via the Santa Fe Trail. Having reviewed collections

and literature from various sources, I know of no

other firearm inscribed to its trail-trading

owner. The only evidence lacking

is an image of Sigmund Seligman with his Colt. In fact, no image

of Sigmund has been found after exhaustive searches in the

New Mexico State Archives and on the internet with Seligman

family members and out-of-state collections. I will continue the

search, and will hope such image will come to light.
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Figure 9. Seligman’s 1851 Colt serial numbers.

Figure 8. Seligman’s 1851 Colt cylinder detail and
serial number.
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