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INTRODUCTION


Apache Pass lies between the Dos Cabezas and Chiricahua mountain ranges in southeastern Arizona. There, in February 1861, an incident occurred that started a war between the Chiricahua Apaches, on one side, and the U.S. Army and the white settlers of Arizona and New Mexico on the other. It was not war as the whites understood it. There were no major battles in which large numbers of troops and warriors were engaged. It was a guerrilla war. Attacks were often made against innocent noncombatants—on both sides. The Chiricahua effectively used their mobility and knowledge of the vast Southwest to frustrate the far less nimble U.S. Army, so that the army’s greater manpower and firepower were nullified for much of the conflict. The first phase of this war lasted more than ten years—until 1872—with devastating costs in lives and property. There followed a two-year period of peace, but war broke out again and did not end until 1886 with the capitulation of the last remnants of the Chiricahua and their removal to a prisoner-of-war camp in Florida.


The broad outlines of this decades-long war are generally well known, as are the names of the principal Apache leaders: Mangas Coloradas, Geronimo, Juh, Nana, Victorio, and, perhaps most famous of all, Cochise. And it was Cochise who was there at the start of things in Apache Pass in 1861 when he was confronted by and, in turn confronted, a young army officer named George Bascom.


At the time of the incident, Cochise was in his forties, perhaps late forties, although no one knows precisely the year he was born. He was the leader of his immediate circle, called a “local group,” but he was not yet the all-powerful war chief he would become. He had rivals among the Chiricahua, men who led their own respective local groups and who were sometimes at odds with him. He also had allies, such as his father-in-law, Mangas Coloradas, who cooperated with Cochise politically and militarily. The decentralized social and political structure of the Chiricahua—and indeed of all the Apache tribes—meant that alliances and enmities often shifted according to the success in war and raiding enjoyed by one leader or another. And the Apaches were not immune to jealousies and political rivalries. A leader’s personality and rhetorical skills also affected his standing among his people and bolstered—or limited—his ability to rally other groups to his standard.


So in 1861, Cochise was one of many chiefs and did not have the kind of political power over the wider population of Chiricahuas that he would later achieve during the subsequent war against the whites. There are few contemporary accounts of him at this period, and those that exist are unflattering. Butterfield stage agent and subsequent Arizona Ranger James Tevis knew Cochise at this time and described him as treacherous, dangerous, and untrustworthy. But Cochise successfully led his people in guerrilla war for more than ten years, and when he finally agreed to make peace—primarily on his own terms—the army officers and civilians who met him were impressed by his gravitas, his honesty, and his dignified implacability, to say nothing of the iron-fisted command he exercised over his people—truly a unique situation among the independent-minded Apaches. His reputation today is largely based on later, more flattering accounts of him, due in part to the fact that he kept his word to restrain his warriors when he made peace in 1872. It was only after his death two years later that war broke out again. It’s fair to suggest, therefore, that the man at the beginning of the war was somewhat different from the man who ended it. A decade or more of fighting will change anyone. That may help to explain the inconsistencies in his story, for the barbarities he committed during the war are in sharp contrast to his statesmanlike conduct and demeanor in the last two years of his life.


Whereas the reputation of Cochise has grown over the years, that of his antagonist, Lieutenant George Bascom, has gone in the opposite direction. Indeed, Bascom is generally blamed for shattering the delicate relationship between the Chiricahua and the U.S. government and army. In fact, Bascom is invariably portrayed as a stereotypical young army officer whose blunders and poor judgment led to a conflict that turned out to be disastrous to the white civilians in the territory and ultimately to the Apaches as well.


Thus the accepted history of the incident has given us the two main characters—Cochise, a leader admired for his tenacity, regal bearing, and command, and George Bascom, an inexperienced officer who, when given the chance, made all the wrong decisions. There is a grain of truth in these characterizations, but as usual with binary constructions, the whole truth is rather more complicated. One of the objects of this book is to examine as much as possible the reasons the two main characters acted the way they did.


Further, the Bascom Affair, as it has come to be known, is one of those footnotes of history that invites consideration of the larger issues surrounding the settlement of the West. Of course, the whole question of relations with the native tribes is front and center. But other large events and issues are also relevant to the story—the Mexican War, North-South politics and slavery, the impact of the Civil War, military training and strategy, the roles of mining, emigration, and transportation. In short, in the Bascom Affair we have a microcosm of, and in some ways a metaphor for, the development of the West.





CHAPTER ONE



SOME AWFUL MOMENT


. . . the most dangerous thing in the world is a second lieutenant with a map and compass.


—OLD SERVICE ADAGE, QUOTED BY


PHILIP CAPUTO, A RUMOR OF WAR


But who, if he be called upon to face
Some awful moment to which Heaven has join’d
Great issues, good or bad, for humankind,
Is happy as a Lover, and attired
With sudden brightness like a Man inspired;


—WILLIAM WORDSWORTH,


“CHARACTER OF THE HAPPY WARRIOR”


Warriors who go in harm’s way and stay there long enough will almost inevitably be confronted with a defining moment, one that can forever alter their view of themselves—for good or ill. In rare cases, those moments also affect the course of history. The tensions of these moments, along with the excitement, are intensified for someone in command, especially a young officer, not only because he has to make a decision with little experience to guide him, but also because he has to make it in front of his troops—men whose good opinions he values, whose loyalty he depends on, and whose lives he is responsible for. Worse yet, there rarely is much time in these situations to think the matter through or to seek counsel, assuming any is available. One of the most difficult questions a young officer ever has to answer is “What should we do, Lieutenant?” It’s the same question he is asking himself, and the more anxious the moment, the less sure he is of the answer.


To a romantic poet like Wordsworth, with no experience of war, the “happy warrior” greets these moments cheerfully and with confidence and inspiration. No doubt such heroes have existed. After all, Wordsworth was writing about Lord Nelson, who fit the image and made decisions that generally worked out well, for the British, at any rate. But Nelson and people like him are not necessarily the norm. Closer to the norm is Lieutenant George Nicolas Bascom, West Point, class of 1858. When faced with his own defining moment, Bascom made a decision that started a war with Cochise and his Chiricahua Apaches that would cost thousands of lives and end with the virtual eradication of a people and their culture. The incident certainly qualifies as “some awful moment to which Heaven has join’d great issues, good or bad,” although Bascom did not know that at the time. Faced with a difficult situation, Bascom did what he thought was right. Unfortunately, events proved he made a tragic mistake, a mistake that let slip the proverbial dogs of war.


Why did Bascom do what he did? Why did Cochise, an older man, wise in councils and respected by his tribe, respond the way he did? What historical forces combined to bring them together in Apache Pass, a remote and rugged corner of southern Arizona?* And if what happened was a tragedy, does that mean it was inevitable?


While eyewitnesses, both Apache and U.S. army troops, disagree on some of the details of the incident, all agree on the prevailing outline of the story:


In 1860, John Ward was living with his Mexican common-law wife and her twelve-year-old son, Felix, on a ranch in the foothills between Tucson and the Mexican border. Like many men living on the edges of civilization, Ward was forced to scramble to make ends meet. If his scrambling now and then included snatching some cattle from across the border, it did not bring him much in the way of prosperity. His ranch was nothing more than a ramshackle house, a few cattle, a patch of garden, and some chickens scratching in the yard. When and if he had anything to sell, his only markets were the army post, Fort Buchanan, a few working mines, and the sleepy adobe villages along the Santa Cruz River, Tubac and Tucson. But Tubac and Tucson were many miles away. To supplement his meager income, Ward could hunt, for the country was rich in game—deer, antelope, elk, javelina, and even bear. There were also quail and, in season, the occasional migrating duck. If desperate, he could hunt coyotes and wolves for their pelts. There were plenty of them. Mountain lions too. But it was a difficult life, and Ward was far from prosperous. Or comfortable.


Despite the presence of the fort a dozen miles away, Ward and his family, like all the scattered settlers in the area, were in more or less constant danger from marauding Apaches, as well as from Mexican desperadoes who came across the border to steal what little there was to be had in the tiny settlements and remote ranches of southern Arizona. Perhaps the settlers’ poverty should have made them unappealing targets, but there was always the risk that a raider had even less than they did, or wanted to raid simply for the sake of raiding. There were such people. So if Ward and the few others like him felt they were out on a limb, they had good cause. To get an inkling of a settler’s emotions, you only need to sit quietly in this still remote corner of Arizona and imagine, especially in the darkness, that there is not a friend for miles; there’s no one to call on for help in any emergency, no one to help in case that movement you hear in the tall grass is something more sinister than just a prowling coyote or javelina.


Despite the exposure and its risks, Ward did have some aesthetic compensations, assuming he was able to appreciate them. His ranch was in the beautiful Sonoita Valley, thirty miles or so from the Mexican border and fifty miles south of Tucson, on the eastern side of the tall Santa Rita mountain range. Sonoita Creek, a spring-fed stream that flowed all year long, was a reliable source of good water. “Sonoita” is a Papago word meaning “place where the corn grows.”1 With good water and abundant grass, it was possible to make a living, albeit precarious, as a farmer or rancher in this country. Were it not for the Apaches and bandits, one might do very well, in fact. The elevation of Ward’s ranch was about four thousand feet above sea level, so the weather was generally moderate and grasslands and timber abundant. (Western weather and vegetation are as much a function of elevation as of latitude, if not more so.) Daily temperature swings of forty degrees or more were common all year, and winter temperatures could reach single digits, while summers were comparatively mild and seldom got much above ninety degrees. Technically, the area was part of the Sonoran Desert, but it was not desert as most people think of it. Rainfall averaged eighteen to twenty inches a year, and the rolling land and foothills were dotted with mesquites and cottonwoods and live oaks that were green the year-round, except in spring when the leaves turned yellow and dropped off to make way for new ones. It was the opposite of autumn, and an easterner might be excused for being disoriented. The land was covered with grama grass, a particularly nutritious forage for grazing animals, and from a distance the stirrup-high blades made the rolling hills and canyons look soft and welcoming. Until you entered them. Then you understood that the grass was growing on hard and rocky soil. Loose stones made the footing difficult for men and animals. Still, it was beautiful country. The air was generally clear and dry. It was always sunny, except during the summer monsoons—a vital rainy season that replenished the grass that Ward’s cattle and most of the game animals depended on. Then vast clouds would gather above the mountains, and Wagnerian lightning bolts and rolling thunder would light up the night, and the rain would come, necessary and wished for and yet dangerous when it gathered in flash floods and swept through the canyons and arroyos. And then the grass, which most months was the tawny color of a mountain lion, turned green, and the valleys and canyons changed character and the air smelled from the perfume the grasses and the sage let loose. Washed by the rain, the oaks and junipers, the cottonwoods and sycamores, and the mesquites shone forth in various shades of green that said this land was renewing itself and undergoing a cleansing and necessary cycle.


Northwest of Ward’s ranch, the Santa Rita Mountains rose to almost ten thousand feet, their summits above the timberline. Many a winter morning the mountains would be dusted with snow. Now and then a foot or so of snow would fall in the lower elevations, though the sun would melt most of it by early afternoon. It was welcome moisture, because there was no runoff, and nothing was lost from erosion.


The Santa Cruz River Valley lay to the west of Ward’s ranch. The Santa Cruz flowed north from Mexico along the west side of the Santa Ritas, dropping down through Tubac and Tucson, and on to its juncture with the Gila River just south of what is now Phoenix. Then it was nothing but desert except where the Pima Indians and their friends and allies the Maricopas had dug irrigation canals for their crops. Land that looked utterly barren could and did become bountiful when irrigated. To the north and east of the Santa Cruz and Gila River Valleys lay rugged mountain ranges, well forested and watered. These mountains were the home of the western Apache tribes.


The Santa Cruz Valley was a major highway for Apache raiders on their way into and out of Sonora, and for Mexican bandits coming north on their forays. The Apaches, some of whom lived in the mountains north of Tucson, kept the tiny outposts of Tucson and Tubac under virtual house arrest. Other bands lived in the mountains to the east. The Apaches lived primarily by raiding, and they terrorized not only the Mexicans in the valley and in Mexico, but also the peaceful Arizonan Indian tribes—the Pimas, Papagos, and Maricopas. These tribes were farmers, and the Apaches regularly extorted harvests from them, leaving enough to keep their vassals alive to bring in future harvests. Now and then these tribes would strike back, for although they were peacefully inclined, they were not docile. But as a rule, the Apaches held them in a kind of thralldom, because the Apaches were manifestly not peacefully inclined and not only lived by raiding but defined themselves by it. They were warriors. And warriors obviously need someone to fight with.


Aside from Tucson and Tubac, there were some scattered ranches in the Santa Cruz Valley. The redoubtable Pete Kitchen lived in a veritable fortress near the borderline, where he and his Mexican wife and in-laws and their Indian and Mexican vaqueros did their ranch work, always alert to the possibility of Apache ambush. They had good reason—Apache raiders had killed Kitchen’s twelve-year-old adopted son—and they periodically attacked the ranch, killing animals or running off stock.


The Apaches had no fear of the recently arrived U.S. Army. Fort Buchanan, established near Sonoita Creek in 1856, was a pitiful excuse for a post, exposed and undermanned. In fact, the Apaches probably welcomed the presence of the fort, because it meant another potential supply of horses, mules, and the occasional rifle and ammunition of a careless soldier who wandered too far from the fort.


The Apaches’ primary raiding territory, though, was Mexico. And they did not raid merely to acquire livestock for their own consumption; they were also in the business of trade. There were active illegal markets on both sides of the border—Bent’s Fort, Taos, Santa Fe, Chihuahua City, Janos, as well as a number of smaller, even ad hoc markets—where Apache raiders could meet Mexican and American traders who were interested in acquiring stolen stock. Apaches could and did steal cattle and horses in Sonora and sell them in the neighboring state of Chihuahua—and vice versa. Buyers were not hard to find. These traders had what the Apaches needed more than anything—arms and ammunition. But the markets were not just for cattle. Apaches also sold captives into slavery, or for ransom. Kidnapping was therefore an element in the Apache economy. Sometimes, though, they would adopt captives, especially small boys, into the tribe. And now and then they would keep Mexican women as slaves. Having no proscriptions against polygamy, an Apache man might add an attractive captive woman to his household, although she would most likely suffer the displeasure of the warrior’s other wives. But Apaches invariably killed Mexican adult males. If lucky, the Mexicans were killed during the raid. If unlucky, they were taken back to the Apaches’ camp and killed there, slowly, or turned over to the women for execution in their own particular style.


The Mexicans reciprocated in the slave trade by attacking Apache (as well as Navajo) rancherias and capturing women and children, whom they would sell to wealthy landholders in Mexico and along the Rio Grande Valley. The 1850 census of the Territory of New Mexico, which included what became Arizona, showed sixty-one thousand people living mostly in the settlements along the Rio Grande.2 In other words, there were plenty of potential buyers of Indian children to be baptized and then raised as peons. (Baptism might seem a rather thin fig leaf to cover trade in human chattel, but it’s worth remembering that Catholics were told by their priests that baptism meant saving the immortal soul of a savage who would otherwise be damned.) This two-way trafficking in captives is at least a partial explanation of the inveterate hatred Apaches felt for Mexicans. Mexicans returned that hatred with interest. This enmity was the result of centuries of fearsome warfare and cruelty, including not only slavery but scalp bounties and uncountable raids and murders, both suffered and committed.*


Needless to say, the borderland between Mexico and Arizona was a dangerous place.


In January of 1861, Apaches raided John Ward’s ranch. They stole a few cattle and captured Ward’s twelve-year-old stepson, Felix. Ward was away at the time, but when he discovered what happened, he rode to Fort Buchanan, a dozen miles from his ranch, and reported the incident to the commanding officer, Lieutenant Colonel Pitcairn Morrison. Ward accused Cochise’s band of Chiricahua Apaches. He had no real evidence for naming Cochise. In fact, the Chiricahuas’ homeland was seventy miles to the east—in and around the mountain range of the same name. But the Chiricahuas ranged far and wide in Arizona, New Mexico, and Mexico, so the accusation was not entirely far-fetched. And the trail of the raiders led east. What’s more, two years before, Cochise’s band had been guilty of a similar raid near Sonoita Creek, when the raiders stole a few horses. That problem was solved by the diplomatic efforts of Captain Richard S. Ewell. He led a contingent of soldiers from Fort Buchanan into Cochise’s territory and, through a show of force combined with an offer of trade goods, resolved the possible crisis. Cochise returned the captured stock and as a bonus released a captive Mexican boy.3 So although in the Ward case, Cochise and his band were innocent, Ward’s suspicion was not unreasonable. By this time too, along with Mangas Coloradas, Cochise was the most famous, or notorious, Apache chief, and so was often accused of depredations he had no part in—though he was far from an innocent bystander. Like Jesse James later, who was accused of every train robbery, Cochise’s name naturally came up whenever there was an Apache raid. And as with James, sometimes the accusations were legitimate.


(Ewell, by the way, went on to become a Confederate general; he commanded Lee’s left wing at Gettysburg. In Arizona, though, he was still a captain after nearly twenty years of service. Promotion came slowly in the peacetime regular army.)


There was little, if any, civilian law in the area, so the army acted as the frontier constabulary as well as a military force. Some of Morrison’s troops were out on patrol, and he was not able to organize enough men to go in search of the raiders for several weeks. Also, he had only infantry at his immediate disposal and therefore needed to assemble enough mules to provide transport. Finally, in February, he sent Lieutenant George N. Bascom along with fifty-four soldiers toward Apache Pass in search of Cochise’s camp. Ward went along as interpreter. He didn’t speak Apache, but he knew some Spanish, and many Apaches were Spanish speakers, as a result of their long years of raiding, warfare, and trading in Mexico.


In modern histories that touch on this incident, Bascom is portrayed as the stereotypical “shavetail” lieutenant, fresh from West Point and eager to make a name for himself. (The term shavetail comes from the army’s practice of shaving the tails of young and untrained mules to distinguish them from the older, more reliable animals.) Charles D. Poston, a Kentuckian, who was in southern Arizona at the time of these events, remembered the young lieutenant: “Bascom was a fine-looking fellow, a Kentuckian, a West Pointer, and, of course, a gentleman; but he was unfortunately a fool. . . .” Historians also regularly note that Bascom finished twenty-sixth out of twenty-seven in his class at West Point.


Bascom led his troops roughly seventy miles eastward into Apache Pass, a notch in the rugged Dos Cabezas Mountains that lie at the northern edge of the Chiricahua mountain range. Apache Pass was a favorite camping spot for Cochise’s band, because there was a spring that provided reliable flows of water all year long. From a practical point of view, he also liked it because the pass was close to the border and was therefore a convenient jumping-off point for going into Mexico for plunder, captives, and random murders. Because of that spring, Apache Pass had also become the east-west corridor for all military and civilian traffic, including the Butterfield stage line, which had recently built a stage stop there.


The pass overlooks a grass-covered stretch of desert to the north, east, and west—a stretch that would have been (and is now) a relatively flat and easy road. But there was no water in those lower elevations. And at this time in Arizona, there could be no transportation without water. Everything relied on animals to pull the wagons—mules, horses, oxen in some places. And they in turn needed food, water, and people to care for them. Life was reduced to the simplest of verities in the West—water and grass, wood for warmth and cooking, game to hunt, edible vegetation to gather. But these same verities would make life difficult for the white migration that was gathering. The stark simplicity of the environment’s resources and demands created enormous problems of supply for many of the whites, army and civilian, who came there, most just passing through, others meaning to stay. Having lived in that country for centuries, the Apaches were not dismayed by these verities. They embraced them as integral to their lives, their culture, and cosmology. And to them, water was more than just essential. It was symbolic. The Apache culture hero who taught members of the tribes how they should conduct their lives was called Child of the Water.


Cochise must have thought long and hard about allowing the Butterfield stage stop to be built in Apache Pass. Prior to the establishment of the Butterfield line, a regular mail coach running east and west—the Jackass Mail—used the pass, but the operators hadn’t built stage stops of any consequence. This new Butterfield stop featured a stone-and-adobe building and a corral. It would have seemed a kind of escalation to Cochise, but he did nothing to prevent it. The fact that he allowed this isolated outpost to exist indicates he was at least ambivalent about current and future relationships with the whites. Of course, Cochise understood that he could overwhelm this feeble station at any time. But he also knew that there might be something to be gained from the occasional east-west traffic, both stagecoach and freight wagons. There was even more to be gained, perhaps, from maintaining peace on this side of the border. There was a good reason for this line of thought. The Americans had appointed an Indian agent, Dr. Michael Steck, whose primary interest was maintaining peace with both the Navajos and Apaches in the territory. Steck visited Cochise for the first time in December of 1858. He distributed some cattle, cornmeal, blankets, and kettles in return for promises of amity. Steck and Cochise may also have reached an understanding, probably tacit, that Cochise was welcome to live his usual life in Arizona, without fear of the army, as long as he kept his people from raiding north of the border. Mexico, on the other hand, was another story. What Cochise and his warriors did there was their business. The Chiricahua and Dos Cabezas Mountains would therefore remain a refuge from which Cochise could travel into Mexico to go raiding and to which he could return to safety.*


Cochise realized that this could be a very good arrangement—sanctuary in a favorite place, raids into Mexico whenever he chose to go, and periodic presents from the U.S. government. In return for this understanding, letting a small stage stop operate was a minor concession to the whites. In fact, there were other nearby stage stops that went through Chiricahua country, roughly twenty miles apart between El Paso and Tucson, but Apache Pass was the most important symbol of the arrangements, because of its favored location near the mountains and the water.


The Butterfield manager in 1860, a man named Charles Culver, believed he was on reasonably friendly terms with Cochise, whose band occasionally supplied wood to the stage stop. Yet there had been disquieting incidents now and then that made the Butterfield hostlers and stage drivers a little nervous. (The next westerly Butterfield station had been raided for stock in April; Cochise was suspected of the raid. And Cochise had an acrimonious relationship with Culver’s predecessor, James Tevis.) But while Cochise no doubt regarded the whites with a certain amount of wariness, it was nothing like the hatred he and his people felt for Mexicans. Not yet, anyway. There had never been and still weren’t enough white people in the area to cause much trouble for the Chiricahuas. There had been isolated and troubling incidents in the last fifteen years or so. But these had nothing to do with the U.S. government and were the result of renegade white men, some of whom operated from Mexico.


Most likely, Cochise’s primary emotion when considering the whites he had encountered was contempt: Captain John Cremony knew the Apaches well, and his assessment of them is echoed in other accounts: “. . . the proud savage does consider himself not only the equal, but the superior of his white brother.”4 (Obviously, “brother” is used facetiously.) The more the Apaches understood the white man’s way of life, the greater the scorn they felt for it, and the more they thought their own way of life was preferable. The Apaches felt the whites were inferior to them in almost every important category (except, as they would ultimately learn, numbers and firepower.) When remembering a particular atrocity committed by whites against whites, Apache warrior Daklugie said, “No Apache would have done that, but these White Eyes—savages.”5 His use of the word “savages” conveys more than a little irony.


The Apaches would come to understand that the whites were not prepared or even able to live in this country as it was. To survive there, they would have to change it. Change was the white man’s specialty. There was an unchallenged assumption that change, which went hand in hand with progress, was not only inevitable but virtuous and necessary. Apaches, on the other hand, believed that things should stay as they always had been. To keep things that way was the Apaches’ mission. In moments of reflection, the wiser Apaches must have suspected that their mission would ultimately fail. But there were and would be enough victories in the immediate future to give them some hope that they could withstand the gathering flood of whites. For how long was another question.


When Bascom’s troops arrived at Apache Pass, they pitched camp near the Butterfield stage stop. To avoid alarming Cochise, Bascom sent word, through the Butterfield stage driver James Wallace, who was on cordial terms with Cochise, that the patrol was just passing through on their way eastward. The message also invited Cochise to come into camp for a friendly parley. A day or so later Cochise arrived. A few years after the incident a young army officer described Cochise: “He was a remarkably fine looking man, fully six feet tall, as straight as an arrow, and well proportioned, the typical Indian face, rather long, high cheekbones, clear keen eyes, and a Roman nose. His cheeks were slightly painted with vermillion. A yellow silk handkerchief bound his hair which was straight and black. . . .”6


While the precise details of his appearance may differ slightly, account by account, all the descriptions of Cochise by people who met him agree that he was an imposing and dignified figure.


With Cochise were his brother, Coyuntura; two nephews; another warrior; one of Cochise’s wives; and two children.* Cochise was obviously not expecting anything more than a chat. Bascom invited Cochise into his tent, where he gave him a cup of coffee and then summarily accused Cochise, through the interpreter Ward, of stealing the cattle and kidnapping the boy. Surprised, Cochise denied involvement and suggested that another band of Apaches, who lived in the mountains north of Tucson, was probably responsible. He offered to find out, but Bascom refused, saying that he did not believe Cochise and that he would hold him and his relatives hostage until the boy and the stock were returned. Incensed, Cochise drew his knife and, as the legend goes, cut his way out of the tent and escaped up the hillside, while bullets from the soldiers’ rifles spattered around him. The third warrior also made a run for it but was shot and killed. Meanwhile Bascom’s troops secured the other hostages, including Coyuntura, who also tried unsuccessfully to escape. The troopers retreated to the stage stop, where the stone-and-adobe building and corral offered a better defensive position than the exposed campsite. Bascom was alert enough to suspect what might be coming next.


He did not have to wait long. The next morning, the hills were filled with Apaches. Cochise had assembled his own warriors as well as those of his father-in-law, Mangas Coloradas. There was no firing at first. In fact, the Apaches showed a flag of truce and offered to parley. Bascom, Ward, and two soldiers came out, also carrying a flag of truce. Cochise and three of his warriors met the soldiers about one hundred and fifty yards from the stage stop. Cochise asked Bascom to release his family, but Bascom refused, saying they would be free when the Ward boy was returned. At this point, Wallace and two Butterfield employees, Welch and Culver, emerged from the stage stop. They apparently thought they could help in the negotiations. It was bad judgment. They were seized by Apaches who had been hiding in a ravine. Cochise and his men then ran for cover, while his concealed warriors opened fire on Bascom and his party, wounding one of the soldiers. Welch and Culver managed to escape and ran toward the stage stop, but Culver was shot in the back and Welch was killed in the crossfire between the Apaches and the soldiers. Wallace was still a captive. Bascom and his men made it back to the stage stop without further injury even though the firing was now intense.


Gradually the firing slackened and then stopped. On a hill overlooking the stage stop Cochise appeared, leading Wallace by a rope around his neck. Wallace’s hands were tied behind his back. Cochise offered to exchange Wallace for his family. Bascom refused, saying once again that the hostages would be released when the Ward boy was safely delivered. After shouting imprecations and vowing revenge, Cochise led Wallace away and disappeared into the hills.


Some hours later, the westbound Butterfield stage was approaching the eastern entrance to the pass. It would have been easy pickings for Cochise, except that the Apaches were now watching the western entrance. They were following the progress of a wagon train heading east for Las Cruces, New Mexico. The wagon train was carrying flour and was operated by three Americans and nine Mexicans, none of whom had any specific reason to anticipate trouble, although they would have felt understandable wariness while traveling through Chiricahua country.


As the wagon train ascended toward the summit of the pass, Cochise and his warriors sprang from their hiding places and surrounded the teamsters, who surrendered without a fight, no doubt thinking, or hoping, that the usual offer of presents and provisions would buy their way out of the predicament. Cochise had other plans. He and his warriors cut loose the mules and loaded them with the sacks of flour. They then tied the nine Mexicans to the wheels of the wagons and burned them alive, while the horrified Americans watched. All the Mexicans died, their heads down over the fires—a vivid symbol of the unrelenting hatred Cochise and all the Apaches felt for Mexicans.


Cochise now had four American hostages to exchange. He instructed Wallace to write a note to Bascom, offering to trade. The note was tied to some brush near the stage stop, but Bascom did not receive it until it was much too late. Meanwhile, Cochise made plans to attack the eastbound Butterfield stage that was just then entering the pass. Just before the stage reached the burned-out freight wagons and the charred remains of the Mexicans, the Apaches opened fire, killing one mule, wounding another, and wounding the driver. His partner jumped down and cut the dead mule loose and started the remaining mules forward toward the stage stop. The Apaches had broken down a small stone bridge near the station thinking that when the coach tried to cross, it would capsize. But the driver whipped the mules into a frenzied gallop and managed to get across the ravine where the bridge had been. He made it to the stage stop, even though the Apaches were firing sporadically from the hills. (One of the passengers on the stage was Lieutenant John Rogers Cooke, the son of General Philip St. George Cooke, commander of the Mormon Battalion in the Mexican War.)


The next morning, the Apaches were gone. When Cochise did not receive an answer to his note, he decided to remove his people, especially the women and children, from the area. He planned to return and fight again. Before leaving, he gathered the four white hostages and tortured them to death, mutilating the bodies and leaving them in a place the soldiers were sure to find. Wallace could later be identified only by the gold in his teeth.


When he realized that the Apaches were gone, at least temporarily, Bascom sent messengers to Tucson and Fort Buchanan, asking for reinforcement. The detail from Fort Buchanan started immediately, and on their way to Apache Pass they encountered three Apache warriors driving stolen cattle. These Apaches were not from Cochise’s band and probably did not know anything about the hostilities. Had they known, they would have scattered when they saw the army. The soldiers took them prisoner and continued to Apache Pass.


Bascom now had six warriors as hostages as well as Cochise’s wife and two children. And when he discovered the mutilated bodies of the four Americans as well as the blackened remains of the nine Mexicans, he conferred with his colleagues about what to do next. Jointly, they decided to execute the six warriors, and after burying the four Americans, they hanged the six Apaches from the oak trees that stood above the Americans’ graves. There was some discussion about what to do with the woman and two children. They decided to take them back to Fort Buchanan and release them there. Bascom assigned a squad of soldiers to protect the stage station and then, leaving the six Apaches dangling from the oak trees, he returned to the fort, not knowing, of course, that he had just started a war.


__________________________


*   “Arizona” did not exist as a separate entity during the time of this story; it was part of the New Mexico Territory. But in this narrative I will refer to “Arizona” to simplify geographical references and to avoid the awkward repetition of “the area that would become the state of Arizona.”


*   The practice of slavery was not the sole province of the Mexicans and Apaches. The Utes, for example, were notorious slave traders. Also, adopting captured children (and sometimes adults) was widespread among the tribes of North America.


*   There’s no proof that there was an agreement, but logic suggests it was understood, in the same way it was understood fourteen years later when Cochise made a similar arrangement with General O. O. Howard. This was realpolitik. Mexico could look after itself. Besides, Steck was no fool; he realized that, whether he wanted to stop incursions into Mexico or not, he was powerless to do so.


*   Most accounts state that two of the warriors were Cochise’s nephews, but that is not certain.





CHAPTER TWO



THE MEXICAN WAR AND ITS AFTERMATH


The Apaches and Navajos come down from the mountains and carry off your sheep and your women whenever they please. My government will correct all this. They will keep off the Indians, protect you in your persons and property.


—GENERAL STEPHEN WATTS KEARNY IN SANTA FE


The sequence of events that led to the meeting between Bascom and Cochise in Apache Pass had begun more than a decade before, with the war between the United States and Mexico. Some of these events were major international and national incidents; others were minor ironic coincidences. They all ultimately had an impact on what happened in Apache Pass.


The war with Mexico began in the spring of 1846 over a border dispute. The Mexicans claimed that the border of Texas, which had become an American state in December of 1845, extended only to the Nueces River, not to the Rio Grande. American troops were sent into the disputed area, shots were exchanged, men were killed, and the war was on.


As is often the case, the war was popular at first, but then doubts began to creep into the public discourse. Political agendas also came into play. Opponents began to suspect that President James K. Polk’s war aims went significantly beyond establishing the Rio Grande as the Texas border. As usual in antebellum politics, the question of slavery complicated the debate. Northern abolitionists began accusing Polk of fighting a war of conquest in order to add new territories and thereby strengthen and expand the institution of slavery. Texas had been admitted as a slave state. What would be next? Indeed, the question arose early in the war, when President Polk asked Congress for an appropriation of two million dollars to be used as a cash down payment to Mexico for the new territories Polk expected to acquire one way or the other from that country, once the war was concluded. Polk thereby inadvertently reinforced abolitionists’ suspicions that his war aim was not merely to expel the Mexican army from the disputed border of Texas.1


Polk denied the charge and in his State of the Union address of 1846 said: “The war has not been waged with a view to conquest, but, having been commenced by Mexico, it has been carried into the enemy’s country and will be vigorously prosecuted there with a view to obtain an honorable peace and thereby secure ample indemnity. . . .”2


Regardless of the aims and claims, the war did ultimately result in the acquisition by the United States of vast new territories—what is now Utah, Nevada, most of New Mexico and Arizona, all of California, and parts of Colorado and Wyoming. It was not as easy a conquest as some might have expected, but this was no different from most wars that are begun with the belief that they will be short and costly to the enemy primarily, if not exclusively.


There were three major American military campaigns during the nearly two years of conflict. General Stephen Kearny led a contingent of regular army dragoons (essentially cavalry equipped with heavy infantry weapons) and a larger contingent of volunteers—1,350 men in all—from Fort Leavenworth southwest along the old trail to Santa Fe, where he brushed aside Mexican resistance and declared New Mexico now to be the property of the United States. He issued proclamations guaranteeing religious freedom for the new U.S. citizens, who were primarily Catholic, and promising to protect them against Indian raiding. He then followed the old Camino Real south until he turned west and crossed the mountains to the headwaters of the Gila River. The goal was California. Continuing west, he passed by the Santa Rita del Cobre copper mines, mines that had been worked for years by Mexicans but had been abandoned because of Apache attacks. In fact, Kearny met with Apache chief Mangas Coloradas and some of his warriors, who, when they heard what he was doing, swore friendship to the whites because of their eternal hatred of their common enemy, the Mexicans, following the principle “the enemy of my enemy is my friend.” Kearny—and his guide, Kit Carson—were skeptical of their declarations but thought it best to appear to believe them. They had other business at hand anyway. Later they met another small group of Apaches from whom they bought some stolen Mexican mules.


Dropping down from the headwaters of the Gila, Kearny’s “army of the west” traveled through the most brutal desert in southern Arizona. His route took him along the Gila River and therefore well north of Apache Pass. Worn-out, with many of his pack animals and horses dead along the trail from exhaustion and lack of food and water, Kearny finally made it to Southern California, where, in December 1846, he fought a battle at San Pasqual. By this time, his force had been reduced to a hundred dragoons, because he had left some of his men in New Mexico to garrison the area and sent another contingent south into Chihuahua.* As a result, the battle at San Pasqual was close-run. Kearny was wounded there, and his besieged troops had to be rescued by a contingent of marines and sailors who had earlier landed in San Diego. Afterward there was some political squabbling between Kearny and Commodore Stockton, the naval commander.* There was also a minor skirmish at Los Angeles. But the major objectives of the campaign were achieved—New Mexico (which at the time included Arizona) and California were now in the hands of the United States.


One offshoot of Kearny’s campaign was Lieutenant William H. Emory’s survey of the trail between the Rio Grande and Southern California. Emory was a member of the army’s topographical engineers. His job was not only to map the trail but also to take careful notes on the quantity and quality of grass and the location and accessibility of water—two elements without which no army or civilian expedition could survive. He also took note of the fauna and flora, especially of trees and edible plants as well as the geology of the trail, on the lookout, no doubt, for indications of precious metals. But as he said in his report, “There may be mineral wealth in these mountains, but its discovery must be left to some explorer not attached to the staff of an army making forced marches into an enemy’s country.”3 Emory published his notes and a map based on two thousand astronomical observations and 357 barometric readings.4 The map became the chief guide to thousands of gold seekers starting in 1849.


The other two campaigns in the war were commanded by General Zachary Taylor and General Winfield Scott. Taylor had been in command on the Rio Grande when hostilities erupted, and he crossed the river with his troops and fought a series of battles culminating in the difficult fights at Monterey and Buena Vista, in which his subordinate, Jefferson Davis (West Point, 1828), played a conspicuous and heroic role. Davis had earlier resigned from the regular army to become a cotton planter, but when war broke out he volunteered to become colonel of a Mississippi volunteer regiment, and he would use the prestige gained from his action to strengthen his position in Mississippi politics. Another famous name to be, Ulysses S. Grant, wondered if he had chosen the right career the first time he heard shots fired in anger: “For myself a young second lieutenant who had never heard a hostile gun before, I felt sorry that I had enlisted.”5 But Grant went on into the thick of the fighting and soon came to the conclusion that anticipation of combat was worse than the actual experience.6 Others might have disagreed, but it was a lesson Grant would carry with him into the Civil War.


Taylor halted after the battle of Buena Vista, perhaps because Polk’s war aims were in fact directed toward arranging a negotiated peace. But the Mexicans were not interested in talks, and so the final stage of the war—Winfield Scott’s campaign—was put into operation.


In the end, Scott applied the coup de grâce to Mexico. He led an amphibious attack at Veracruz and then marched to Mexico City and captured it. Captain Robert E. Lee distinguished himself in this campaign especially as a leader of reconnaissance patrols designed to find the best routes for Taylor’s objectives on the march from Veracruz to Mexico City. A member of the prestigious engineer corps, Lee was an excellent judge of terrain, the geography of war.


In all of these battles, the Americans were outnumbered and often surprised by the tenacity and bravery of the Mexican opponents. Those who went into these fights feeling contempt for the enemy emerged with different ideas. But in the end it was the U.S. firepower, especially the artillery, that made the difference. Mexican artillery was generally restricted to solid shot, while Americans employed a variety of ordnance including grapeshot and canister—essentially large shotgun charges that devastated opposing infantry.7 American mortars that fired high-angle explosive shells were crucial in reducing a besieged position. The Americans’ skill at siege warfare was especially important in Veracruz. The combination of combat engineering and artillery was decisive, although frontal attacks with the bayonet gave the infantry a major share of the credit too. These were military ideas that survived even into World War I—massive artillery bombardment followed by infantry assault. While they were disastrous in subsequent wars, they worked in Mexico.


The war ended in 1848 with the signing of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo. Under its terms, Mexico ceded to the United States a vast territory—essentially the entire Southwest plus California. And Mexico agreed to the Rio Grande as the border of Texas. The United States would pay Mexico $15 million for these new territories. At first glance, this seems to be a bargain on the scale of the purchase price for Manhattan. On the other hand, prosecuting the war cost the United States some $100 million and the lives of 13,780 of its men, most of whom died from disease rather than enemy action. (Only one in eight was killed in combat.) These figures do not include the losses from disabling wounds.8 The cost to Mexico in treasure and lives was even higher, though precise figures are not available. Most likely, the number is somewhere around twenty-five thousand killed and countless more wounded and maimed. So perhaps the new lands were not such a bargain after all. Still, it was a conquest of immense size and ultimate importance. Although many, including U. S. Grant, criticized the war and its results, the idea of conquest as a legitimate function of nation-states was more acceptable in the nineteenth century than it is in most quarters today.


But what exactly was there, there? With the exception of the old Spanish settlements along the Rio Grande Valley in New Mexico and the coastal communities of California, this new territory was essentially empty, except, of course, for the various Indian tribes. There were no surveys or maps until Emory published the results of his work. There weren’t any roads to speak of. John C. Fremont had explored and surveyed some of the land in the northern edges of what had been Mexican territory. But places like Arizona were terra incognita, except to the handful of Mexicans living in tiny villages like Tucson or Tubac. There were mountain men and trappers operating out of Taos who worked in the beaver-rich headwaters of the Gila in western New Mexico; some of these became important guides for future emigrants. (One such, Kit Carson, was with Kearny at the Battle of San Pasqual and was one of the men Kearny sent to San Diego with a request for help. Carson had also been with John C. Fremont during Fremont’s early expeditions to California.) And there were traders who were familiar with the old Santa Fe Trail that ran between Missouri and New Mexico, and even the Camino Real that led south from Santa Fe along the Rio Grande to El Paso and old Mexico. But aside from these people, few knew much, if anything, about this new territory. And, of course, no one in Washington had any idea.


Nor did they know much about the current inhabitants. The cultures among the various western tribes are and were truly diverse, something that the white settlers and policy makers never did seem to understand. The agriculturist Pueblos, whose interlocking adobe houses emphasized their preference for living in established communities, were utterly different in their culture, religion, and economy from, for example, the Chiricahua Apaches, who never stayed long in any one place, built no permanent houses, and lived solely by hunting, gathering, and raiding. While there was some trade among the various tribes and occasional cultural cross-fertilization (such as in crafts), the disparities of languages, geography, and economies meant that the various tribes staunchly maintained their individual characteristics. Cochise’s Chiricahuas were different even from other Apache tribes. Although they all spoke basically the same language, many aspects of the Chiricahua economy and culture were unique. They were, for example, the only Apaches who never planted any crops, even in a modest way. They ate what they gathered in the wild. Or hunted. Or stole. They were the very definition of “otherness” to the whites who encountered them as the emigrants flooded into and through the territory.


Ironically, it was a handful of regular army officers who took the time to study the cultures of the Indians they encountered. A few even published scholarly papers and books on the tribes they met and sometimes fought against. But culture is conveyed at least in part through language, and the difficulty and variety of Indian languages meant that even the most well-intentioned and interested army officers remained ignorant of the complexities and nuances of Indian cultures. And the vast majority of people in the United States, including the politicians, knew nothing whatever of these new territories or their inhabitants. To them it was the Great American Desert, as foreign as the steppes of Russia. As for the Indians, they were stereotyped as “savages.”


The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo contained a provision called Article Eleven that enjoined the United States to protect Mexican borders against marauding Indians, which meant, mainly, Apaches, although the Navajos and Utes were also troublesome; so too the Comanches and Kiowas, who came to raid from Texas. Additionally, the article required the United States to repatriate any captured Mexicans whom U.S. troops or officials might recapture, and to make it illegal for an American citizen to buy from the Indians any stolen Mexican property of any kind, including captives held as slaves. The fact that this article was included in a treaty to end a war indicates the severity of the Apache problem in Mexico.


It’s difficult to say whether U.S. politicians agreed to Article Eleven out of naïveté, ignorance, or cynicism. It was unenforceable for any number of reasons. First, after the war, Congress was in a penny-pinching mood and was never going to authorize the amount of funds necessary to maintain an army large enough to police the border. Second, there was a long-standing aversion to the idea of maintaining a professional army of any size. Third, the very people who were likely to enter these new territories were in many cases precisely the sort who would, and did, ignore any law that interfered with their opportunities. Army officers who wrote about their experiences frequently described the character of the white civilians who drifted into the new territories. Captain John Cremony wrote about this in 1860, the year before Bascom’s encounter in Apache Pass: “. . . Arizona and New Mexico were cursed by the presence of two or three hundred of the most infamous scoundrels it is possible to conceive. . . . In the graveyard in Tucson there were forty-seven graves of white men . . . and of that number only two had died natural deaths, all the rest being murdered in broils and barroom quarrels.”9


These were not the kind of people who paid attention to international treaties or the laws derived from them. But they were the kind who would trade whiskey and weapons to the Apaches, Navajos, or anyone else, in return for stolen Mexican horses, cattle, and captives.


As might have been predicted, the United States failed miserably to live up to Article Eleven, whether through indifference or parsimony. In the several years after the war, the Mexican state of Sonora alone recorded Apache raids that killed 840 citizens, wounded 97, and kidnapped 89—to say nothing of the countless cattle, horses, and mules that were stolen.10 And Sonora was not even half of the Apaches’ raiding ground. The neighboring state of Chihuahua received attacks of equal severity and frequency. The U.S. Army, such as it was, did try to live up to the terms of the treaty. But the troops were far too few in number. They did harbor the occasional Mexican woman who had escaped from her captors, and they tried when possible to recover kidnap victims. But their resources were too scanty to do very much of this work. The exasperated Mexican government tried to counter these attacks by establishing a line of forts, or “presidios,” along the border, but they were too widespread and too poorly garrisoned to cause any annoyance to the Apache raiders. The only value these outposts had was in response—they could send a party of soldiers to chase the Apaches, once a raid was over. But this was cold comfort to the victims. What’s more, the Mexican government, always shifting and always worried about revolts, both actual and potential, had outlawed firearms for civilians, so that the people on the frontier could not (legally, at least) defend themselves against Apache incursions, except with primitive weapons.*


The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo set the Arizona border at roughly the line of the Gila River, which runs east to west below present-day Phoenix. The Chiricahua Mountains, Cochise’s homeland, were south of this line and therefore remained in old Mexico, at least for the time being.


In addition to territory, the Mexican War provided the regular army with important new experiences from which they drew far-reaching conclusions. Or perhaps it’s more accurate to say that the experiences reinforced existing assumptions and practices.


The regular army had performed very well, and their morale and espirit de corps were bolstered. Most of the regular army officers were graduates of West Point. They therefore had a sense of themselves as a tightly knit fraternity of professionals who knew their business, and proved it in Mexico. At West Point they had learned the art of set-piece battles from French military manuals. These tactics were essentially unchanged from the time of Napoleon, but they seemed to work well against the Mexicans—the combination of artillery preparation followed by infantry attacks with the bayonet. (Infantry muskets on both sides in Mexico were so inaccurate except at close range that U. S. Grant once said, “A man might fire at you all day without your finding it out.”)11 The Mexican army obliged the Americans by employing the same sort of tactics. Both sides played by the same rules, although the Mexicans were dismayed by the Americans’ apparent willingness to take casualties. Anyone puzzling over the tactics of the Civil War—the incredible carnage of massed frontal attacks, such as Pickett’s Charge—should consider where men like Lee and Grant got their first experience. But at the time of the Mexican War these tactics seemed to have proved themselves. In fact, at a dinner given by Winfield Scott near the end of the war, Scott said that if not for the “science of the Military Academy . . . this army multiplied by four could not have entered the capital of Mexico.”12


The regular army also could compare itself favorably with the volunteers who flooded to the colors at the outbreak of the war. (Of the total numbers in service there were 31,024 regular troops versus 73,532 volunteers.)13 The volunteers were civilian soldiers, enlisted state by state from three to twelve months or the duration of the war. They knew little if anything about discipline and campaigning. Their camps were often disorderly and unhealthy in comparison to those of the regulars, who kept themselves and their units separate from the volunteers. Their officers were often politicians who were eager for the fame but not so well versed in the less glorious but essential aspects of campaigning, such as questions of supply, water, and forage for draft animals, food for the men, and camp hygiene. This pattern would also be repeated during the Civil War. Volunteers suffered disproportionately from disease, for they knew nothing about the connection between camp hygiene and health. The regulars did not know much more about the causes of malaria and dysentery, but they did understand how to maintain an orderly camp, and that the coffee tasted better when the water was drawn upstream of where men were watering and washing themselves and their horses. Their common sense and field experience helped keep the regulars healthier than the amateurs next door.14 The regulars held the volunteer contingent in contempt: “They are useless, useless, useless,” said brand-new West Point graduate George B. McClellan, “expensive, wasteful, and good for nothing.”15


But the volunteers were necessary to augment that regular army that had traditionally been maintained at very low numbers. There was at least one regiment of volunteers that Zachary Taylor was especially glad to have—mounted volunteers from West Texas, the Texas Rangers. They were old hands at fighting Mexicans; they’d been doing it since the battle for Texas independence. Not surprisingly, they were unruly, but they knew their business and were superb irregular troops.


Kearny too had an unlikely regiment of irregulars—the Mormon Battalion. At the outbreak of the war, Brigham Young and his people were still living in Nauvoo, Illinois, although they had started to move across the Mississippi to escape the violence of the “Gentiles,” that is, the non-Mormons. (A mob had murdered Joseph Smith, the founder of the church, and his brother Hyrum in June of 1844.) Young had heard (apparently through the published reports of John C. Fremont) of the land around the Great Salt Lake. To Young, this looked like a remote enough place to move his people and thereby escape the persecution they had been suffering for years. But he was short of the cash needed to buy wagons and draft animals. He therefore offered to raise a regiment of Latter-day Saints, roughly five hundred men, for the war. Each of the volunteers would receive forty-two dollars from the U.S. government for uniform allowance, but since they were not required to wear uniforms, the money became a windfall for the church. The men were not especially enthusiastic about volunteering (essentially serving a government that seemed hostile to their beliefs). But they were obedient to the dictates of the church and dutifully turned over the money and began a trek that went from Fort Leavenworth to San Diego, roughly following Kearny’s line of march. In Santa Fe, Philip St. George Cooke, of the regular army, took command and led them to California. They arrived in California in January 1847, too late to help Taylor at San Pasqual but in time to support his efforts to pacify the population and solve his political problems with Stockton and the ubiquitous Fremont. Brigham Young, meanwhile, used the Mormon Battalion’s cash from uniform allowances to begin his migration to “Zion.” No doubt he also believed he had gained some political capital with the powers that be in Washington.
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