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Geronimo and the Apache Wars

Shane Larson


Introduction: Five Thousand Against Thirty-Five

In the summer of 1886, the United States Army committed five thousand soldiers — roughly a quarter of its entire fighting strength — to a single manhunt in the deserts and mountains of the Arizona and New Mexico territories. Alongside them rode some five hundred Apache scouts, men who knew the country the way the soldiers never would. South of the border, the Mexican government fielded around three thousand troops of its own, sweeping the sierras of Sonora and Chihuahua. Binding the whole apparatus together was the newest military communications technology on earth: a network of heliograph stations, mirrors flashing coded sunlight from mountaintop to mountaintop, capable of moving a message across two territories faster than any rider had ever carried one.

All of it — the regiments, the scouts, the two national armies, the light-speed signal net — was deployed to catch one band of Chiricahua Apaches.

The band numbered about thirty-five people. Fewer than twenty were fighting men. The rest were women, children, and the old. They carried what their horses and their backs could hold. They were led — not commanded, a distinction this book will spend some time on — by a Bedonkohe Apache in his sixties, a shaman and war leader whom his own people called Goyahkla and whom the Mexicans, for reasons still argued about, had long ago taken to calling Geronimo.

For five months, the most powerful military force ever assembled on the North American continent could not catch him.

In the end, nobody caught him. That is the fact the legend most consistently gets wrong, and it is worth stating flatly at the outset: Geronimo was never captured. He negotiated. In September 1886, at a place called Skeleton Canyon in the far southeastern corner of Arizona, he surrendered to General Nelson Miles on specific promises — that he would be reunited with his family, that his exile would be brief, that a future was being offered rather than a punishment. The government broke those promises before the train carrying him east had cleared Texas. He would spend the remaining twenty-three years of his life as a prisoner of war, and he would die one.

The Most Famous Name, the Least Known Man

Consider what happened to that name afterward.

American paratroopers in the Second World War shouted it as they jumped from aircraft — a custom that began at Fort Benning in 1940 and never entirely died. Hollywood put it on marquees for the better part of a century, attaching it to a rotating cast of screen villains and screen martyrs, depending on the decade’s fashion. Children yelled it leaping off diving boards. In 2011, the United States military used it as a codename in the operation that killed Osama bin Laden, and Apache people objected, publicly and with reason. Few names in American history carry that kind of voltage. Sit with the strangeness of it: the name of a man the United States held prisoner until his death became the word Americans shout at moments of daring.

And almost none of the people shouting it could tell you who he was.

Start with the most basic error, because it is nearly universal: Geronimo was not a chief. He said so himself, plainly, more than once. He held no hereditary position and led no tribe. The Chiricahua Apaches had leaders — Cochise, Mangas Coloradas, Victorio, Naiche — whose standing rested on lineage, judgment, and the willing loyalty of the families who followed them. Geronimo’s authority was of a different kind: personal, spiritual, and earned in war. Men followed him on raids because of what the Apaches called Power — a gift he was understood to carry — and because he brought them back alive more often than anyone else. When the newspapers of the 1880s needed a face for the Apache wars, they made him a chief because the story was simpler that way. The error has outlived everyone involved.

The rest of the popular picture is no better. To the press of two nations in his own lifetime, he was a red-handed terror, the “human tiger,” a creature of dime-novel savagery. To later generations, swinging hard the other way, he became a romantic icon — the noble resister, serene and wronged. Both portraits are cartoons. The documented man was harder to look at than either: a man whose mother, wife, and three children were killed by Mexican soldiers in 1851, when he was in his twenties, and who spent the next four decades inside a war that was already generations old when he was born. He killed, and the record of it is real — Apache raids took the lives of civilians, including women and children, on both sides of the border, and this book will not look away from that. He was also lied to, hunted, dispossessed, and betrayed with a consistency that the documentary record makes almost monotonous. Neither fact cancels the other. A book that uses one to excuse the other is not history.

What This Book Does

The method here is the same one that runs through the whole Wild West series, applied to its most mythologized subject yet: the documented record first, the legend clearly labeled as legend, and no atrocity on any side euphemized, glorified, or savored.

But this book carries an additional obligation the gunfighter volumes did not: the Apache perspective survives on the record, and it deserves to be taken seriously. In 1905 and 1906, an old man at Fort Sill dictated his life story — through an interpreter, to a superintendent of schools named S. M. Barrett, over the Army’s objections and with President Roosevelt’s personal permission. Decades later, the researcher Eve Ball sat on her porch at Ruidoso, New Mexico, and recorded the memories of Chiricahua survivors and their children — people who had lived the breakouts and the prison years and had never been asked. These testimonies are not transparent windows; they passed through interpreters, editors, and memory, and this book will be honest about those layers every time it leans on them. They are used here in faithful paraphrase — the substance rendered carefully in this book’s own voice — rather than quoted at length. But they are used, throughout, because a history of the Apache wars that hears only the Army’s side is not a history of the Apache wars. It is a report filed by one of the combatants.

So the ground rules, stated once: where the record documents an Apache raid that killed a rancher’s family, you will read it plainly. Where the record documents Sonoran scalp bounties that paid graded rates for the hair of Apache men, women, and children, you will read that plainly too. Where American citizens massacred a sleeping, surrendered camp at Camp Grant, or American soldiers killed Mangas Coloradas under a flag of truce and mutilated his body afterward, the record will be laid out without flinching and without relish. No side in this story kept its hands clean. The reader is trusted to bear that, because it is true.

The Arc

The story runs in three movements, and the book is built the same way.

Part I, The World and the Wound, begins where the wars began — long before the United States arrived. It draws the Chiricahua world as it actually worked: the four bands and their mountain territories, leadership without kings, the crucial distinction between raiding and war that the newcomers never grasped and that doomed nearly every attempt at diplomacy. It follows the century-long war between the Apaches and the states of northern Mexico — the scalp-bounty laws, the massacres that poisoned every truce — because Geronimo’s war was a Mexican war before it was ever an American one. And it arrives at the wound at the center of everything: Janos, 1851, when Sonoran troops attacked a peaceful trading camp and Goyahkla returned to find his mother, his wife Alope, and his three children among the dead. Then the Americans arrive, and a series of specific, documented, avoidable blunders — a lieutenant’s bungled arrest, a statesman whipped, a truce betrayed — sets two peoples at war for a generation.

Part II, The Wars, follows the machinery: the reservation system and the concentration policy that packed uprooted bands onto the malarial bottomland of San Carlos; the breakouts of 1878, 1881, and 1885, each traceable in the record to broken assurances rather than inherent savagery; General George Crook, who fought Apaches with Apache scouts and kept his word, and General Nelson Miles, who did neither; the great pursuit of 1885–86, the most lopsided manhunt in American military history; and the surrender at Skeleton Canyon, followed — item by documented item — by the betrayal, including the imprisonment of the very Apache scouts who had served the Army.

Part III, The Captivity, tells the part most books skip, and where much of the story’s real meaning lives: twenty-three years as a prisoner of war. The tourist crowds at Fort Pickens. The Chiricahua children sent to the Carlisle school in Pennsylvania, and the cemetery there that received so many of them. The slow demographic catastrophe of a tribe held in Florida and Alabama. And, simultaneously, the strangest celebrity in American history — the prisoner selling autographed photographs at the 1904 World’s Fair, riding down Pennsylvania Avenue in Theodore Roosevelt’s inaugural parade, and then standing before Roosevelt to ask for the one thing he wanted, to go home to Arizona to die. Roosevelt said no. He died at Fort Sill in 1909, still a captive, having told his nephew — by the account that survives — that his one regret was that he had ever surrendered at all.

Where This Book Sits

Readers of this series arrived, most of them, through the outlaws and the lawmen — Billy the Kid, Wyatt Earp, the feud country of Lincoln and Johnson counties. This book widens the lane deliberately, into the conflict that was the frontier’s defining fact and its true final act. Skeleton Canyon came a full decade after Little Bighorn; when Geronimo laid down his rifle in 1886, he was the last man in America to surrender to the United States. A companion volume on Custer and the Little Bighorn extends the same ground from the northern plains. The series voice does not change: evidence first, myths named and tested, difficult history handled with care rather than sentiment or shock.

One band of thirty-five people against five thousand soldiers is a fact so extreme it sounds like legend. It is not legend. It is arithmetic, and it is in the record. To understand how it was possible — and why it ended the way it did — you have to start where Goyahkla started: in the mountain world of the Chiricahua, a world with its own economy, its own law, its own idea of what a leader was, and a war already a century old on its southern edge.

That world is where we begin.

Next: Chapter 1 - The Apache World





Part I: The World and the Wound




Chapter 1: The Apache World

Stand on the continental divide in southwestern New Mexico, near the headwaters of the Gila River, and you can see the logic of the Chiricahua world laid out in every direction. Mountain ranges rise from the desert floor like islands from a sea — the Mogollon and the Black Range to the north, the Chiricahuas and the Dragoons off to the west in Arizona, and far to the south, blue with distance, the first ramparts of the Sierra Madre running down into Mexico. Between the ranges lie basins of grass and creosote, crossed by rivers that run when they feel like it. It is country that looks empty and is not, that looks barren and is not, and that has killed a great many confident strangers who believed what they were looking at.

To the people who lived there, this was not wilderness. It was a homeland with a known geography of water, food, refuge, and meaning — as mapped, in its own way, as any county in Ohio. Understanding how that homeland worked is not background to the story of Geronimo. It is the story. Nearly every catastrophe in the forty years of war that followed grew from the newcomers’ failure to understand the world described in this chapter — who led the Apaches and who did not, what raiding was and what it was not, and why a people who never numbered more than a few thousand could defy two nations for generations.

The Four Bands

The people at the center of this book called themselves, in their own language, something close to Ndé — “the people.” Outsiders came to call them Apaches, a name of disputed origin that the people themselves did not use, and the particular Apaches of this story came to be grouped under the name Chiricahua, after the mountains that anchored part of their country. Within that grouping, the Chiricahua understood themselves as four distinct bands, each with its own territory, its own leading men, and its own web of kinship tying it to the others.

The Bedonkohe — Geronimo’s people — held the country around the upper Gila River, in what is now southwestern New Mexico: the headwaters, the mountain meadows of the Mogollon country, the land around the hot springs. They were the smallest of the four bands, and by the middle of the nineteenth century they moved in close association with their larger neighbors.

The Chihenne, the “red paint people” — often called the Warm Springs or Mimbres Apaches in the American records — lived east of the Bedonkohe, in the country of the Mimbres River and the sacred warm springs at Ojo Caliente. Mangas Coloradas, the towering statesman of the mid-century Apaches, was Chihenne country’s dominant figure; Victorio, whose war would be its own tragedy, came after him.

The Chokonen, the central Chiricahua, held southeastern Arizona: the Chiricahua Mountains themselves, the Dragoons, the Dos Cabezas, and the passes between them — including Apache Pass, through which the traffic of two nations would eventually try to flow. This was Cochise’s band, and his Dragoon stronghold, a natural fortress of granite domes and hidden springs, became the most famous refuge in the Southwest.

The Nednhi lived southernmost, in the Sierra Madre of Mexico itself — the vast, corrugated mountain wilderness of Sonora and Chihuahua that Americans would not seriously penetrate until the 1880s. Their great leader in Geronimo’s generation was Juh, a stammering, formidable man who was Geronimo’s brother-in-law by marriage and closest ally. The Nednhi stronghold country would serve, in the last years of Apache freedom, as the final refuge of them all.

The bands intermarried constantly, visited constantly, and joined together for ceremonies, for trade, and sometimes for war. But they were not a single political unit, and no one — this cannot be said too early or too often — governed all of them. A man like Geronimo, born Bedonkohe, married into Nednhi and Chokonen connections, could move through all four bands’ territories along threads of kinship. The American officials who would later demand that “the Chiricahua chief” control “his people” were demanding something that had never existed.

The Seasonal Round

The Chiricahua economy was built on movement — not aimless wandering, but a purposeful annual circuit through a landscape whose resources came ripe at different altitudes in different seasons. A family group might move camp a dozen times in a year, and every move had a reason.

Spring meant mescal. The agave plant — the century plant, whose flower stalks spike up from the desert hillsides — was the closest thing the Chiricahua had to a staple crop, and harvesting it was a major communal undertaking. Women located the plants ready to bloom, cut out the heavy crowns with hardwood chisels, and roasted them for days in stone-lined pits under layers of grass and earth. The result — sweet, dense, storable — could be dried in sheets and carried or cached for months. A good mescal harvest was food security, and the great roasting pits, some used for generations, dotted the band territories like granaries.

Summer and fall brought the rest of the wild harvest in sequence: acorns from the Emory oaks, piñon nuts in the good years, mesquite beans pounded into meal, sumac berries, yucca fruit, wild potatoes and onions. Some families planted small plots of corn in mountain canyons where the water allowed. Men hunted throughout — deer above all, antelope in the basins, and smaller game constantly. The hunt had its disciplines and its etiquette; a man shared his kill along lines of kinship and obligation, and a hunter’s generosity was as much a part of his reputation as his marksmanship.

Winter drove the camps down out of the high country to the warmer canyons. It was the season of stored food, of long nights, and of stories — the time when the old people taught, through Coyote tales and tribal history, what a Chiricahua needed to know about how the world worked and how a person ought to behave in it.

Two things about this economy matter for everything that follows. First, it required territory — a lot of it, held loosely but known intimately, because a people living on wild harvest and game cannot be concentrated onto a small reservation without starving or being fed by someone else. Second, it was, by the standards of the desert Southwest, remarkably successful. The Chiricahua were not scraping at the edge of survival. They were prosperous, mobile, and healthy in a landscape that killed the unprepared — and they knew it. Their word for themselves as against the surrounding peoples carried the confidence of a people who considered their way of life not a hardship but an achievement.

Families, Not Tribes

The real unit of Chiricahua life was not the band, and certainly not the “tribe.” It was the extended family cluster — and the shape of that cluster explains much about how the society actually ran.

Chiricahua families were matrilocal: when a man married, he moved to his wife’s family camp and owed his labor and his loyalty to her people from that day forward. He hunted for his mother-in-law’s household (whom, by a strict rule of respectful avoidance, he was never to look in the face or address directly). Daughters stayed; sons married out. The practical result was that a camp was a cluster of sisters and their households, anchored by the senior generation, with the husbands as incoming members bound to serve. A man’s standing began with how well he provided and fought for his wife’s people.

Several such family clusters, linked by blood and marriage, made up a local group — the largest body of people who actually lived and moved together, usually a few dozen souls attached to some favored stretch of country and, typically, to a leading man whose camp was its center of gravity. The band was the wider circle of local groups that shared territory and identity; the Chiricahua people as a whole was the widest circle of all, real as kinship and language, but never once in its history assembled under a single authority.

This structure had a military consequence the Army learned slowly and at great cost: there was no head to cut off. Agreements made with one leading man bound his followers — as long as they chose to keep following him — and no one else. A peace with Cochise was a peace with the people who looked to Cochise. It was not, and could never be, a peace with “the Apaches.”

Leadership Without Kings

Here is the single most important correction this book has to make, because on it hangs the American misunderstanding of everything, including Geronimo himself: the Chiricahua had no kings, no ruling council, no office of chief in any sense a European or American of the nineteenth century would have recognized. No “head chief of the Apaches” ever existed. The title appears constantly in Army reports, newspaper stories, and treaty documents. It corresponds to nothing.

What the Chiricahua had were leading men — the word usually translated “chief” meant something closer to that — whose position rested on a simple, brutal, continuously renewed test: did families choose to camp with him and follow his advice? A leader earned that following through generosity, through success in war and raid, through judgment, through eloquence in council, and through the force of his character. He advised; he persuaded; he did not command. He was, in a phrase that recurs in the recorded Chiricahua testimony, a man people listened to. If his judgment soured or his luck failed, the families simply drifted to other camps, and his leadership evaporated without ceremony or rebellion. Leadership was earned, local, persuasive — and revocable.

Cochise led the Chokonen for decades not because any law said so but because, year after year, the hardest test kept returning the same answer: men followed him. His father-in-law Mangas Coloradas built the widest influence of any Chiricahua of his era the same way — and even Mangas, at the height of his standing, could not command a single warrior to do anything. He could convene, argue, and inspire. That was the whole toolkit.

Into this world the Americans arrived carrying an idea they could not put down: that somewhere there must be a chief who could sign for his people and enforce the signature. When no such person existed, they appointed one, or picked the most visible leader and held him responsible for the actions of people who had never followed him. Every Apache treaty carried this flaw like a crack in its foundation. When some unrelated local group raided a ranch, the Americans charged betrayal by “the chief” — who had, in the Apache understanding, promised only for his own. The pattern will repeat through this book with the regularity of a machine: an agreement made with a fiction, broken by reality, and avenged on the innocent.

Power

And Geronimo was not even a leading man in the sense Cochise was — not at first, and never primarily. His authority came from somewhere else entirely, and to understand it, one more piece of the Chiricahua world has to be taken seriously: what the Apaches called Power.

In the Chiricahua understanding, the universe was alive with a diffuse supernatural force, and that force approached particular individuals — through a vision, a voice, an encounter — and offered itself in a specific form. A person might receive Power over horses, over healing, over the finding of enemies. The gift came with a ceremony, with songs, and with obligations; it could be used well or dangerously; and a person who carried strong Power was consulted, respected, and sometimes feared. A shaman, in this world, was not a priest of a congregation but an individual with a proven gift — and the proof was in results.

The testimony about Goyahkla’s Power is consistent across the Apache sources: he received it as a young man, in the aftermath of the catastrophe this book reaches in Chapter 3 — a voice that called his name four times, the sacred number, and told him that no gun would ever kill him, that it would take the bullets from the guns of the Mexicans. He carried, throughout his life, a reputation for abilities beyond the ordinary: locating enemies at a distance, foreseeing the outcome of events, ceremonies performed over the wounded, and — attested again and again by the people who fought beside him — a strange immunity in battle. He was wounded many times, by bullet, by buckshot, by saber. He was never killed by any of it, through half a century of fighting, and he died in bed at eighty. To the Chiricahua who followed him into Mexico when every calculation of odds said stay, this was not luck. It was Power, demonstrated.

The reader is not asked to believe that a voice in a canyon made a man bulletproof. The reader is asked to accept something more useful: that the Chiricahua believed it, testified to it in the sober recollections of old age, and made decisions because of it — and that Geronimo’s entire career is incomprehensible without it. He held no office. He was not, as he said plainly himself, a chief; when leadership of his band followed formal lines, it ran through men like Naiche, Cochise’s son, with whom Geronimo operated in a partnership the Americans never quite decoded — Naiche the hereditary leader, Geronimo the man with Power and the will to use it. Men followed Geronimo for the same reason they camped with Cochise: because following him worked. His medicine was part of why it worked. That is what the sources say, and this book reports it the way it reports everything else — neither endorsing the miracle nor mocking the belief.

Raiding and War: The Distinction That Doomed Diplomacy

If the myth of the head chief was the newcomers’ first fatal misunderstanding, the second was this: to the Chiricahua, raiding and war were two different things — different in purpose, different in method, different in moral weight — and the failure of Mexicans and Americans alike to see the difference made lasting peace nearly impossible.

Raiding was an economic institution. The word the Chiricahua used for it meant, roughly, to search out enemy property. A raid was a small party — often fewer than a dozen men — slipping into Sonora or along the American settlements to take livestock: horses, mules, cattle. The object was property, not blood. A well-run raid was a masterpiece of stealth in which no one died on either side; killing brought pursuit and vengeance, and the skilled raider avoided it the way a skilled burglar avoids arson. Boys trained for raiding as a vocation, serving apprenticeships on their first expeditions under strict ritual rules. The stock a man brought home fed and mounted his family and, given away along the lines of kinship, built the generosity on which standing rested. By the nineteenth century, raiding was load-bearing in the Chiricahua economy — as established, in its own world, as the cattle drive was in Texas.

War was something else. War was about revenge. When Chiricahua people were killed, the dead person’s kin had a duty to answer, and a war party was raised for that purpose — larger, ceremonially prepared, led if possible by a man with war Power, and aimed at the specific enemy who owed the debt. War parties meant to kill, and did. When the debt was judged paid, the war party went home. War was occasional and bounded; raiding was constant and, in Apache eyes, no more an act of war than fishing.

Now look at the same facts from a rancher’s grave-side, and the tragedy of the misunderstanding comes into focus. To the Mexican settler of Sonora or the American settler of Arizona, there was no such distinction and no reason to honor it. Stolen stock was robbery; a dead herder — and herders did die, when raids went wrong or hot-blooded young men exceeded their orders — was murder; all of it was war, and all Apaches were the enemy. Retaliation therefore fell wherever Apaches could be found, which usually meant some camp of families who had nothing to do with the raid in question. In Chiricahua law, those dead now demanded vengeance — a war party, which killed Mexicans or Americans who had nothing to do with the massacre, whose deaths demanded retaliation in turn. Each side experienced itself as answering an outrage. Each side’s answer was the other side’s next outrage.

And every peace negotiation for fifty years was poisoned by the same buried disagreement: when an Apache leader agreed to peace, he generally understood himself to be ending war — the revenge cycle — with the particular people in front of him. Peace with one Mexican town did not, in the Chiricahua understanding, necessarily bind the raiding economy everywhere, any more than it bound other bands. When raids continued, the settlers concluded that Apache promises meant nothing and that treachery was in the blood. The conclusion was wrong, but it filled graveyards all the same. None of this makes the raids harmless — men died in them, and this book will count the dead honestly — but a reader who grasps the distinction will understand fifty years of failed diplomacy that the participants themselves could not.

Terrain as Technology

The last pillar of the Chiricahua world was the country itself — not as scenery, but as a weapon system.

The band territories were laced with mountain ranges that served as fortresses, observation posts, and highways. A Chiricahua war or raiding party moved along the high country, watching the flats below, descending to strike and climbing again where cavalry horses could not follow. Every range held springs and seep holes the people had known for generations and the pursuers’ maps did not show; in that country, knowledge of water was command of movement, as decisive as ammunition. A pursued band could scatter into a dozen fragments, each too small to track, and reunite days later at a spring named in advance — a tactic that dissolved pursuit after pursuit. The Sierra Madre, southernmost and vastest, was the ultimate keep: a wilderness of parallel ridges and gorges into which, for most of a century, no army pursued the people who knew it.

None of this worked without bodies and training equal to the country, and the Chiricahua built both deliberately. The recorded testimony of men who grew up in that world — Geronimo’s own dictated account among them — describes a boyhood that was, by design, an athletic and military apprenticeship. Boys ran before breakfast, up mountainsides, in winter; they were sent on runs of miles with a mouthful of water they were required to carry the whole way and spit out at the end, proof they had breathed through the nose with discipline. They ran races, wrestled, hunted, went sleepless and hungry on purpose, and listened to the old men explain that the day would come when their lives, and other people’s, would hang on their legs and their hardness. A Chiricahua man in his prime was reckoned able to cover distances on foot, over mountains, that cavalry could not match on horseback — and in the campaigns to come, that reckoning was tested against the United States Army and held up. Five thousand soldiers against thirty-five people was not a miracle. It was this: terrain knowledge, water knowledge, and conditioning, compounded over generations — a technology the pursuers could not requisition.

A Boy Named Goyahkla

Into this world, around 1829, a boy was born to a Bedonkohe family in the upper Gila country. In the account he dictated in old age, he named his birthplace as No-Doyohn Canyon and placed it near the headwaters of the Gila in what was then still, on paper, Mexico. The date is his own reckoning, worked backward across a long life, and historians have argued for dates ranging into the mid-1820s; the geography, too, has been debated, with Arizona and New Mexico both claiming him. Circa 1829, upper Gila country, is what the evidence supports, and precision beyond that is guesswork. He was named Goyahkla — usually translated as something like “the one who yawns,” a meaning whose origin no source explains. The name the world knows came later, from his enemies, and its story belongs to Chapter 3.

His own recollections of that boyhood, dictated nearly eighty years later, are unexpectedly warm. He remembered rolling on the dirt floor of his father’s home as a baby, hanging in his cradleboard from a tree branch. He remembered working the family’s small corn plot with his mother, and being taught by her to pray to Usen, the life-giver. He remembered his father’s stories of raids and battles from the old wars, and the boyhood gang of cousins with whom he played at hunting, then hunted in earnest, then trained. It is worth pausing on the tone of those memories, because it is the last uncomplicated warmth in his story: an old prisoner of war, asked to account for his life, began
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