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TO TRACY LEE

Let me not to the marriage of true minds

Admit impediments. Love is not love

Which alters when it alteration finds,

Or bends with the remover to remove:

O, no! it is an ever fixed mark

That looks on tempests and is never shaken;

It is the star to every wandering bark,

Whose worth’s unknown, although his height be taken.

Love’s not Time’s fool, though rosy lips and cheeks

Within his bending sickle’s compass come;

Love alters not with his brief hours and weeks,

But bears it out even to the edge of doom.

If this be error and upon me proved,

I never writ, nor no man ever loved.

—W.S., SONNET CXVI
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PROLOGUE

On a crisp morning in late January, the boy tended his stock as he watched the dust cloud rising to the south, at the far end of the narrow timbered valley. Felix was almost twelve, but short and scrawny for his age, with a mop of red hair and fair skin. When the boy saw riders emerging one by one from the cloud of dust, their ponies splashing across the shallow creek, he ran to the little grove of peach trees some three hundred yards from the ranch buildings where his mother and sister were. He knew this area was contested ground, in the heart of what the Mexicans, and the Spanish before them, had named Apacheria. The Mexicans had failed to settle the valley, driven out by the fearsome Apaches who lived in the mountains to the east and north.

A dozen Apaches, wildly painted and heavily armed, galloped onto the ranch. They swept past the buildings to gather up all the horses and cattle. His heart pounding, Felix climbed a peach tree and hid himself as best he could. The Apache leader rode up to the tree as his men began herding the horses and cattle back down the valley and looked up at the terrified boy. Felix expected to be killed instantly, but instead the Apache laughed and motioned for him to climb down. Felix obliged. The Apache, who was called Beto, had a heavily scarred face that bore the imprint of some terrible battle in which he had lost an eye. Felix also had but one eye. The Apache pulled him onto the back of his pony, and off they galloped after the warriors.

These Apaches were of the Aravaipa band, who lived to the northeast of the Sonoita Valley. The Aravaipa would come to call the kidnapped boy Coyote, after their trickster god, because they could never decide if he was friend or foe. Years later, white men would name him Mickey Free. The boy’s kidnapping started the final struggle for Apacheria—the longest war in the history of the United States. This conflict would leave a trail of blood from the Pecos River in Texas through New Mexico and Arizona and deep into Mexico from 1861 to 1886. All sides in that conflict blamed Mickey Free for starting it. In time, the boy would come to play a pivotal role in the war, moving back and forth between the harshly conflicted worlds of the Apache and the white invader, never really accepted by either but invaluable to both.

This is Mickey Free’s story, but it is also the story of his contemporaries—both friend and foe, red and white—whose lives were shaped by the violent history of the deserts and mountains of the American Southwest and northern Mexico. It was a land where every plant bore a barb, every insect a stinger, every bird a talon, every reptile a fang—an inhospitable, deadly environment known to the outside world as Apacheria. In this bleak and unforgiving world, the one-eyed, deeply scarred Mickey Free was at home.
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Johnny Ward was not afraid of hard work. Born in Ireland in 1806, he had followed thousands of his brethren to America sometime in the 1840s. While many Irishmen took day labor jobs in the eastern cities, Ward pressed on to the far West in search of his fortune. The California gold fields proved barren of opportunity to him, so he drifted south to the Yuma Crossing and in 1857 appeared in Arizona’s Santa Cruz Valley.

“He went on to the Sonoita and took up a ranch,” Charles Poston, the self-styled father of Arizona, remembered, “forming a temporary partnership with a Mexican woman, according to the customs of the country at that time.” Poston also noted that “she had a little boy who also appeared to be partly of Celtic descent, as he had a red head.”

The 1848 discovery of gold in California, the subsequent population explosion, and the admission of California to statehood in 1850 had made it increasingly urgent to establish overland mail and protected transportation routes to the West Coast. Sectional rivalry over which route a future transcontinental railroad might take flared hot in Washington. Secretary of War Jefferson Davis was determined that the railroad route was to be a southern one, and he indeed had logic, climate, and geography on his side.

The problem for Davis and his political allies was that the controversial boundary established by the 1848 Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, the agreement that ended the Mexican War, had failed to secure the land south of Arizona’s Gila River—land that army explorers had reported as the most suitable route for a wagon road or a future railroad.

James Gadsden, the American minister to Mexico, solved the problem when he secured this new territory from the shaky and corrupt regime of President Antonio López de Santa Anna. The infamous Mexican general faced a soaring national debt and a weak army, which frustrated efforts to defend the northern states of Sonora and Chihuahua. At the time Tucson contained fewer than three hundred residents, and they were essentially besieged by the Apaches, while the natives also made exploration north of the Gila River nearly impossible. The Apache raiders had made the situation so untenable that it proved far more sensible for the Mexican president to sell the violence-racked land rather than continue to defend the indefensible.

On December 30, 1853, Gadsden signed an agreement for the $15 million purchase of New Mexico’s Mesilla Valley and all of Arizona’s land south of the Gila River from a point seventy miles below the Yuma Crossing of the Colorado River, then angling eastward to and then along the 31st degree of latitude. Article XI of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, promising to halt Indian depredations originating in the United States, was also abrogated. It had proven impossible to enforce.

The United States Senate debated and tinkered with this proposed treaty, moving the new boundary line northward and ending hope for an Arizona port on the Gulf of California (a reduction of 9,000 square miles) and cutting the payment to Mexico by $5 million. The treaty was ratified by the Senate and then signed by President Franklin Pierce on June 29, 1854. The Gadsden Purchase added nearly 30,000 square miles of territory to the United States, which included the towns of Mesilla and Tucson, as well as all the mountains in between. Those mountains constituted the heart of Apacheria.

—
This new land offered the promise of grand opportunity to Charles Poston and his fellow adventurers like Johnny Ward. Poston had lobbied Secretary of War Davis to provide troops to protect any future mines and settlements. The Apaches had to be convinced to leave the Americans alone and Davis promised to station troops near Tucson as soon as possible. Poston’s Sonora Exploring and Mining Company established its headquarters south of Tucson at the abandoned Spanish presidio of Tubac in 1856. Supplies and workers came north from Sonora so that by the end of the year nearly a thousand people settled around Tubac.

While Apache raiding parties continually traveled past Tubac on their way south to raid in Sonora, they did not molest the miners, ranchers, lumbermen, or farmers. Still, the land remained wild and dangerous, as American and Mexican outlaws were everywhere. Every man went about heavily armed. “Generally worthless, dissipated, dangerous low white trash” was how Poston characterized the few Americans in the area. Still, Poston felt as if he had founded a frontier Eden: “We had no law but love, and no occupation but labor. No government, no taxes, no public debt, no politics. It was a community in a perfect state of nature.”

—
Johnny Ward certainly agreed with his new friend Poston. He soon found hard but profitable work cutting hay and hauling wood from the nearby Santa Rita Mountains to Fort Buchanan. This first American outpost in the Gadsden Purchase had been established by Captain Richard Ewell in 1857 on a little plateau above Sonoita Creek some twenty-five miles from Tubac. Secretary of War Davis kept his pledge to Poston and, in the fall of 1856, sent out four companies of the First Dragoons. These soldiers were followed by a great train of mule- and ox-drawn wagons and a herd of cattle, who had headed west from Fort Thorn on the Rio Grande. But the dragoons, camping just south of Tucson near the ancient (to the Americans) San Xavier del Bac Mission that November, could find no suitable site for a new post.

Captain Ewell established Camp Moore at the old Calabasas Ranch on the Santa Cruz River some sixty miles to the south. Jesuit missionaries had found a sizable Papago (Tohono O’odham) village here in 1699, and in 1732 silver was discovered on the ranch of a Basque settler to the southwest (his ranch was called Arizona, which roughly translates as “good oak tree” in Basque, and the name stuck). By 1777 the Spanish were working mines in most of the nearby foothills and mountains. It was certainly the most isolated outpost of the republic, with supply wagons taking nearly a hundred days to reach it from the Albuquerque depot. Ewell soon relocated the post to a plateau above Sonoita Creek, just to the east of Tubac. Fort Buchanan, much like Camp Moore, had no outer walls and was constructed of logs chinked together with adobe. While the soldiers offered little in the way of protection, their fort opened a new market for cattle and crops.

Ward profited from this new federal presence and quickly invested his wages in a ranch in the lush Sonoita Valley two miles south of where the little creek angled west toward the Santa Cruz River. He built a home out of stone and adobe and hastily constructed some outbuildings and corrals. The temperate climate and perennial flow of Sonoita Creek allowed Ward to put in two crops each season, one of barley and one of corn, and he even planted a little orchard of peach trees.

He often traveled south to Santa Cruz in Sonora to purchase cattle using the money he had made hauling lumber. This impoverished village had the misfortune of sitting astride a favorite Apache plunder trail into Sonora, but its grinding poverty spared it from further spoliation. The only tempting targets in Santa Cruz were the children and young women. “As soon as a town or rancho is built,” noted a traveler on the Santa Cruz River, “the Apaches tear it down and kill all the males and carry off all the females.”

On one of these trips Ward met Jesus Maria Martinez, a young woman of considerable beauty and passion. Although unmarried, she had borne a son, named Felix, at seventeen and a daughter, Teodora, two years later. The woman, called Modesto after her mother, somehow managed to scrape together enough to feed and clothe her babies, assisted no doubt by her extended family and the village church. In 1858, when Ward offered her and the children a new life on his 160-acre ranch thirty miles to the north on the Sonoita, she accepted. Her son, Felix, took his stepfather’s name.

Ward’s ranch house rested on a small bluff above the creek. The Sonoita Valley, some eleven miles in length, was narrow and heavily wooded with black walnut, velvet ash, and towering cottonwoods. Hemmed in by high bluffs on each side with the towering Santa Rita Mountains to the northwest, the valley occasionally widened out enough to allow for irrigation, and at one of these points, Ward had established his ranch.

Ward’s house was impressive by frontier standards, with stone footings, a packed earth floor, and ten-foot-high, two-foot-thick adobe walls supporting its grass roof. A thick wall divided the main living area of the sixty-by-sixteen-foot adobe from a little bedroom for John and Modesto. There was no kitchen, since cooking was customarily done outdoors. With five large windows for light and three doors to the front, side, and rear, Ward’s spacious home must have seemed like a mansion to Modesto and her two children.

The Sonoita settlement, as it was called, consisted of seven ranches along the dozen miles of the valley floor. The census of 1860 listed fifty-one citizens in the valley, identified as farmers, teamsters, laborers, a cook, a clerk, a shoemaker, a lawyer, a printer, and one simply as an “idiot.” Fort Buchanan provided nominal protection, although the soldiers could barely guard their own horse herd, and Indians once made off with several of the officers’ tents. Not far from the fort stood the local general store, and supplies could also be secured from the old presidio of Tubac or from Santa Cruz, both about thirty miles from Ward’s ranch. Four miles south of the fort was James “Paddy” Graydon’s United States Boundary Hotel, a rollicking establishment that everyone called the White House or Casa Blanca. The Sonoita Valley, proclaimed the Tubac Weekly Arizonian, was “a treasure beyond price to the farmers in the neighborhood.”

—
This land was a new frontier full of promise to Ward and the other pioneers, but it was also an ancient place haunted by the ghosts of those who had vanished from here before. Primitive man had walked this ground for thousands of years before Johnny Ward built his adobe house. Ten thousand years ago, ancient hunters had felled great mammoths along the banks of the nearby San Pedro River. Two thousand years before Ward reached the Sonoita, the Hohokam (from the Pima word for “those who have gone”) built extensive canals and planted maize, corn, beans, and squash along the Gila, Salt, and Verde rivers. They constructed housing projects four stories high at Casa Grande, and their irrigated fields sustained a population of perhaps fifty thousand. Then, around 1400, like the Anasazi of the Four Corners region to the north, they vanished. They left behind crumbling ruins and cliff dwellings, a mute testimony of their passing.

Captain Ewell, while exploring the Arizona mountains, mused over this mystery. “A great part of my scout has been in a country without inhabitants, but with the ruins of what must have been large towns abandoned centuries ago,” he wrote home to Virginia in 1857 from his camp on the Gila River. “It would seem to be a semi-civilized people, migratory and followed by another race at war—as the schools of herring are followed by the dolphin and shark.”

The “race at war” came from the northeast. These people, who shared the Athabaskan language spoken by the hunting peoples of Alaska and northern Canada, had migrated southward along the front range of the Rocky Mountains, following the great buffalo herds and battling anyone who dared dispute their passage. In time they were confronted by another tribe that was also expanding onto the western Great Plains—the Comanches, fierce fighters who forced them farther west to seek sanctuary and better hunting grounds in the mountain ranges of what would become New Mexico and Arizona.

They called themselves Dine, or Indeh, which means “the people,” a name they shared with their linguistic relatives, the Navajos. It is likely that they migrated south as one people but then split apart from the Navajos as they moved to the south and west, preying on those unfortunate enough to be in their way. In time the Navajos became bitter enemies to their southern cousins. These southern people came to be known to all by the name given them by their Zuni victims—Apache, “the enemy.”

They were a people of mysticism and magic. Nature dictated the rhythms of their lives, and almost everything in it held spiritual meaning. Usen, the life giver, was the God they worshipped. Ghosts and witches moved among them. Coyote, the eternal trickster, was central to their cosmology—his loyalty to the people often fluctuated in an origin myth of a great game between the animals to determine if the Apaches were to live in perpetual darkness or not. Coyote, although often evil, nevertheless secured fire for the people, giving them light.

They were all united as Apaches but divided into many tribal bands. To the east, in New Mexico’s Sierra Blanca and on the buffalo grasslands of Texas, lived the Mescaleros. Their close cousins, the Chiricahuas, lived in the Gila and Dragoon mountains of western New Mexico and southeastern Arizona as well as the Sierra Madre of Sonora and Chihuahua. The Jicarilla lived far to the north, ranging from the mountains of northern New Mexico all the way eastward onto the plains. The more distant Lipans lived along the Pecos River in Texas.

The Western Apaches, divided into five bands, were scattered throughout the eastern and central mountains of Arizona. These Western Apache bands, unlike the eastern Apaches, separated into clans and, like the Navajo, practiced some agriculture. It is possible that these Apache migrants had divided in prehistoric times, with the ancestors of the Western Apache moving through the mountains while the ancestors of the Mescaleros, Jicarillas, Lipans, and Chiricahuas followed the front range south to New Mexico. The Mescaleros, Jicarillas, and Chiricahuas had considerable contact with the Pueblo tribes of the Rio Grande, even adopting several of their ceremonies and dances. The Western Apaches were far less influenced by the Pueblos and their Spanish overlords. Nevertheless, they also embraced, as did their eastern Apache cousins, a devotion to the cult of the warrior and an adherence to raiding as a primary source of economic sustenance.

Although they shared the same name and language, they lived lives of isolation that kept them from developing any overall sense of tribal unity. Loyalty was given first to the family or the clan, rather than to the tribe. Personal and family honor were of the utmost importance. At its peak their population was between eight and ten thousand, and perhaps less.

—
When Francisco Vásquez de Coronado’s conquistadores first entered Arizona and New Mexico in 1540, they encountered no Apaches, even though they made a systematic exploration as far north as the Grand Canyon and eastward onto the Great Plains. Indeed, it is no small irony of history that the Europeans may well have reached Arizona before the people who became the Apaches did. It would be forty years before the Spanish returned, but when they came back, they came to stay. In 1598, Juan de Onate began the colonization of northern New Mexico, and it was he who first identified the native peoples to the north and west of his Rio Grande settlements as Apaches. In time the Spanish came to know these people all too well, and they gave the name “Apachería” to all the country north of the Gila River in Arizona and in the mountains of western and southern New Mexico.

It was 1699 before the Spanish attempted to colonize southern Arizona. By then the Pueblo Revolt of 1680 had forced them out of their New Mexico settlements, so that the Spanish horse herds ran free, in time becoming the wild mustangs of the American West and reordering the lives of Indian people everywhere. These horses gave a new mobility to the Apaches, although as a mountain people they did not embrace the animal as did the Indians of the Great Plains. The horse became for them in equal parts a form of transportation, a valuable trade commodity, and a tasty food source. Horses allowed Apache raiders to conduct swift raids against their traditional prey—the various Pueblo tribes along the Rio Grande and the Papagos (Tohono O’odham) of Arizona’s Santa Cruz River Valley and the Pimas (Akimel O’odham) along the Gila River—as well as seek plunder much deeper into Sonora and Chihuahua.

In the spring of 1699, Father Eusebio Francisco Kino, as bold and ambitious as he was compassionate and charismatic, brought his gospel to the O’odham people along the Santa Cruz and north to the Gila. The Italian Jesuit had much to offer these people besides his religion, for the wheat seed he brought allowed them to plant year-round and the iron plows he gave them made that planting more efficient. Kino’s horses and mules, sheep, goats, and cattle all allowed the O’odham to settle in more permanent communities near the mission churches he founded. The missions and the O’odham villages became the first line of Spanish defense against the Apaches.

In 1767 Carlos III of Spain expelled the Jesuits from the New World, replacing them with the brown-robed Franciscans. Even more important for the Apaches, the monarch assumed control over the interior provinces of New Spain, appointing a commandante general to assume both civil and military authority on the frontier. The mission system was now to be subordinated to the military. While this had much to do with international colonial competition, it was manifested on Spain’s far northern frontier by an effort to subdue the Apaches and extend Spanish control beyond the Gila River. The skirmishing and back-and-forth raiding now become an all-out war between Spain and the Apaches.

On August 20, 1775, just as a great revolution was sweeping the English colonies far to the east, the Spanish founded the presidio (fort) of Tucson. The leather-clad Spanish soldiers, armed with sword and lance, were brave and skilled fighters—heirs to the warrior tradition that had expelled the Moors from Spain and toppled the New World empires of the Aztecs and Incas. Their compañías volantes (flying companies) penetrated deep into Apacheria and soon decorated the Tucson battlement walls with the heads of fallen Apaches. It was to be a war of extermination.

—
The Apaches, much like the Vikings, lived by raiding. They made a clear distinction between raiding, an economic necessity, and warfare, which was almost always an act of revenge. Raids were conducted by small parties usually numbering under a dozen warriors; the purpose was not to kill but to acquire plunder or prisoners to adopt or enslave. Raids were carefully planned by warriors; the fighters scattered if pursued, and plunder was quickly discarded or destroyed if the pursuers came too close. After all, there was always more to be taken later. Much of this booty was traded away for weapons, food, and clothing. They did not want to kill the people who tended to the fields and flocks, and haughtily referred to the Spanish as their “shepherds.”

War was for revenge and revenge only. It was a warrior’s duty; mercy was not viewed as a virtue. Torture had long been a common practice among the Apaches, but they practiced it on the Spanish with a vengeance. A chief of the Aravaipa Apaches once bragged of how he had buried a captive alive up to his neck and then watched the ants devour his head. Prisoners were often staked out on anthills with their mouths propped open to allow ravenous insects easy entry. Men were tied naked to cactus or thorn-laden trees and then skewered with lance and arrow. Teamsters were tied upside down to their wagon wheels with hot coals placed under their heads. Men were flayed alive until they slowly bled to death. Female relations of slain warriors were given captives to torture to help assuage their grief. They proved particularly ingenious at this work, often ornamenting the mouths of male victims with their own penises. “Every expression of pain or agony is hailed with delight,” noted a frontier soldier, “and the one whose inventive genius can devise the most excruciating kind of death is deemed worthy of honor.” It was not good to be taken captive by the Apaches.

The threat of mutilation only enhanced the spiritual power of war, but it was not common among the various bands until their Spanish enemies introduced the practice to them. Because Apaches had an almost pathological fear of ghosts and the walking spirits of the dead, they did not care to touch those who had fallen, even among their own people. Scalping was never an Apache custom, but once the Europeans had introduced the horrific act, it was sometimes practiced. While the Mescaleros scalped more than other Apaches, it was not uncommon by the nineteenth century for even Western Apaches to take scalps, a practice they called bitsa-ha-digihz, or “his head top cut off.” Scalps were displayed during a victory dance but immediately discarded afterward, then those who had touched the scalp underwent a purification ceremony to ward off the spirits of the dead.

The land itself was the Apache warrior’s greatest ally. He knew where the life-giving springs were and could find the many caves that might hide him. Often bleak, arid, and cut by innumerable ravines, canyons, and mountain outcroppings, this land offered sanctuary to the Apache. In the land he knew best, he could hide or wait in ambush for his enemies.

Mobility was always the key to Apache success. If pressed, warriors might make a stand on a rocky hillside, throwing up boulders to form rough defensive works. The Spanish called these spontaneous fortifications refugios, and they were extraordinarily difficult to assault. The Apache warrior did not throw his life away with careless bravado, but carefully sought just the right time to strike, flee, or make a stand.

The primitive firearms of the Spanish were cumbersome, inaccurate, and difficult to reload. The lance and bow and arrow were better weapons, especially with the iron tips acquired from the Europeans. An experienced Apache warrior could fire four to ten arrows in the time it took a Spanish soldier to load and fire his muzzle-loading musket once. “The bow is always ready for use,” noted a Spanish officer. “The first arrows shot from it carry a powerful force, which many times neither the shield, nor the leather-jacket can withstand.” The Apaches even used a form of chemical warfare, dipping their arrow points into poison collected from plants, venomous snakes, or the putrefied flesh of dead animals. The Spanish never had a chance.

Not only did the Apaches live off the land with ease, but they also made almost all of their own weapons. They had no supply lines, towns, or fortifications, and no centralized leadership to take hostage or kill. It was impossible for the Spanish to destroy so elusive an enemy, noted the viceroy, for “having no towns, castles, or temples to defend they may only be attacked in their dispersed and movable rancherias.”

Finally, in 1786, the Spanish government decided to buy peace and instructed field commanders to purchase Apache goodwill by offering those who would stop raiding “defective firearms, strong liquor, and such other commodities as would render them militarily and economically dependent on the Spaniards.” Within twenty years this policy had been institutionalized into so-called peace camps or feeding stations, such as Tucson and Janos, where the Apaches could receive cattle, flour, sugar, and tobacco.

While Apache raids never completely stopped, this peace policy—essentially the payment of tribute by the Spanish to the Apaches—brought relative peace to Pimería Alta (the land from Sonora’s Altar River north to the Gila River) for over a generation. More Spanish settlers now moved north, and by the dawn of the new century nearly a thousand lived along the Santa Cruz. Then it all collapsed.

One reason for the vulnerability of the Spanish settlers was that the royal government, fearful of rebellion, kept armaments from the people. This Spanish paranoia was well placed, for in 1821, a decade of rebellion resulted in independence for Mexico. Mexican independence did not mean peace with the Apaches, and in fact led to increased violence. The already beleaguered northern frontier was abandoned by Spanish soldiers and ignored by the new and ever-changing governments in Mexico City. Soldiers were needed in Mexico City to prop up tottering administrations and none could be spared for frontier defense. With the “feeding stations” closed, the Apaches resumed their raids, not only along the Santa Cruz but also against the Rio Grande settlements and deep into Sonora and Chihuahua as well. The tenuous peace crumbled and the warriors laid waste to the land.

—
After their successful fight for independence, the Mexicans quickly descended into civil war and chaos. In the northern Mexican states alongside the US border, warlords soon rose to power. Often at odds with one another, these caudillos mounted independent expeditions against the Apaches. This lack of cooperation resulted in ineffective campaigns as well as separate peace agreements between some Mexican communities—most notably the Chihuahua village of Janos—and the Apaches. Janos became a center of trade with the Apache, with the residents trading for Apache plunder and slaves, then selling the goods and people south to Chihuahua City or east to El Paso. The war with the Apaches now became a local, rather than national, affair.

Sometimes bands of Mexican militia from Sonora or Chihuahua marched into the neighboring state in search of Apaches. Janos was a particular target for Sonoran patrols, who knew that Apaches often traded there. In 1851, during a trading parley in Janos, the Mexicans and their Apache guests got roaring drunk on mescal to celebrate their bargain. While the men were drinking, a force of Sonoran militia murdered most of the Apache women and children in the unprotected Apache village outside of the town.

A young warrior named Goyahkla (One Who Yawns) found his aged mother alongside his wife and three children, all scalped in pools of blood. “Whenever I saw anything to remind me of former happy days,” he declared years later, “my heart would ache for revenge on Mexico.” He had a vision while weeping over his loss, and from it came his mystical warrior power. “Goyahkla,” said a voice four times—the Apache magical number, “no gun can ever kill you. I will take the bullets from the guns of Mexicans. And I will guide your arrows.” He might be wounded but he could never be killed. From that day onward, vengeance became his driving passion. In time he exacted ghastly blood atonement from the Mexicans. His terrified enemies called out to Saint Jerome for deliverance and thus gave to him a new name—Geronimo.

As Apache raids intensified in the wake of all these conflicts, the increasingly desperate Mexican state governors hired foreign mercenaries, paying them bounties for Apache scalps—$100 for an adult male, $50 for a female, and $25 for a child. This ruthless policy achieved nothing save adding to the Apache vengeance tally against Mexico.

The most prominent of these mercenaries were the Kentuckian John J. Johnson, who worked for the governor of Sonora, and the Irishman James Kirker, who was employed by the governor of Chihuahua. Johnson’s massacre of the camp of Chief Juan José Compa in the Animas Mountains of southwestern New Mexico in April 1837 made him a hero to his Sonoran employers but inflamed the Chiricahuas against the Mexicans for two generations. More than twenty Apaches were slain, and Johnson presented the scalps of three Apache chiefs to the commander of the presidio at Janos. In a macabre change from the Spanish and Mexican practice of collecting pairs of ears as piezas, or evidence of death, Johnson collected the whole Apache scalp with the ears attached. This was the gruesome moment when scalping transitioned from the Spanish tradition of taking ears to the American custom of lifting hair.

One man who escaped the carnage was a prominent warrior named Fuerte, who now inherited the leadership of the eastern Chiricahuas after the death of Juan José. He swore vengeance and, after a mourning period, started to lead reprisal raids. The Apaches did not much care whom they killed—guilty and innocent alike—in order to avenge their dead.

In 1848, the conclusion of the Mexican War ended the brief, unhappy rule of Mexico over much of Apacheria. But the land south of the Gila River remained part of the Mexican Republic until it was opened to American settlement by the Gadsden Purchase. Those who wished to enter this new land first had to deal with the undisputed Lord of Apacheria—the great chief Fuerte, who now bore the new name Mangas Coloradas.
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The Mexicans called him Mangas Coloradas—Red Sleeves. He was born in 1790, during the time of peace, and his Apache name was Kan-da-zis-tlishishen. He was of the Bedonkohe (Bee-don-ko-hee) band of Chiricahuas, who lived near Santa Lucia Springs on the headwaters of the Gila River. His father was a prominent Bedonkohe warrior, and his mother may well have been a Spanish captive. He grew to manhood amid the grandeur of the Mogollon Mountains, where great stands of Douglas fir, Ponderosa pine, and aspen sheltered wolves, bears, panthers, and great herds of elk and deer that fed the people. These high and rugged mountains, cut by innumerable canyons, afforded relief from the searing summer heat of the piñon and juniper woodlands below. It was a natural Eden, replete with game as well as a wide variety of edible nuts and berries. The mescal, or agave, plant, a staple for all the Chiricahuas, grew abundantly in the foothills above the desert to the east.

Mangas was well over six feet tall, not only much taller than other Apaches, but also almost all Mexicans and Americans of that time as well. His first Apache name, Fuerte, was reflective of his people’s awe over his physique. He married into the Chihenne (Chee-hen-ee) band—the “Red Paint People”—whom the Americans came to call by various names depending on where they lived. Although they made their home in the mountains of southwestern New Mexico, eastern Arizona, and northern Chihuahua, they were often referred to by their favorite rancheria locations—the Mimbres, Warm Springs, Copper Mines (after the Spanish mines at Santa Rita del Cobre), and the Gilas. Mangas’s first marriage led to his identification with the Chihenne, even more than his own Bedonkohe people. Chiricahua custom led a man to live with his wife’s people, and their children were known as members of the mother’s band.

In time, Mangas came to have influence over the other two Chiricahua bands as well. To the south in Chihuahua, Mexico, lived the Nednhis (Ned-nee), often called Janeros because they resided near the old Spanish presidio of Janos some seventy-five miles south of the New Mexico border. The final band, perhaps the most famous of all the Chiricahuas, lived in the mountains of southeastern Arizona as well as parts of northern Chihuahua and Sonora, and were called Chokonens (Cho-ko-nen), or “Ridge-of-the-Mountain People.” Each band held the loyalty of individual Chiricahuas, but the whole tribe might sometimes unite under a strong leader for military action to avenge a great wrong. Mangas Coloradas was just such a leader.

Despite the peace with the Spanish, there were always Navajos, Pueblos, Pimas, and Papagos to raid, and in this work, Mangas rose to prominence. But it was John Johnson’s 1837 massacre that truly elevated Mangas as a leader of his people. Although Johnson was a “White Eye,” or American, Apache vengeance was directed at the Mexicans who had hired him. (The term White Eye was the Apache response to the perceived paleness of the eyes of the Americans.) Mangas, then still known as Fuerte, led his warriors out on revenge raids that left scores dead. In this war, Fuerte won the new name of Mangas Coloradas. Some said it was for the red shirt he wore, but others were emphatic that it described the blood that stained his sleeves as he waded in the gore of the Mexicans he had slain.

Throughout the summer of 1837, Mangas led retaliatory raids throughout Sonora and Chihuahua, so that within a year all roads were unsafe, the Santa Rita mines had been abandoned, the haciendas overrun, and towns such as Janos and Galeana put in constant danger. Few Mexican citizens had guns, and those who did could not procure any ammunition. The unstable Mexican state governments, like the Spanish before them, kept the people unarmed for fear of the same kind of rebellion that earned them their independence. The peasants fought back as best they could with improvised lances, bows and arrows, and clubs, and they wrapped their bodies in cowhides for protection, but it was all for naught. The Apaches, now often as not armed with guns and ammunition provided by American fur traders, killed them and left their bodies to rot in their fields and on the roads.

Unprotected by the army, the Mexican peasants were helpless to resist the Apache raiders, with scores carried off into captivity and hundreds more slaughtered. The desert now reclaimed the untilled fields. Cattle, sheep, mules, and goats wandered free only to fall prey to the great packs of wolves and coyotes that trailed the Apache raiding parties just as the raven shadows the predator on his rounds. Skeletons lined the roads, littered the burned haciendas, and were picked clean by scavengers in deserted villages. It was a perfect reign of terror.

—
In Chihuahua City, the desperate owners of the once highly profitable Santa Rita del Cobre copper mines sent a messenger to Bent’s Fort, far to the north on the Arkansas River. They requested the unique services of James Kirker. The scalp hunter was in exile in United States territory, having feuded with Mexican officials who had placed a price on his head for selling guns to the Apaches. It was common knowledge among the American trappers headquartered at Taos, New Mexico, and at Bent’s Fort in Colorado that the only way to trap in the profitable headwaters of the Gila River was to purchase safe passage from the Apaches with trade goods. Kirker had long ago learned that a liberal disbursement of powder, ball, and muskets purchased considerable goodwill. When he was not hunting Apaches, he was trading with them while trapping beaver, thereby profiting from the Mexicans and the Apaches simultaneously.

Santa Rita had long been a favorite camping spot for Kirker and other trappers. For several years he had provided security to the caravans of mule trains winding south from the mountains of southwestern New Mexico along the “Copper Road” to Janos and Chihuahua City. His old employers from the copper mines, in concert with the governor of Chihuahua, now made him an offer that would be difficult to refuse. They offered Kirker one hundred thousand pesos (at that time equal to the same in dollars) to return from exile to Santa Rita with a company of men to fight the Apaches.

Kirker must have smiled, not only at the princely sum, but also at the official redemption offered to him. He set about finding some fighters. His right hand was Spybuck, a mixed-blood Shawnee born in Ohio but removed by the government to a Moravian mission in Kansas. He was an imposing figure at more than six feet tall with a great Roman nose, black hair, and a light complexion courtesy of his French father. His muscular frame was covered with the scars of deadly encounters with both man and beast. He was Kirker’s bloodhound, renowned across the frontier for his prowess with a rifle as well as his tracking skills. Spybuck and Kirker had no trouble recruiting fifty strong men from Bent’s Fort. The beaver trade had played out and men were looking for both adventure and silver in their pockets. It was a formidable band of cutthroats.

In July 1846, Kirker achieved true infamy when he conspired with the leading citizens of Galeana, Chihuahua, to lure a mixed band of Chokonen and Nednhi Chiricahuas into town with promises of a peace treaty and rations. Negotiations were held between the Mexicans and the Apaches while Kirker and his men hid themselves. A pledge of eternal peace was secured and to cement the bargain a liberal disbursement of whiskey was provided. On the morning of July 7, while the Apache men lay in a drunken stupor after a nightlong fandango, Kirker and his land pirates slaughtered 130 Chiricahuas.

Spybuck supervised the scalping, for his Shawnees had perfected a rapid technique. A neat circle was cut at the crown of the victim’s head. The scalper then grabbed hold of the Apache’s long hair and pushed off with his feet against the victim’s shoulders. A loud pop followed as the scalp came off. The scalps were taken to Spybuck, who treated them with some salt for preservation and attached them to long scalp poles. Each scalp was a debit against the treasury of the state of Chihuahua.

Kirker marched his men into Chihuahua City in a grand procession headed by the governor and several priests, with musicians escorting them into the town in triumph. They carried the Apache scalps before them on long poles. In the fiesta that followed, the priests ornamented the front of their church with the scalps. “Opposite the principal entrance, over the portals which form one side of the square, were dangling the grim scalps of one hundred and seventy Apaches,” noted an English visitor, “who had been inhumanely butchered by the Indian hunters in pay of the state.”

So enraged were all the Chiricahua bands over Kirker’s Galeana massacre that retribution was planned at the tribal level. Almost every band had lost a friend or relative. The chief of the Warm Springs Apaches, Cuchillo Negro (Black Knife), called for a grand council of all the chiefs. Mangas Coloradas led his warriors to the council. Mangas’s son-in-law Cochise, who would become the greatest chief of the Chokonen, also attended. It was decided to attack Galeana itself. That night a huge fire was built and the people all gathered in a great circle as the drums beat and the singers raised their high-pitched chant to the heavens.

The singers called out the names of the most prominent warriors. Among the first names to be called was a warrior named Goyahkla, a young Bedonkohe who had already distinguished himself in countless raids. He walked around the fire as the singers praised his deeds in battle. Those who wished to ride with him joined him in the parade.

Goyahkla was the grandson of the revered Bedonkohe chief Mahco, but the bloodline had not secured him a position as chief. He had grown to manhood in New Mexico’s Mogollon Mountains and was held in awe by many Apaches for his spiritual power as well as his warrior skills. When he was about nine or ten, what the Apaches called “Night the Stars Fell” occurred. This majestic 1832 meteor shower terrified people all across North America. Three years later it was followed by the equally awesome appearance of Halley’s Comet. Goyahkla understood that both of these cosmic events portended great changes to come. He sensed a call to glory and greatness while others shrank before a dark omen of calamity.

Once all the warrior leaders and their followers had been selected for the war party, the men formed a great line across from the drummers. They advanced toward the singers as the drums pounded, brandishing their weapons and leaping about as if in the heat of battle. In the flickering firelight, Goyahkla and his fearsome companions were preparing themselves for the grim business of revenge on the people of Galeana.

The various bands soon returned to their villages to prepare for the campaign. Lances and bows and arrows had to be shaped from the mulberry trees on the bottom slopes of the mountains. Turkey feathers would be mounted on the arrows to ensure that they would drive true to their marks. Despite the trade muskets they had acquired from the Americans, the bow and arrow remained their weapon of choice. “I knew men who could put seven arrows in the air before the first one that was fired fell to the earth,” recalled an Apache warrior.

While these preparations were under way, an unexpected visitor arrived at the camp of Mangas Coloradas, some ten miles from the abandoned copper mines at Santa Rita. Kit Carson, the famed mountain man and scout for John Charles Frémont—inheritor of the buckskin mantle of Boone and Crockett—was traveling with a party of fifteen men en route to Washington, DC, in September 1846, with dispatches announcing the conquest of California by American troops. He found his trail blocked by the Apache village and decided to parley. He carefully approached the village and announced that he wished to trade. His mules were exhausted, and he was in desperate need of remounts.

Mangas visited Carson in his camp and was gratified to receive the welcome news that the Americans were at war with the Mexicans. Mangas had information to share, too. He informed Carson that a white man he called the “Horse Chief of the Long Knives” had taken New Mexico from the Mexicans. Mangas had always admired the Americans, often befriending trappers such as Carson who had visited the headwaters of the Gila. Borderlines changed, loyalties blurred, and racial identity became meaningless as men made their way as best they could in this wild country. Carson, who had married into a Mexican family, and Mangas Coloradas, who may well have had a Mexican mother, agreed to make common cause against Mexico that day.

Mounted on the fresh mules provided by Mangas, Carson pushed on to the Rio Grande. On October 6, 1846, he encountered General Stephen Watts Kearny with three hundred dragoons. Kearny, the “Horse Chief of the Long Knives” Mangas had alluded to, had indeed taken New Mexico and was now on his way to conquer California. Kearny sent two-thirds of his men back to Santa Fe, then ordered Carson to guide him back through Apache country and along the Gila River to the west. Based on Carson’s news from California, that the state had already been conquered by the Americans, Kearny assumed that he needed but a two-company escort for the rest of his journey. He retained Lieutenant William H. Emory and his fourteen-man topographical unit to make maps of the conquered territory.

—
On October 18, General Kearny’s soldiers set up camp two miles to the west of the deserted Santa Rita del Cobre presidio. Carson sent up smoke signals to invite Mangas to come to the American camp. The Apaches did not actually communicate with smoke signals; the smoke simply meant “Come and investigate.” Mangas did just that, arriving that evening with a single companion to meet with the American general. This was the first recorded meeting of a representative of the United States government with a Chiricahua leader.

Mangas pledged “good faith and friendship to all Americans,” pleased to have an ally in his tribe’s war against the common enemy, Mexico. As Kearny presented Mangas with several presents, Carson turned to Kearny’s companion, Lieutenant Emory, and winked. “I would not trust one of them,” he said of Mangas’s pledges with a wry smile.

The next day they met again at Santa Lucia Spring to trade. Mangas brought in thirty of his people and a fine herd of mules, freshly stolen from Sonora. Lieutenant Emory was impressed by how shrewd the Apaches were at trade. He was also enthralled by the Apache braves, who reminded him “of pictures of antique Grecian warriors.” He was most struck, however, by a scene that spoke eloquently to the humanity of these strange people. “There was amongst them a poor deformed woman, with legs and arms no longer than an infant’s,” he recorded in his diary. “She was well mounted, and the gallant manner in which some of the plumed Apaches waited on her, for she was perfectly helpless when dismounted, made it hard for me to believe the tales of blood and vice told of these people.”

It proved to be a productive and happy meeting, made all the more memorable when, upon departure, one of Mangas’s warriors approached the American general with some sage advice: “You have taken New Mexico, and will soon take California; go then and take Chihuahua, Durango, and Sonora. We will help you. The Mexicans are rascals; we hate and will kill them all.” Kearny smiled, although it was still far too early to see the deep irony in the warrior’s statement.

—
The Chiricahuas proceeded to do their part in assisting the Americans in the war against Mexico. Soon after Kearny headed west to California, nearly two hundred Chiricahuas followed the Warm Springs Apache chief Cuchillo Negro to Galeana in the winter of 1846. Mangas Coloradas, Cochise, and Delgadito were the major war chiefs in this attack, and the campfire tales told of their great deeds at Galeana lived on for generations. Goyahkla’s already impressive reputation as a warrior was enhanced on that fateful day as well. According to Goyahkla’s young nephew, everyone agreed that “this was the greatest of Apache victories.”

A New Orleans journalist who visited Galeana in 1849 described it as “once a flourishing spot but the Indians have been its ruin and impoverished its wealthiest citizens.” The presidios at Fronteras and Tubac were also soon attacked by the Apache warriors, and as a result abandoned by their garrisons. Apache vengeance was complete.

Mangas Coloradas next met with John Russell Bartlett, the US boundary commissioner assigned to settle the new international line with Mexico. Bartlett treated Mangas with respect when they met at the old copper mines on June 23, 1851, and even bestowed a fine blue military frock coat on the chief. He also informed Mangas that under the provisions of the treaty ending the war with Mexico, the United States government was now obliged to protect Mexico from Indian raids originating within its boundaries. Mangas was perplexed by this, but agreed not to attack the Mexican boundary party operating on the border under General Garcia Conde. He agreed to nothing else.

As word spread about the arrival of the Americans at the border, more Indians arrived in the vicinity of the commissioner’s encampment. They were curious and anxious to meet these new White Eyes. The war chief Delgadito and nearly three hundred Chihennes united with Mangas’s band, which was of equal strength. Delgadito’s people camped along the Mimbres River some twenty miles away. Even more surprising was the arrival of nearly four hundred Navajos who made camp along the Gila River some thirty miles from Santa Rita. Although Bartlett was delighted at the arrival of so many Indians, thinking that he would win their loyalty to the United States, the more experienced frontier hands became nervous.

John C. Cremony, a veteran of the Mexican War who now served as Bartlett’s chief interpreter, was particularly puzzled as to why the Navajos, so often the bitter enemies of the Apaches, would dare venture so far south. His Apache friends explained that it was Mangas’s astute diplomacy that had secured peace with their northern neighbors. According to Cremony’s informants, on a raid in Sonora, Mangas had “carried off a handsome and intelligent Mexican girl, whom he made his wife, to the exclusion of his Apache squaws.” This forced Mangas to fight duels with two of the outraged relatives of his Apache wives. This domestic turmoil yielded rich diplomatic dividends.

“By his Mexican wife Mangas had three really beautiful daughters,” the Apaches explained, and through his diplomatic ability, he married one of them to a chief of the Navajos. The other two married important Apache chiefs and in this way, as Cremony put it, Mangas became “undoubtedly the most prominent and influential Apache who has existed for a century…and carried his influence from the Colorado River to the Guadalupe Mountains.” Cremony was wise enough to realize that even though Mangas “was a power in the land,” the Apaches remained “pure democrats, each warrior being his own master.”

The question of the fate of Mexican captives quickly became crucial when Cremony liberated a young girl and two boys who had been captured by the Apaches. Mangas demanded the return of the captives or a liberal payment by Bartlett for them.

“Why did you take our captives from us?” Mangas demanded, no longer wearing his fine blue coat, for he had wagered it away.

Bartlett replied that the Americans had promised to protect all Mexican captives, but that the Mexicans might pay a reasonable ransom for them. “Let our Apache brother reflect and name his price,” Bartlett concluded with perfect Yankee logic.

The Apaches departed in a foul mood. Three days later, a few returned to accept a payment of two hundred dollars in trade goods for the captives. Bartlett thought he had taught the Indians a valuable lesson, but Cremony realized that they had accepted payment only because they were realists. He knew full well that they would soon claim a greater recompense for their loss.

Two days later, the bad temper of the Apaches was intensified when a stock handler shot and mortally wounded an Apache during an argument. Mangas conferred with Bartlett on July 21, 1851, demanding that the murderer be turned over to the Apaches for justice. Bartlett refused but promised to send the man in chains to Santa Fe for trial. Mangas thought this a pretty good joke, for he well knew that no White Eye would be punished for killing an Apache. He promptly decamped with his people for the springs at Santa Lucia.

The following day Ponce, a Chihenne band leader, and Delgadito brought the mother of the murder victim to meet with Bartlett. The commissioner offered compensation to her, and when the Apaches angrily refused, he ended the conference with a prophetic warning of what would happen if they did not bend to American will: “War will then follow; thousands of soldiers will take possession of your lands, your grazing valleys, and your watering places. They will destroy every Apache warrior they find, and take your women and children captives.”

Ponce and Delgadito led their people away from Santa Rita. Within days, horses and mules began to vanish from the American camp. The Navajos soon returned to their own country, trailing a large herd of Bartlett’s animals with them. Cremony estimated the number of lost horses and mules at nearly three hundred. Bartlett decided to abandon Santa Rita in late August and move westward. His stay among the Apaches, which had begun in warm friendship, had ended in rancor and lingering bitterness that foreshadowed so many events to come.

—
The bands of Ponce, Delgadito, and Cuchillo Negro were soon at war with the Americans. In January 1852, a company of the Third Infantry established Fort Webster at the copper mines and quickly provoked a skirmish with the Apaches that left three soldiers dead. All along the Rio Grande, travelers were attacked, and when American dragoons from Laguna responded, the Apaches ambushed them, killing five and wounding three more.

Soon after, a supply train of eight wagons returning from Fort Webster had all its stock stolen. The teamsters abandoned their wagons and fled toward the Rio Grande. The army, unable to supply the post at Santa Rita, had to relocate Fort Webster farther east, to the west bank of the Mimbres River. The Apaches saw this as a victory of sorts, and now approached the Americans with an olive branch—but the Apache chief Cuchillo Negro informed the American commander at the new Fort Webster that he could agree to nothing until Mangas Coloradas returned from Sonora.

Meanwhile, as the Apaches’ war with the Americans heated up, so did their war against Mexico. In a surprising show of military efficiency, the Mexican commander in Sonora had simultaneously sent forth columns from Santa Cruz, Tucson, Bavispe, and the reoccupied Fronteras. By March 1852, more than five hundred Mexican soldiers were in the field. They kept up operations against the Chiricahuas throughout the spring and into the early summer months.

Mangas realized that he could not sustain a two-front war with the Americans and the Sonorans. On July 11, 1852, he met with Lieutenant Colonel Edwin Vose Sumner of the First Dragoons far to the north at the Pueblo of Acoma. Sumner was as tough a soldier as the American army ever produced. A musket ball had glanced off his skull at Cerro Gordo during the Mexican War, earning him the nickname “Bull” from his troops. He was also a complete martinet, for which his soldiers both loathed and admired him. But the Chiricahua leader could match Sumner in both arrogance and boldness. Wearing the uniform coat of a Mexican artillery officer whom he had recently slain, Mangas greeted the colonel and got right to business: “You are chief of the white men. I am chief of the red men. Now let us have a talk and treat.”

The treaty that they jointly signed, the first by the Chiricahuas with the United States, recognized the jurisdiction of the Americans and allowed the government to establish military posts and Indian agencies in the lands of the Apaches. The tribe would liberate all Mexican captives and cease raids into Mexico. In exchange, the Americans promised to give goods to the Chiricahuas at a future unspecified time.

Mangas, although willing to sign the treaty on behalf of his people (at least the Bedonkohes and Chihennes), expressed his objection to the clause on raiding Mexico. He was prepared to pledge peace and friendship with the White Eyes, but not the hated Mexicans. “Are we to stand by with our arms folded while our women and children are being murdered?” he asked Sumner. The colonel, who viewed the citizens of Sonora with contempt, cared little if the Chiricahuas slaughtered them. Mangas and Sumner were kindred warrior spirits, and the chief later claimed that the colonel then gave him a wink and a nod in approval of his demand to continue the war against Mexico, despite the treaty forbidding it.

The festering problem of Apache raids into Mexico was soon partially rectified by diplomatic and political developments in the East. Bartlett’s boundary line became controversial even before his survey with General Conde was completed. By accepting Conde’s interpretation of where the boundary line would depart the Rio Grande and go due west, Bartlett ceded New Mexico’s valuable Mesilla Valley to Mexico.

The boundary was soon caught up in presidential politics as Democrats accused Bartlett, a Whig, of giving up the valley in order to prevent construction of a southern transcontinental railroad. The new boundary line was put in place and new maps were drawn on parchment. The new international line made no sense to the Chiricahuas. It placed many of their relatives in Mexico while leaving others in the United States. The Apaches discovered that the Americans seemingly worshipped these lines that they drew on paper.

The lingering controversy over Bartlett’s Boundary Commission soon contributed to the Gadsden Purchase, the diplomatic initiative that would have an enormous impact on the Apaches. This time, when the Americans drew even more lines, they divided off the western half of New Mexico into a new territory. This would further divide the Apaches and in fact make it more complicated for civilian and military authorities to deal with them. The paper lines meant more to the Americans than trade, efficiency, family, or justice. So important were these paper lines to the White Eyes that they were willing to write them in blood.

—
Despite the controversy over imaginary lines being drawn and redrawn, Mangas worked diligently to keep the peace with the Americans. He was aided in this by the new Indian agent for New Mexico. Dr. Michael Steck had come to New Mexico in 1849 as a military contract surgeon. He was appointed as Indian agent for New Mexico’s Apaches in 1852. An intelligent man of compassion along with bedrock honesty, he was reappointed as agent by three other presidents: Pierce, Buchanan, and Lincoln. As agent for the Mescalero and Mimbres Apaches, he gained their confidence and then used them to make the first Indian Bureau contacts with the Chiricahuas, Pinals, and Coyoteros to the west. Steck successfully negotiated with the Mescaleros of southeastern New Mexico in 1855 and had even lured Cuchillo Negro and his Chihenne people to attempt farming near Fort Thorn. It was his job as agent to distribute annuity goods and also negotiate with local contractors as well as with the various Apache bands. He had to both protect his natives from the military while also cooperating with the army and local politicians. It was a difficult job and Steck accomplished it with skill and tact.

In July 1856, Steck invited Charles Poston to accompany him to Santa Rita del Cobre, where he could introduce him to the Apache leaders. Poston was on his way to Tucson with a wagon train and a party of skilled German miners guarded by what he labeled as Texas “buckskin boys.” He readily accepted the invitation and selected five men to go with him. Steck had two wagons loaded with corn for Mangas Coloradas’s Chihenne band. This corn, Poston observed, was promptly made into that favorite Apache brew tiswin.

On July 25, Poston and Steck camped at the old presidio. Mangas soon brought in 350 of his people and a grand party followed. Poston had his boys put on quite a show for the Apaches with their new revolvers and carbines. The Apaches joined in, and Poston was charmed that they carefully cut the bullets from the trees they used for targets “as they were economists in ammunition if nothing else.” Poston and his men “exhibited our new firearms, which were then Sharp’s rifles and Colt’s revolvers, shot at marks, and drank tiswin, roasted venison, and made the Indians some presents.” Poston was amused that the most valued gift he could give was matches, which the Apaches carefully wrapped in buckskin.

Steck introduced Mangas to Poston and asked him to protect the Americans as they journeyed to the Santa Cruz River. Mangas promised peace with his new American friend, but again warned Steck “that the Spanish and Mexicans had treated them badly and that they would kill them and rob them as long as they lived.” Steck talked with Mangas about his desire to establish a reservation for the Chihennes and Bedonkohes on the Mimbres River at Santa Lucia Springs. Even in Steck’s brief time in New Mexico, he had noticed a rather dramatic decline in the Apache population as a result of the long war with Mexico. Now was the time to increase rations and farming assistance to induce Mangas and his people to come in and settle down. Unfortunately his pleas would have more success with the Apaches than with his superiors in Santa Fe and Washington.

The visit was a grand success, at least from Poston’s perspective. To cement his friendship with Mangas and the other chiefs, he distributed several little tintypes of himself that he had acquired back in New York. He wanted them to remember him as a friend. Years later he would learn from an Apache woman that a band of warriors lying in ambush had spared him because their leader carried his tintype. “I have generally found the Indians willing to keep faith with the whites,” Poston wrote, “if the whites will keep faith with them.”

—
An event far to the north suddenly shattered the peace Mangas and Steck had worked so hard to protect. In November 1856, Coyotero Apache raiders killed the Navajo agent Henry L. Dodge, the eldest son of Senator Henry Dodge of Wisconsin. The killing caused a national sensation. Steck, hoping the rumors were untrue, sent a message to Mangas Coloradas offering a large ransom for Dodge. But Mangas responded that he was certain that the Coyoteros had slain the popular Indian agent.

Colonel Benjamin Bonneville, in command of all troops in New Mexico, was determined to avenge Dodge. The colonel pulled in military units from all across the territory, and in May 1857, he led nearly six hundred men toward the Coyotero heartland north of the Gila River. As the column advanced, they were met by fire. Mangas Coloradas had set the forest ablaze as he took his people south to Mexico.

First blood was drawn by Colonel William Loring and his Mounted Riflemen. The one-armed hero of Chapultepec in the Mexican War led a large scouting party eastward from Bonneville’s Gila River camp toward the Mimbres River. This was, of course, in the opposite direction from the homeland of the targeted Apaches. The march was difficult over rough country where the grass had all been burned off. On May 24, Loring’s troops attacked an Apache rancheria hidden in a steep canyon. The camp belonged to Cuchillo Negro, one of Steck’s prize converts, who had been drawing rations at Fort Thorn. He was returning from a raid into Mexico, driving hundreds of captured sheep. Loring’s assault caught the Chihennes completely by surprise. Cuchillo Negro, along with five warriors and one woman, was killed, and nine women and children were captured.

Bonneville was delighted at Loring’s victory, gleefully reporting to his superiors that “Loring has inflicted a blow upon this Mimbres band of Apaches which must have a
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