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  To my Jicarilla friends, Vigils, Velardes, Wanoskias, Vicentis, Munizes, and too many others who have passed from the scene whose names can no longer be spoken. I never knew you well enough and wish I had.
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INTRODUCTION





  In the early nineteenth century, forbidden Santa Fe drew Americans in search of wealth. The United States and Spain disputed the southern boundary of the Louisiana Purchase. Spain said it was the Missouri River while the French claimed they’d sold the Americans everything to the Rio Grande. The Spanish government, fearing American expansionism, imprisoned travelers who made their way across the plains and confiscated their goods. But still the allure was there. St. Louis was closer to Santa Fe than the City of the Holy Faith of St. Francis was to Mexico City.




  The economic theory followed by the Spanish and then the Mexicans called for manufactured goods to come from the center while the outer provinces provided raw materials and were denied the tools of manufacture. Outer regions—New Mexico, Texas, and California—remained poor and underdeveloped at the end of a long tether extending back to Mexico City.




  On March 15, 1818, General Andrew Jackson invaded Spanish Florida. The United States and Spain came to terms in the Adams-Onis Treaty of 1819, finally ratified by the US Senate in 1821. Spain gave up Florida and agreed that a line roughly following the Arkansas River was its northern boundary. With its American colonies in revolt, Spain wished to ensure that Americans would not lend support to the rebels. The year the Senate ratified the treaty, Mexico won her independence from Spain. Mexico disputed the legality of the treaty. No one knew how the new government would receive American traders.




  The United States from the time of independence had been pushing Indian tribes westward across the Mississippi River, establishing a frontier beyond which it did not allow American pioneers to legally settle. The Frontier was a line as real as the boundaries of any state. The Great Plains, a desert where water was scarce, were empty of all but Indians and buffalo. Marauding Indians drove travelers to band together in large caravans. The third of the trail beyond the Arkansas River in Mexican territory on both the Mountain Branch and the Cimarron Cutoff belonged to the Jicarilla Apache.1




  In 1821, William Becknell took a pack train over the Santa Fe Trail. He was not alone. Thomas James was two weeks behind him, and Hugh Glenn arrived two months later. Their profit, suggested to have been several hundred percent, excited others and the next year wagons rolled across the sea of grass. Merchants were tight-lipped about their affairs. We get some idea of the profit to be made in an 1824 news article, which reported that one caravan took thirty thousand dollars worth of goods to Santa Fe and returned with one hundred eighty thousand dollars in specie, mules, and hides, a 600 percent return on investment.2 In October 1834, the Missouri Republican reported that traders “brought in, as near as can be ascertained, $40,000 in gold, $140,000 in specie, $15,000 worth of beaver, 50 packs of buffalo robes, 12,000 pounds of wool, and 300 head of mules, valued at $10,000.”3 Josiah Gregg in the 1844 edition of Commerce of the Prairies provided a table showing steady growth in the trade from fifteen thousand pounds in 1822 to four hundred fifty thousand pounds the last year for which numbers are given. Unfortunately, the figures are in the weight shipped and not in dollars.4 Moreover, Seymour Connor speculates that Gregg’s figures are understated.5




  More than half of this weight continued on from Santa Fe to Chihuahua. New Mexico was poor, but it was a back door to Mexico. Closure of ports and high tariffs discouraged trade by sea. In Santa Fe officials ignored import restrictions and the correct amount of tariff. Continuing on to Chihuahua gave access to regions of Mexico producing gold and silver. The Jackson Administration of the 1830s did away with the national bank, which led to a high demand for specie. The Santa Fe Trade was an important source.




  In 1824, Santa Fe trader Augustus Storrs answered a query from Senator Thomas Hart Benton of Missouri by saying that the items in demand in Santa Fe were “cotton goods, consisting of coarse and fine cambrics, calicoes, domestics, shawls, handkerchiefs, steam-loom shirtings, pelisse cloths, and shawls, crapes, bombazettes, some light articles of cutlery, silk shawls, and looking glasses.” To this we might add tools and luxury items as well as canned foods and spirits. In return merchants brought back “Spanish milled dollars, a small amount of gold and silver, in bullion, beaver fur, and some mules.”6 This amounted to so many mules that mules became synonymous with Missouri. Thus Santa Fe, and Chihuahua beyond, became an outlet for the textile mills of New England and a source of much-needed specie.




  Missouri was the jumping off point for the fur trade, the Oregon and California Trails, and for the Santa Fe Trail. Its western boundary was the Frontier. It was economically important to the export of textiles and the import of specie. Senator Benton hoped to continue Missouri dominance by putting it on the route of a transcontinental railroad, sending his son-in-law, John Charles Frémont, to search for a route across the Rocky Mountains. Kit Carson accompanied the Pathfinder as scout and guide.




  Since independence Mexico had been deeply in debt, borrowing from both the French and British. In 1833, Antonio López de Santa Anna came to power as president. In 1834, he abolished liberal reforms, dissolved the Congress, and instituted a centralist government. In 1835, he abolished the Constitution of 1824 replacing it with the Seven Laws. Since 1821, Mexico had been inviting American citizens into underpopulated Texas to settle and become Mexican citizens. With the abandonment of the constitution in 1835, they revolted. In 1836, they defeated Santa Anna in battle and captured him. The settlement forced upon the Mexican president created a Texas that extended to the Rio Grande, placing Albuquerque, Santa Fe, and Taos within its bounds. The Mexican states San Luis Potosí, Querétaro, Durango, Guanajuato, Michoacán, Yucatán, Jalisco, Nuevo León, Tamaulipas, and Zacatecas rebelled as well. California ejected Santa Anna’s appointed governor. In 1837, in New Mexico, rebels literally tore Santa Anna’s governor to pieces and replaced him with their own. Eight years later, Texas, having declared herself independent, remained in open warfare with Mexico along the Nueces Strip and at sea, and central government authority was largely overlooked in California and New Mexico. France and England threatened to take land for debt. Texas petitioned the United States for admission as a state and, as the country delayed, then negotiated for recognition by Britain. A new British dependency in Texas would not have been good for the United States, nor would British or French seizure of California.




  In 1845, the United States accepted Texas as a state. Mexico refused to negotiate and then, in 1846, “invaded” the United States, crossing into land that was in dispute, and killed American soldiers. President James K. Polk countered by invading Mexico from Texas and across the plains to New Mexico and California. Polk’s plan always included annexing New Mexico and California, and he sent General Kearny and the Army of the West to make both part of the United States. New Mexico fell without a fight, and Kearny appointed Santa Fe trader Charles Bent governor. He offered the New Mexicans citizenship, exceeding his authority and anticipating the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo by a year and a half. In 1847, in a brief revolt, Taos rebels slew Governor Bent. Kearny fought two small battles and took California. Kit Carson was with the general and forged a close friendship with Lieutenant John Wynn Davidson.




  The war ended in early 1848, while the Missouri Volunteers remained in New Mexico and continued to abuse the population until the end of the year. In 1846, Kearny had established civil government and a territorial constitution but Congress did not accept it. It was not until September 1850 that Congress, divided over the issue of slavery, granted territorial status to the newly acquired land. Confusion reigned in civil affairs; there was a territorial governor, then a military governor, and at times both disputed each other’s authority. In a gesture worthy of a comic opera, Texas even sent officials to Santa Fe to assume control of her “western county.” Sensing the confusion and disorganization, the tribes of the southern plains considered open warfare, and in 1847 and 1848, merchants on the Santa Fe Trail reported that Indians accosted every caravan that traveled the trade route. In June 1848, Jicarilla Apache occupied Raton Pass and for a while closed the Mountain Branch of the trail.
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  Their range extended from Abiquiu on the Chama River north through the San Juan Mountains to Mount Blanca and east and north across the Sangre de Cristo Mountains to the Arkansas River and Texas Panhandle. Santa Fe trader Josiah Gregg had dismissed them in 1844 as a small and unimportant band. In 1846, Governor Bent estimated that there were only about five hundred Jicarilla Apache, minimizing the threat they posed. He was mistaken as there were more than twice that number, about thirteen hundred Jicarilla in all. Other governors reported that they were the most troublesome tribe of all. It was the Jicarilla who on three occasions closed the Santa Fe Trail.




  In May 1848, Kit Carson carried dispatches from General Kearny in California to Washington, DC. He chose to travel by the Old Spanish Trail, which ran across California deserts through southern Utah and Colorado to Taos.7 Along the way he lost many of his rifles and most of the party’s food. In July his bedraggled party confronted Jicarilla Apaches, whom he deemed dangerous. Perhaps he’d heard about the June events near Raton Pass when the Jicarilla closed the trail.




  In November 1849, near Point of Rocks, the Jicarilla struck the two wagons of the White Wagon Train, killing the men, and taking Ann White and her baby daughter captive. They had closed the trail again and travelers turned back. While leadership in Santa Fe panicked, Major William Grier sought out Kit Carson as guide and scout. Carson demurred. He knew that his Rayado ranch was in Jicarilla territory. When they came by Carson fed them and gave them a few steers and had no trouble. He ridiculed others like rancher Samuel B. Watrous who refused to bend and suffered numerous raids. The major persuaded Carson to go along in pursuit of Mrs. White and afterward the Jicarilla raided Carson’s ranch. In the spring of 1850, though plainsmen thought the group large enough to be safe from Indian attack, the Jicarilla killed an eleven-man mail party at Wagon Mound. Travelers and wagon trains turned back again, and the trail was closed a third time.




  The Jicarilla were defeated and sought peace. Governors and superintendents of Indian Affairs negotiated treaties, which the Senate rejected, but the Jicarilla remained at peace. In 1853, Governor William Carr Lane, a lame duck his entire time in office, negotiated a treaty with the Apache and had them start farms. His successor, Governor David Meriwether, repudiated the treaty saying that it would lead to war. The Senate rejected it. The war didn’t come until Lieutenant John Davidson attacked a peaceful Jicarilla camp at Cieneguilla. A year and a half of war followed with Kit Carson, by then the Jicarilla Indian agent, recommending a fair and just peace treaty from shortly after the war began. The war continued another year and a half until Governor Meriwether could claim victory and renegotiate Lane’s treaty, claiming it as his own.




  Many people have never heard of the Jicarilla Apache. After the war of 1854/55, they never again took the field against the United States. They were distant from the “States,” and the eastern newspapers didn’t as yet have the resources to report on their years of war. The nation soon convulsed in the Civil War and Americans tended to forget what had occurred before the war. The Jicarilla continued to fight for their rights in negotiations and with passive resistance. Unenviably, they wandered, drawing rations at Abiquiu and Cimarron, not allowed to settle, with too little game to hunt, told to stay away from towns. In 1887, the Jicarilla were the last tribe settled on a reservation, but it was one they had chosen.




  In 1848, Kit Carson was a potential foe of the Jicarilla. By 1849, he had settled at Rayado and was a neighbor. That year soldiers recruited him to scout against the Apache. The Jicarilla struck back and he struck back harder. That was the mountain man way of warning off those who would depredate against them. In 1854, he became their Indian agent and tried to negotiate a supply of rations to feed them. After Davidson’s defeat at Cieneguilla, Carson scouted for the Army and then asked for a peace treaty. The governor refused and the “chastisement” of the Jicarilla continued into the fall of 1855.




  Kit Carson can be a difficult man to understand. He was intelligent but illiterate. He spoke his mind bluntly and did not express himself as a diplomat or politician. He didn’t seem to understand what people might think seeing his words in writing. We only know him through what others wrote for him. How close they came to his original words and meaning is hard to say. He had been a mountain man and believed in tit-for-tat as a means to deter continued violence between his people and the Indians. Carson realized that whites were depriving the Indians of the wild game they needed to subsist and asked for the government to make reasonable treaties ensuring that they would be able to survive. He understood that Indian depredations were driven by the need to eat but at the same time believed that the Indian should be chastised when he depredated. He expressed this bluntly as “we’ve got to feed them or exterminate them.” This was not a call for genocide. He wanted them fed. It was an expression of reality and the future as he saw it.




  He was loyal to friends, and this got him into difficulty when the friends were General Carleton and John Frémont. He came to Lieutenant Davidson’s defense at a court of inquiry when two years prior he had decried the lieutenant’s acts. He called for a treaty with the Jicarilla, but a year and a half later said they wouldn’t abide by it. As much as he stood by friends, perhaps the change of opinion he expressed had more to do with the man who was his enemy, Governor Meriwether. He objected to Governor Meriwether’s bureaucratic machinations in making war on a people in order to take personal credit for Governor Lane’s treaty. Nothing else in the record explains his complete reversal of opinion on Davidson’s blunder and the rejection of a treaty he had called for.




  Santa Fe was tethered to the “States” by the 950-mile-long umbilicus that was the Santa Fe Trail. The new territory was unable to support the indigenous population, Indian and Mexican, along with the US troops that had arrived in 1846 and stayed both to protect the claims of the new government and to protect the people from Indians. Since they were positioned on the trail and had closed it before, the most minor depredations of the Jicarilla Apache magnified their threat. Where earlier governors had largely dismissed the Jicarilla, Meriwether was able to believably leverage their menace into “the most dangerous and troublesome tribe of all.” After 1855, the Jicarilla Apache depart from the collective consciousness, brought down by the ambitions of a governor and a young lieutenant and the negligence of Congress.




  Only one thing happened, and it is up to the historian to tell us what that was. Human motivation is a bundle like a telephone trunk line. The same individual can point to different motivations at different times and express them differently to divergent audiences with equal truth. It makes history interesting. There are different facets of the story the historian can emphasize with equal truth. Differing tellings may be more relevant to different times. In his book about the Jicarilla Apache, Depredation and Deceit, Greg Michno emphasized the role of false claims for reparations in generating difficulty with otherwise peaceful tribes. This is a thread that runs through the Indian Wars, though this may not be the most important factor in the story of the Jicarilla.




  Recently, Malcolm Ebright explored the role of the Indian agent. Many readers will be familiar with the Hollywood image of the corrupt Indian agent who stole the food and annuities the government had promised to give the Indians in exchange for their land. Ebright noted:




  

    William Unrau argues that the unfavorable reputation of Indian agents was often the result of scapegoating—blaming individual Indian agents when it was the system itself that was broken. Unrau challenged other scholars to deepen their analysis of the Indian agent, asking, “Where is the closely argued monograph . . . challenging the devil theory of the Indian Agent?”8


  




  Perhaps the Jicarilla Apache were lucky in their agents. They had many good ones: John Greiner, Kit Carson, Lorenzo Labadie, and Benjamin Thomas. According to Ebright, “an examination of the career of Benjamin Thomas shows that he was neither dishonest nor corrupt, but was instead an effective advocate for the Pueblos [and the Jicarilla], although he was constrained by bureaucratic and political limitations.”9 Unable to promote the Jicarilla Apache desires “Thomas found a way to advocate for the Apaches through a series of letters purportedly from the Jicarilla chief Delgatito Largo, but actually written by Thomas himself.”10 Thus, he defines the good agent as one who advocated for the Indian. The concept seems anachronistic.11 We can applaud Agent Thomas today, but the standard would have been confusing to many in the nineteenth century when folks were still fighting wild Indians.




  In Depredation and Deceit historian Greg Michno deals with the law of unintended consequence. In 1796, the United States passed “An Act to Regulate Trade and Intercourse with the Indian Tribes and to Preserve Peace on the Frontiers.” It called for punishment of whites who trespassed on Indian lands committing robbery or other crimes against friendly Indians. When Indians invaded an American state or territory committing “murder, violence, or outrage,” the citizen could apply to the government for compensation, which would come out of the annual stipend being paid by the government to the Indians. A door was opened to fraud. The act potentially encouraged settlers to exaggerate claims for damage. In 1834, the act was modified. Claims had to be made within three years and there was no cap on the amount to be paid. If the Indian annuities were insufficient, the amount would be drawn from the treasury. “Whites were free to file fraudulent claims and soldiers free to march out to confront Indians and accuse them of depredations, not knowing if the parties they accosted were guilty or innocent.”12 In some years, the people of New Mexico managed to claim more stolen livestock, especially sheep, than there had ever been livestock in the territory.




  Whether this led to violence against the Indians is questionable. The military investigated claims at the source and time and again dismissed them. Frequent claimants included Lucien Maxwell and Samuel B. Watrous.13 The Maxwell Land Grant, the largest in the territory, included much of northeastern New Mexico.14 In attempting to populate it and while conducting business all through the Jicarilla range, Maxwell was in one of the most exposed positions possible; he was on the frontier. We would expect someone in this position to suffer more depredations from the Indians. Kit Carson partnered with Maxwell in Rayado at the foot of the Sangre de Cristo Range. Carson and Maxwell both gave livestock to the Jicarilla in return for the use of their land. Others have speculated that Maxwell added these gifts to his depredation claims and probably exaggerated them as well, including stock that disappeared which might have been taken by Indians.15 To Maxwell it would have seemed only fair. These were not the extremely exaggerated claims that seem to have included whole herds of sheep driven to California and sold there to feed the Forty-Niners. In the summer of 1849, emigrant Charles Pancoast met Carson at Rayado and wrote of his handling of stock theft.




  

    He [Kit Carson] spoke of the difficulties he had experienced in maintaining the lonely position he occupied and in protecting his Stock from the Raids of the Utes and other Indians. He had called in the aid of the U.S. Soldiers, and being thoroughly acquainted with the haunts of the Indians, he had punished them so severely that they had found it their best Policy to make their Peace with him. He now enjoyed their Friendship, and often gave them meat; and they no longer molested his Stock, although they continued to steal that of others.16


  




  “[A]lthough they continued to steal that of others” seems likely to refer to Samuel Watrous, who ranched at La Junta and was a beef contractor to the army.17 He was in a very exposed location near Las Vegas, where the Jicarilla came to trade, and Mora, on one of the trails that led over the Sangre de Cristo to Taos, and was hit perhaps more frequently than any other stock grower. His claims, though they may have been exaggerated, appear to have stemmed from real raids. The frequency of depredations against Watrous and his response to them seems to indicate that he did not enjoy the sort of “friendly” relations with the Jicarilla that Kit Carson did.




  In 1855, the peak year of raiding, there were only ten incidents attributed to the Jicarilla. This was a year when they were on the run and may not have had time to hunt, and so we may rightly attribute these raids to the presence of the Army. The peak years for conflict between the Army and the Jicarilla were 1849 and 1850, but in those years depredations amounted to two and four respectively and included incidents of murder and mayhem, not just stock raids. For a people often described in these years as starving, this does not appear to be an unusual number of stock raids. Promise of repayment by the US government undoubtedly motivated some claims and encouraged people to exaggerate, but claims often took many years to be settled. Some of Maxwell’s claims were not settled for over thirty years and thus after his death. Presumably, only those with deep pockets could pursue them that far. Claims were filed, investigated, and dismissed without much aggravation to the Indians. This would not have been the only motivator to war.




  Anthropologist B. Sunday Eiselt has speculated that “[h]istorians and anthropologists have perpetuated a view of the Jicarilla as peripheral players in narratives of the American West . . . the Jicarilla rarely garner a footnote, leaving us with questions and contradictions that limit our understanding of their place in history.”18 She notes that before going on a raid, Jicarilla warriors made themselves invisible by donning white clay. In political affairs they also metaphorically “donned white clay,” becoming invisible as they shaped their destiny. Rather than pawns of an uncaring US Congress, she sees the Jicarilla as taking a hand in their own destiny. In her view these Apaches made themselves part of the social fabric that held New Mexican villages together, trading mountain products and pottery for manufactured goods, alcohol, and corn. They slipped into the empty lands between the villages and on the plains and lived between 1856 and 1887 almost invisibly, presenting only a small annoyance to the government.19
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    Micaceous pottery like this was an important trade item in metal-poor New Mexico. The addition of mica as temper ensured even distribution of heat so that the pots would not crack when exposed directly to flame. Pot by Sheldon Nuñez-Velarde. AUTHOR PHOTO


  




  In 1854 and 1855, the governor of New Mexico sent troops to crush the Jicarilla, refusing to offer them a peace treaty despite the plea of Indian agent Kit Carson. Prior to 1855, the Jicarilla posed a significant threat to New Mexico and to commerce on the Santa Fe Trail. After 1855, they became invisible without a reservation, drawing “presents” at various locations and otherwise told to stay away. Between 1855 and 1887, they were without a reservation and unwelcome everywhere, but during that period they twice sent delegations to Washington, DC, asking for consideration. Denied a reservation they were sent to live under control of the Mescalero Apache and shaped their own future by asking the governor if they could become citizens and take up homesteads.




  Today the Jicarilla Apache are nearly forgotten, their great victory at Cieneguilla overlooked, occurring before the Civil War when New Mexico was still a far-off land. These were the warriors who were once the Terror of the Santa Fe Trail, foe, friend, and fighting comrades of Kit Carson.




  
Chapter 1




  The first recorded interaction between Kit Carson and the Jicarilla Apache came in the summer of 1848 north of Taos. In June of that year the Jicarilla had closed the Raton Pass on the Mountain Branch of the Santa Fe Trail. News traveled slowly across the mountains and deserts from New Mexico to California, but somehow Kit Carson seemed to know that the usually peaceful Jicarilla might pose a real threat. Lieutenants George Brewerton and Kit Carson had selected an escort of mountain men to assist them in carrying dispatches to Washington, DC.1, 2




  Until their recent introduction the Kit Carson of Brewerton’s imagination had been over six feet tall, a modern Hercules in build, with an enormous beard and voice like a roused lion. Brewerton would later write about his experiences with the legendary Carson:




  

    The real Kit Carson I found to be a plain, simple, unostentatious man; rather below the medium height, with brown, curling hair, little or no beard, and a voice as soft and gentle as a woman’s. In fact, the hero of a hundred desperate encounters, whose life had been mostly spent amid wildernesses, where the white man is almost unknown, was one of Dame Nature’s gentlemen—a sort of article which she gets up occasionally, but nowhere in better style than among the backwoods of America.3


  




  Any crossing of the deserts on the Old Spanish Trail was hard. One put up with the stench of mule sweat and unwashed mountaineers who dressed in half-cured hides. The food was bad until it ran out and gnawing hunger replaced it. There were no towns or trading posts where one could restock. If one lost or broke a tool, the traveler did without. Brewerton recalled a day of extreme thirst when he found water deep in a crevice in the rock. His servant had appropriated the lieutenant’s tin cup and he found himself dipping water in a human skull. “[R]evolting as it would have been under different circumstances, my strong necessity compelled me to make use of it. So I drank a most grateful draught of water from the bleaching bone, and then sat down to moralize upon the event, and wonder to whom it had belonged, and how its owner died.”4 Dust and grit got into everything: food, bedroll, clothing, and between one’s seat and the saddle.
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    Lieutenant Brewerton rode with Kit Carson from Los Angeles to Taos in 1848 carrying dispatches. They encountered the Jicarilla north of Taos. WIKIMEDIA COMMONS


  




  Brewerton’s journey with Kit Carson had been particularly hard. In crossing the Grand River, they packed their supplies on rafts.5 “[B]ut a large raft, which carried the greater share of our provisions, was dashed against a sawyer in the stream, which separated the logs leaving the men to save themselves as they best could.”6, 7 They also lost six rifles and three saddles, as well as much of the ammunition. Lacking provisions, ammunition, and short of rifles, they went hungry and were reduced to eating horse meat.8 They still had hundreds of miles to go before reaching the settlements of northern New Mexico.




  The day had begun with promise. Kit Carson’s party had descended into the San Luis Valley north of Taos. They were within reach of the settlements and safety but were on the lookout for the rumored bands of Indians who had been harassing caravans. Brewerton wrote that fellow lieutenant Kit Carson detected “Indian sign,” that is tracks of many ponies.




  

    “Look here,” said Kit, as he dismounted from his mule, and stooped to examine the trail. “The Indians have passed across our road since sunup, and they are a war party too; no sign of lodge poles, and no colt tracks; they are no friends neither: here’s a feather that some of them has dropped. We’ll have trouble yet, if we don’t keep a bright look-out.”9


  




  They rode mules that the Apache would find enticing despite their poor condition. A few days’ grazing would put some meat back on them. In any event, they were meat for the Apache pot. Kit Carson and his party had but few weapons and little ammunition. Worse, they had nothing to offer as gifts to appease the Indians, not even pinole and atole, which the Indians prized and were always glad to receive. If the Jicarilla discovered how desperate, starved, and defenseless they were, they stood little chance of survival. Their only hope lay with Kit Carson.




  Carson recalled the incident laconically in his autobiography:




  

    About fifty miles out of Taos we met several hundred Utah and Apache Indians. They made demonstrations of hostility, and we retired into the brush, where we permitted only a few of them to approach us. We told them that if they were friends, they should leave us, as we were in a naked and destitute condition and could give them nothing. When they saw we had nothing, they left us. I moved on about ten miles where I met a party of volunteers in pursuit of Apaches. I reached Taos the next day.10


  




  Brewerton recalled a much more menacing threat and admitted to more terror than Kit Carson ever would. The lieutenants and their party were somewhat less than dashing in appearance. The Jicarilla would have them beat on this count. The travelers were ragged and filthy. In lieu of hat, lost on the trail, Brewerton had his underwear tied about his head and two of those in the front rank had lost their trousers in the Grand River and now rode to battle without. George Brewerton recalled that toward noon Carson spotted a number of Indians some distance ahead.




  

    [W]e called a halt, and after a moment’s consultation, determined to make a charge, and as we seemed pretty equally matched in regard to numbers, to take, if necessary, the offensive line of conduct. With this view, we selected ten of our best men, and having arrayed our forces, came down, so far as determination was concerned in very gallant style, each man with his rifle in his hand, firmly resolved to “do or die.”11


  




  The charge heralded by bellowing mules came to naught when they discovered the presumed enemy was a party of Mexican traders. The Mexicans warned that there were indeed a large number of Jicarilla Apaches nearby who had defeated and despoiled a party of mountaineers.12
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    Kit Carson in 1848 at Washington, DC. He lost a lot of weight during his ride from Los Angeles with Lieutenant Brewerton. His ragtag band faced down the Jicarilla. COURTESY PALACE OF THE GOVERNORS PHOTO ARCHIVES (NMHM/DCA), 134000


  




  The next morning, they proceeded at “daybreak, determined to steal a march upon the enemy.” As Brewerton imagined the meal he would savor in Taos after so long in starvation, Kit’s voice cut in on his musings: “Look at that Indian village; we have stumbled upon the rascals, after all!” The valley the men entered was narrow, the village over two hundred lodges, and they were hemmed in on either side. By keeping close to the mountain’s foot, they hoped to slip by unnoticed. The Apaches espied them and a warrior dashed out to confront Kit and Brewerton in the lead. Kit turned to the lieutenant and told him that he would try speaking to the brave in “Eutaw” in hopes the man was from a friendly tribe and not an Apache.13 “[F]rom his paint and manner I expect it will end in a fight anyway.”14




  The warrior looked on in puzzlement as Carson spoke in Ute. Carson turned and directed his followers to make for a patch of chaparral that would give some cover and prevent the Indians from charging the weary, outnumbered band. Carson ordered Brewerton to fall in behind the Indian and be prepared to shoot him as he followed Carson should the situation warrant. As the party entered the grove, Carson fell back alongside Brewerton and whispered, “Look back, but express no surprise.” Brewerton did and saw that now 150 warriors arrayed for battle were following.




  

    Now, boys, dismount, tie up your riding mules; those of you who have guns, get round the caballada, and look out for the Indians; and you who have none, get inside, and hold some of the animals. Take care, Thomas, and shoot down the mule with the mail bags on her pack, if they try to stampede the animals.15, 16, 17


  




  The Old Spanish Trail had provided a new terror, hostile Indians. Lieutenant Brewerton scanned the enemy ranks before him. The men in his party were close to starvation, their livestock in poor condition, and some had lost their britches to the river. Now they faced a band of Jicarilla Apache, arrayed for war and painted in white clay for battle. A warrior kicked his horse and galloped straight for Brewerton, brandishing his lance and then pulling it away inches from the young man’s pounding chest. The ghastly demon face laughed and turned to threaten another of the bedraggled party. Shrill cries filled the air, as pandemonium was unleashed. Another Apache in full war dress drew his bow and aimed his arrow at the lieutenant’s heart.




  Brewerton found his party completely surrounded in a scene of confusion and excitement. The Indians screamed their war cries, aimed spears, and drew back their bows. Carson’s whole demeanor changed. He looked a different man; “his eye fairly flashed, and his rifle was grasped with all the energy of an iron will.”18




  

    “There,” cried he, addressing the savages, “is our line, cross it if you dare, and we begin to shoot. You ask us to let you in, but you won’t come unless you ride over us. You say you are friends, but you don’t act like it. No, you don’t deceive us so, we know you too well; so stand back, or your lives are in danger.”19


  




  This was largely a bluff. Their ragtag band was outnumbered five to one and a part of the band lacked weapons. They wouldn’t hold out long being critically short of ammunition—only three rounds per man. An Indian rider on a weary foam-specked horse galloped up to his chief with news that brought confusion to the Apache. At their chief’s direction they fell back and Carson saw his chance: “Now boys, we have a chance, jump into your saddles, get the loose animals before you, and then handle your rifles, and if these fellows interfere with us we’ll make a running fight of it.”20




  Kit Carson avoided a fight, but Brewerton’s terror was real and the danger he sensed was real. The new government of New Mexico was in confusion and the Indians of the southern plains sensed that things were not as they had been. Like children testing a substitute teacher they struck. In 1848, every caravan on the Santa Fe Trail faced threats from Indian attack. The Jicarilla were very aggressive. They closed the Mountain Branch where it crossed the Raton Mountains in what is called the Massacre at Manco Burro Pass. Pursued by Missouri Mounted Volunteers, they encountered Kit Carson and continued their flight westward into the San Juan Mountains. There at the Battle at Cumbres Pass, Major Reynolds caught up with the band of Apaches that had stolen cattle in the Taos Valley (Rio Grande River). In that fight, the Missourians reported slaying thirty Indians.21




  George Brewerton, lieutenant, newspaper columnist, artist, and diarist, was associated with Kit Carson over several months and came to know him well. They were equals as officers, leaders of the party. Brewerton was an easterner and an educated man. He wrote down his observations concerning Carson soon after the events. While Brewerton would write that he believed a braver man had never lived and further speculated that Kit Carson never knew what fear was, he noted that Carson was a cautious man who carefully arranged his bed each night with his saddle as a pillow so that it formed a barricade for his head. His pistols, half-cocked and ready for action, lay above it while his rifle lay beneath his blanket at his side where it would remain dry.22 He never exposed himself to the glare of the campfire except to light his pipe, thus preserving his night vision and at the same time denying enemies a silhouette. Carson had seen men who thought themselves secure killed in the firelight by enemies veiled in darkness. “No, no boys,” Brewerton reported Carson as saying, “hang round the fire if you will, it may do for you if you like it, but I don’t want to have a Digger slip an arrow into me, when I can’t see him.”23 His careful habits led men to accept him as a leader.




  Illiterate Kit Carson can be a difficult man to understand. We know him through the words of others. Sometimes, he took actions that seem harsh or cruel by today’s standards. He was a man in the wilderness where there was no law. To survive he had to convince would-be attackers that he was too careful and too dangerous to be dealt with casually.




  At the Virgin River in southwestern Utah, where Baptiste Tabeau had been killed in 1844, the mountaineers of the Carson-Brewerton party found their camp watched by a lone Indian. Brewerton thought that the Indian reconnoitered the camp with a view to stealing animals and thought it only caution that Carson allowed two of his men to pursue and slay the interloper.24 Carson was careful. It had kept him alive through countless perils. It may seem cruel to us in this modern age what then was deemed necessity and occurred in a code shared by mountain man and native.




  The Virgin River incident was one of many times when some would say Kit Carson was careless with Indian lives. R. C. Gordon-McCutchan illustrates some of the charges made against Carson. For instance, he cites Clegg and Beebe’s The American West: “Kit was a notable hater of Indians. Nothing made the day for Carson like killing an Indian or two before breakfast and he did it regularly.” It goes without saying that the historical record does not support this. Real incidents come down to those like the one mentioned by Brewerton where years surviving in the mountains left Kit with a brutal sense of justice and caution practiced by both mountain man and Indian. Gordon-McCutchan goes on to note that Kit married two Indian women and his love for his first wife and their daughter was deep and sincere.25




  At another camp on the trip with Brewerton, becoming nervous of a tribe that had been known to be dangerous in the past, Carson took a hostage. Carson, the hostage, the tribe and even the easterner, Brewerton, understood and accepted the intent behind the act.




  

    [T]he actions of the party were so suspicious that Carson concluded to retain one of their number (a young warrior about eighteen years of age) as a sort of hostage for their good behavior during the night. Our so doing appeared to give much greater uneasiness to the tribe than to the object of their solicitude, who either from a feeling of security, or by a strong exercise of that power of self-control for which the North American Indian is famous, exhibited no signs of timidity, but made himself perfectly at home after his own fashion. Sitting beside us on the ground, he conversed freely with Carson in the low, guttural accents of his native tongue, which he eked out with gestures and figures rudely drawn upon the ground. After partaking of our supper, he stretched himself quietly upon a blanket which we had lent him for his bed, and was about composing himself to sleep. . . .26


  




  Marc Simmons included the following in an article about Kit:




  

    Tom Tobin declared that “Carson was as clean as a hound’s tooth.” James F. Rusling, who knew Kit at Fort Garland, Colorado in 1867, spoke of his “honesty, matchless coolness, and courage,” adding that “the Indians had no truer friend than Carson.”. . . Those sentiments were echoed by famed Civil War General William Tecumseh Sherman. He said with conviction: “Kit Carson’s integrity was simply perfect. The Indians knew it and would trust him any day before they would us, or the president either!”. . . At the outbreak of the Civil War, a young soldier who met Col. Carson wrote in his memoirs, “The Indians think Kit a god.” And later, a New England journalist touring New Mexico a decade after Kit’s death stated this in a news story sent home: “Carson was a popular man at Taos Pueblo, and the Indians believed he was a little on the supernatural order.” . . . In his own time, Kit Carson was repeatedly categorized by contemporaries as an Indian lover and a leading defender of Indian rights and advocate of fair treatment.27


  




  Carson had lived in the Rio Arriba, northern New Mexico, since the 1820s. He could not have helped but meet the Jicarilla in Taos and elsewhere in that region. He may have learned their language, though after centuries of close contact, many of them spoke Spanish, a language in which Carson was fluent. His relations with the Jicarilla must be carefully evaluated and not understood from a few blunt statements. He treated them fairly and even-handedly, so much so that in 1864 Apache warriors were willing to ride under his leadership against the Comanche.




  During the first half of the nineteenth century, the Jicarilla were both over- and underestimated. They lived in close proximity to the settlements and understood the whites better than other Apaches. Near at hand they were taken for granted, although at the slightest sign of hostility that same proximity made them a terrifying threat. They were an enemy within the gates and sitting astride the lines of communication. After a century of fighting with the Comanche, the Jicarilla Apache were depleted in numbers and weakened.28 The Spanish had invited them to be allies against a mutual foe as the Comanche moved from the Great Basin into Texas. Westward expansion by Texans drove the Comanche and other tribes westward onto Jicarilla range, driving the Jicarilla off their hunting grounds on the Llano Estacado, the Staked Plains. They settled into the “commons” of the Mexican and Spanish land grants and the Mexican governors made passing mention of them as being of little consequence. In 1822, a Mexican official wrote:




  

    That the Jicarilla nation has always been at peace with us cannot be denied and has rendered us some service, when as auxiliary forces they have joined us to campaign against our enemies, but . . . they acted from necessity in consequence of being a persecuted tribe, timid, despicable and limited in force on account of their small numbers of warriors . . . [noting] the just repugnance the people have, to having at this place such malicious and perverse Indians.29


  




  The relationship between Hispanic culture, including the Spanish and subsequent Mexican nation, and the Jicarilla became part of the fabric of New Mexico. For more than a century, the Hispanic presence ended where Jicarilla and Ute hunting lands began. Starting in about 1750 Spanish settlements appeared on the borders of New Mexico—at Abiquiu on the Chama River, at Taos in the north, and San Miguel on the Great Plains near Santa Fe. The barrier to expansion beyond those areas was the Jicarilla.30




  Speaking of the eighteenth century, Delores Gunnerson noted:




  

    Enemy aggressions brought these Apaches of the Plains [Jicarilla] and the foothills into closer proximity [with the Spanish] before the middle of the 1700s. Attacks by Utes and Comanches forced some of the Jicarillas proper [Olleros] to move at least occasionally into the western canyons of the Sangre de Cristos and the Taos Valley, and finally west of the Rio Grande.31


  




  And eventually there they stayed, weakened, occasionally allied with the Spanish, trading with but often despised and distrusted by the New Mexicans who thought them thieves and beggars but who also feared them. Caught between powerful plains tribes, Cheyenne and Comanche, and the Spanish they allied with the Ute who also hated the Comanche. By the beginning of the nineteenth century, they became usually peaceful outcasts in Mexican territory.




  Before the American occupation of New Mexico in 1846, there was a collision between Americans and the Jicarilla Apache that is worth noting. Far from being the peaceful and insignificant tribe the Mexican governors described, the Jicarilla showed themselves willing to attack a large party of Americans. In 1839, the governor of Chihuahua authorized and handsomely paid James Kirker, sometime mountain man and mercenary, to recruit a fifty-man army of mercenaries to fight and exterminate Apaches.32 This was his second scalp-hunting expedition. Kirker, then at El Paso, recruited men and for reasons unknown headed north toward Taos. Governor Manuel Armijo of New Mexico was not at all happy with Kirker’s presence in his domain and may have believed the mountain man was there to usurp him in office. On September 4, 1839, as Don Santiago, as Kirker was known, and his army camped at Ranchos de Taos, Jicarilla Apache struck. Matt Field was nearby and preserved the story, writing in the New Orleans Picayune.33, 34
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    James “Don Santiago” Kirker, mountain man, scalp hunter, Apache killer, and in 1840 one of the first Americans to fight Jicarilla. WIKIMEDIA COMMONS


  




  Jicarilla descended on Kirker’s camp and made off with some of the horses. “Mistaking the guerillas to be traders, the robbers did not believe that their victims would dare give them chase.”35 Even as the raiders exited his camp, Kirker had his men mounted and in pursuit. Delayed driving stock, the Apache headed for a ravine that led into the Embudo Mountains. Guessing their intent, Kirker got ahead of them and laid an ambush. Below him in the ravine, Kirker saw 120 warriors. The war party did not suspect its danger until fifty rifles opened fire on them. Twenty are said to have fallen in the first volley. The Jicarilla turned and headed back to Ranchos de Taos to take cover in the plaza and church, all trying at once to force their way into the building and the sanctuary Kirker would not observe. Shots and screams rang out for a half-hour until finally the Apache begged for mercy. Don Santiago allowed the survivors to depart, but they left behind forty of their number and the stolen horses, along with all of their own livestock. Kirker lost two men killed. Matt Field described James Kirker as brave as a lion, a heroic status he would enjoy for some years to come.36 Meanwhile, Governor Armijo demanded that Kirker return the “stolen” Indian stock. “The perpetrator of these unlawful acts,” said Armijo, “must be informed that he needed approval from the government of New Mexico before taking livestock from its Indians.”37 Jicarilla animosity toward Americans increased.




  Historian Janet Lecompte wrote that memories of his [Kirker’s] scourging were behind retaliation taken after the American occupation from 1846 to 1848. “Weary and hunted Apache, who had lost many hundred of their people to Kirker’s gang, began to creep forth seeking revenge against their compatriots of the killer.”38, 39 Kirker’s biographer questioned how much influence this defeat might have had:




  

    How accurate her [Lecompte] “many hundred” is and how much the memories of Kirker figured in the provocation of the Jicarillas and the Utes may be over stressed. However, it is certain that the killing of immigrants and the attacks on wagon trains on the Santa Fe Trail were attempts by those Indians to drive Americans and Mexicans from the upper Rio Grande.40


  




  The American advance created new problems. The American occupation of New Mexico opened lands previously reserved to the Jicarilla to Mexican and American occupation—the Chama Valley, the San Luis Valley, and the plains as far north as Pueblo. In the south, far across the Llano Estacado, Texans pushed the Comanche westward into traditional Jicarilla buffalo hunting grounds.




  Famed plainsman and Santa Fe trader Josiah Gregg wrote that the Jicarilla were not friendly to the newcomers:




  

    The little tribe of Jicarillas also harbored an enmity for the Americans, which, in 1834, broke out into a hostile rencontre.41 They had stolen some animals from a gallant young backwoodsman from Missouri, who, with a few comrades, pursued the marauders into the mountains and regained his property; and a fracas ensuing, an Indian or two were killed.42


  




  Gregg also recorded an event he heard about in Taos:




  

    It is also related, that about the same period, three Indians from the northern mountains having been brought as prisoners into Taos, they were peremptorily demanded by the Jicarillas, who were their bitterest enemies; when the Mexican authorities, dreading the resentment of this tribe, quietly complied with the barbarous request, suffering the prisoners to be butchered in cold blood before their very eyes! No wonder, then, that the New Mexicans are so generally warred upon by their savage neighbors.43


  




  Josiah Gregg related that both Santa Fe traders and the Mexican government stood in some degree of terror of the Jicarilla Apache.




  After the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo in 1848, with the transition from Mexican to United States rule, the method of handling the “Apache problem” changed from one of benign neglect to something more aggressive. At the same time, there was growing fear that the Apache might join with the Mexicans in a common revolt. The Jicarilla Apache numbered around thirteen hundred members between 1846 when the United States took possession of the Southwest and 1887 when they became the last Native American tribe to be settled on a reservation.44 Even though their numbers were small, the proximity of their range to important travel routes made them a threat. In fact, “[b]y 1850 the Jicarillas comprised the most serious Indian threat to travelers on the Santa Fe Trail through northeastern New Mexico and to frontier settlers in that region.”45




  In 1852, Agent John Greiner wrote:




  

    The northern Apaches—from their location, and their intimate knowledge of the country, have the power of cutting off all communication between us and the states, if they choose,—and as they range through all the northern settlements and hold daily intercourse with the people—they should be made to feel that it is to their interest to, remain at peace.46, 47


  




  In 1854, the Santa Fe Weekly Gazette reported:




  

    They have watched nearly every train that came into N.M. from the plains, and whenever they had sufficient strength were sure to attack them. For many months at a time, they have had absolute command of the only direct communication with the United States; and travellers [sic] could not pass except under a strong escort of military. . . .48


  




  In studying the events of the 1850s to 1880s in the New Mexico Territory, in the Jicarilla we find a once powerful enemy of the United States now largely forgotten.




  
Chapter 2




  In 1846, the news traveled quickly among the Jicarilla that something important was happening on the Arkansas River. The usual summer caravans had yet to appear on the road the Mangani (Americans) called the Santa Fe Trail. Consequential events were afoot. Word would have come to the principal men of the tribe from men out hunting and trading.




  Chief Chacon emerged from his tepee into the sunrise above Embudo Mountain. From a triangular buckskin pouch the size of his palm he took a pinch of yellow corn pollen and sprinkled it toward the four corners of the Jicarilla Apache world. First, he cast a few grains toward the Sierra Grande east of the Canadian River on the Llano Estacado with a whispered prayer, then he turned toward the Sandia Peak south of Ocate. Next, he sent the pollen toward the Jemez Mountains and Chama River, and finally, he turned toward the north from whence the N’deh, the People, had come, Blanca Peak, their sacred mountain, and the sources of what is now known as the Arkansas River.1 It was a good land and the buffalo had been plentiful in the region east of the Canadian River before the Cheyenne had come south to trade at Bent’s Big Lodge2 on the Arkansas and before the Texans had pushed the Comanche westward. Now the llano, the plains, were dangerous due to the presence of their enemies, and game was scarce. Around Chacon the camp was coming to life as women stoked the cooking fires that had been left to smolder overnight. Soon, he could smell the meat of deer and antelope roasting over hot piñon fires. There would be corn cakes and porridge made of atole flavored with piñon nut and choke cherry and pinole to drink. He would breakfast and then inspect the camp.




  The small band of Jicarilla had only been in the area for a few days. They had come from Las Vegas where they had traded for knives and beads that the Mangani had brought across the plains from the east. The Americans had come for the first time when Chacon was a young warrior. While out on a buffalo hunt, he and his companions had concealed themselves and watched curiously from a distance as men dressed in skins led heavily laden pack mules across the prairie. The men had bearded faces and hair that ranged from brown to yellow like the sunrise and red like the sunset. They were taller than the Nakaiyeh (Mexicans) and each carried a fine rifle.




  Every year after that first sighting, Chacon saw the processions of big wagons with white canvas tops marching four abreast along the trail. Huge, powerful oxen pulled the wagons, directed by the drivers who walked alongside them using their tall whips to gently direct the leaders. They brought canvas for tepees and cotton cloth for clothing as well as beads and mirrors for adornment to trade with the Apache.




  The Jicarilla Apache had planted beans and squash and some corn near the Embudo Mountain campsite at the mouths of arroyos where the water would flow gently and wet the ground. Each woman had her own plot, and the tribe customarily left the sites unattended from spring through summer during the rainy season.3 The crop yields, like the rains, were uncertain, but it would be good to have these things to add to their diet. The Jicarilla believed that it was not good to stay in one place, hunt until there was no more game, and be dependent on crops that might not grow. The women would also check gathering sites to see which wild vegetable foods had produced during the year—yucca at the lower elevations, acorns to thicken stews, piñon nuts, choke cherries, and other foods.




  On this late July morning in 1846, Chacon strode through the camp. Tall, lean, and darkly tan, his deerskin shirt with long dangling fringes at shoulder and sleeve was richly adorned in lazy-stitch beadwork, creating large patterns in sky blue with white background and red ornamentation. At his throat a fringed triangle painted yellow covered the neck opening of his shirt and identified him as Jicarilla. Close-fitting leggings decorated with more beading covered him below, and his long, cotton breechclout reached to his ankles.4 The beadwork identified him as a man of wealth and power with industrious wives. In the camp, twelve white canvas tepees faced east toward the sunrise. Almost as soon as it became available, the Jicarilla began using canvas and cotton clothing. Between them on the narrow spur were pine trees and junipers as well as brush ramadas (shelters) erected by the women to provide them space out of the sun to work and cook. He gazed down the steep canyon wall into the ravine below. It was good. An enemy would have a hard time attacking this camp. Such a one would have to crawl on hands and knees while gasping for the thin alpine air. He glanced off in the direction of the setting sun and saw the glint off the water of the river the Nakaiyeh called Rio Grande del Norte near a village they called Cieneguilla.
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    Apache tepee with young ladies dressed for the Sunrise or Keesda Ceremony COURTESY PALACE OF THE GOVERNORS PHOTO ARCHIVES (NMHM/DCA), 2076, PHOTOGRAPHER T. HARMON PARKHURST


  




  As he walked through the village that morning, Chacon took in a deep breath of the pine-scented air and looked around again at his industrious people. Many of the women were busy making pots. They gathered clay nearby from sources that were family secrets, dried it, and pounded it to powder. They gathered mica and used stones to grind it fine and then mixed this temper with the clay and water, and when the clay was right, they formed it into pots. These they fired into black utility vessels with pleasing shapes that sparkled in the sunlight. The pots were trade items desired by the Nakaiyeh who were poor in metals and so had few pots for cooking.5




  Women also worked at tanning the hides of deer and buffalo while others stripped willow bark with their teeth and wove it into baskets. These were excellent bas kets, tightly woven, and beautifully adorned. The women closed their rims with a herringbone weave unknown to other Apache. A tiny path in the pattern reaching from center to rim might be seen as a flaw, though it was intentional and allowed the weaver’s spirit to escape.6 The chief reflected on this. It was a common theme in the Jicarilla understanding of the universe. A man should die in the open lest his spirit be trapped. After death, his name should not be spoken. The things he loved should follow him into a hastily prepared grave—his blanket, his robe and clothing, his weapons, and even his horse. These were all things that might call a spirit back from the other world and trap it on this side. Chacon picked up a basket adorned with stars and terraced diamonds. It was good.
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    Jicarilla baskets, tightly woven and strong, were in demand as trade items. Jicarilla artist unknown, ca. 1960. AUTHOR PHOTO


  




  A warning from his lookouts made Chacon aware of the riders even as they entered Picuris Canyon.7 Even at a distance, those approaching had already been identified as Jicarilla. They would ride up the canyon and over the saddle two miles distant into Ojo Caliente Canyon under observation from Chacon’s pickets the whole way.8 At midmorning the riders entered the camp and turned their ponies over to the boys of the village who would care for their steeds. The new arrivals laden with “gifts” were soon surrounded by their wives and the maidens of the camp. The leader strode up to Chacon and the two sat in front of his tepee.




  The new arrival was known as Vicenti, a Spanish name, although he had a Jicarilla name known only to his intimates. Long association with Mexicans provided most Jicarilla with a Spanish name and the ability to speak Spanish. He presented Chacon with a fine knife.




  Meanwhile, the others distributed gifts of cloth, beads, and mirrors, keeping for themselves bars of lead and barrel hoops.9




  Vicenti explained to Chacon that near Point of Rocks10 he had seen a train of only six wagons led by Nakaiyeh, Mexicans. This confused him. Usually there were many more Mangani than Nakaiyeh. Intrigued, Vicenti and his handful of warriors had stopped the wagon train and demanded the “toll,” that is, gifts for crossing Jicarilla land in peace.11 He learned from the Mexicans that there was a great Mangani army with many hundreds of warriors gathering at Bent’s Fort on the Arkansas River.




  This worried Vicenti as he knew the Mangani to be very powerful fighters. Unlike the Mexicans who often had only bows and lances, the Americans all seemed to have rifles and revolvers. Poorly armed, the Mexicans tended to run from a fight where the Americans stood fast. Chacon and Vicenti recalled the fight with Don Santiago Kirker six years before.12




  The Jicarilla were an independent-minded people living in small, scattered groups, and Vicenti’s approach to Chacon amounted to a very polite request for a judgment from the chief about how they should respond to this new threat. The chief was respected for his wisdom and his orders were obeyed by consent. If one did not think the chief wise, he attached himself to another. In war, if one accepted an invitation to join a war party, one agreed to accept the orders of the leader. But no one had to accept the invitation. This led to Jicarilla being very polite and careful of one another’s feelings. Jicarilla parents even treated their children with great deference.




  The two leaders recalled what they had heard about what Kirker had done to Mescalero and Chiricahua Apache and agreed that the Americans were indeed dangerous, but fortunately not all were like Kirker. Gradually, these two and then the other chiefs of the tribe came to an understanding. They would not take sides. The Jicarilla would not interfere in a fight between Mexicans and Americans. If the Mexicans won, they would be so weakened that the Jicarilla would dominate them. If the Americans won, they were rich and good trading partners. The young man departed, satisfied that he had been heard and his opinion considered. Chacon would speak with Huero Mundo and other leaders and the Jicarilla would arrive at consensus. All would have to agree. Anything else would split the tribe.




  It was 1846, and that summer life changed profoundly for the Jicarilla. The invaders waiting at Bent’s Fort came south into Mexico.




  
Chapter 3




  On July 31, 1846, General Stephen Watts Kearny crossed the Arkansas River near Bent’s Old Fort at the head of the Army of the West en route to Santa Fe. The army consisted of five companies of the 1st Regiment of United States Dragoons, two companies of artillery, and two of infantry, as well as the 1st Regiment of Missouri Mounted Volunteers under Colonel Alexander Doniphan. Somewhere behind them came Colonel Sterling Price and the 2nd Regiment of Missouri Mounted Volunteers.




  Kearny had sent merchant James Magoffin and Captain Philip St. George Cooke ahead of the Army to negotiate with Governor Manuel Armijo, who had arrayed his two hundred professional soldiers and eighteen hundred or so hastily raised militia armed with bows and arrows at Apache Pass, the last obstacle on the trail before Santa Fe to block the arrival of the Army in the city. Kearny’s wagons and cannon came slowly down the trail and over Raton Pass as he waited for word from his emissaries. On the fifteenth of August, Kearny received word from a captured Mexican lieutenant and four lancers that six hundred Mexicans awaited him in a gorge near Las Vegas, New Mexico. The dragoons and Lieutenant William Emory of the Topographical Engineers relished the coming combat, but were disappointed finding no one waiting for them at the gorge. General Kearny sent word to Governor/General Armijo by way of the released lancers: “Say to General Armijo, I shall soon meet him, and I hope it will be as friends.”1




  In Las Vegas, Kearny, who had just been informed that he had been promoted to general, climbed to a flat roof by the plaza.2 From that height, he announced to the assembled Mexicans that they were now American citizens and that he would protect them from Apaches and Navajos and other wild Indians. The United States was still at war with Mexico. General Kearny had no legal authority to make these people US citizens, nor did he have authority to organize the Territory of New Mexico and appoint Charles Bent as governor. He was however following the intent of his commander in chief, President James Polk.
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    General Stephan Watts Kearny in 1846 made the first “treaty” of peace between the United States and Jicarilla. Ca. 1850. COURTESY PALACE OF THE GOVERNORS PHOTO ARCHIVES (NMHM/DCA), 9939


  




  At about the same time, Governor Armijo looked at his ragtag army dug in at Apache Pass, and pronounced, “This will never do.” He promptly dismissed them, sending the militia home while the professional soldiers followed him as he headed for Chihuahua.




  On August 19, General Kearny marched into Santa Fe unopposed. The Missouri Volunteers were surprised at the adobe city. To them it had been a sort of Emerald City that delivered immense wealth to Independence, Missouri, in the form of coins, gold, silver, and mules. Looking at the windowless flat-roofed, single-story dwellings, and the dusty unpaved street, the disappointed Missourians named it “Mud Town.” Kearny declared New Mexico part of the United States and subject to its civil laws.3 Rio Grande blankets made at Chimayo and mules imported over the Old Spanish Trail from California were all New Mexico had to offer. Poor farmers and shepherds inhabited the Rio Arriba, the land north of Santa Fe. The Rio Abajo, south of the capital, was only slightly better off. Its ricos controlled peons who tended their sheep and farms. The real wealth flowed up from deep in Mexico from rich gold and silver mines whose owners wanted American goods without paying the high tariffs charged by the government at Mexican ports. Santa Fe was a remote, barely regulated backdoor to Mexican silver, which flowed up the Camino Real.4




  General Kearny organized a government, appointing Charles Bent governor, and having Colonel Doniphan, a lawyer in civilian life, draft a constitution and laws, known as the Kearny Codes. Kearny made some attempt to win over the people of New Mexico. He had not defeated them in battle, and Armijo had clearly failed them as a leader. Kearny and his officers attended Catholic mass to reassure the people that the US government would not interfere with the practice of their religion, and there were gala celebrations and fandangos in Kearny’s honor. Unrest was brewing, however, as it became clear that the New Mexican ricos, the old ruling class, would not be included in the new government. The people feared for their rights and traditions, and the unruly behavior of the Missouri Volunteers gave substance to their discontent.




  Lieutenant William Emory went to work building Fort Marcy—its guns aimed at the plaza—on a hill north of the city. Meanwhile, the general set out to keep his promise of protecting the citizenry from the “wild Indians” by visiting several tribes and telling them of his conditions for continued peace. On September 23, 1846, General Kearny met at Abiquiu with a chief of the Jicarillas, probably Chacon. In a long speech he promised the Jicarilla aid and protection if they would settle down to a life of farming and if they committed no depredations. According to a soldier who was present, Chief Chacon responded:




  

    Father, you give good advice for me and my people; but I am old and unable to work, and my tribe are unaccustomed to cultivating the soil for subsistence. The Apaches are poor; they have no clothes to protect them from the cold, and the game is fast disappearing from their hunting grounds. You must, therefore, if you wish us to be peaceable, speak a good word to the Comanches, the Yutas, the Navajos, and the Arapahoes, our enemies, that they will allow us to kill buffalo on the great plains. You are rich—you have a great nation to feed and clothe you—I am poor, and have to crawl on my belly, like a cat, to shoot deer and buffalo for my people. I am not a bad man; I do not rob and steal; I speak truth. The Great Spirit gave me an honest heart and a straight tongue. I have not two tongues that I should speak forked.




    My skin is red, my head sunburnt, my eyes are dim with age, and I am a poor Indian, a dog, yet I am not guilty. There is no guilt there [putting his hand on his breast] no! I can look you in the face like a man. In the morning of my days my muscles were strong; my arm was stout; my eye was bright; my mind was clear; but now I am weak, shriveled up with age, yet my heart is big, my tongue is straight. I will take your counsel because I am weak and you are strong.5


  




  General Kearny distributed some blankets, butcher knives, beads, mirrors, and other presents for their squaws, and the Jicarilla departed under the promise that they would be good and faithful citizens of the United States.




  When messengers reported that Colonel Sterling Price was on the trail nearing Santa Fe with the 2nd Missouri Mounted Volunteer Regiment, General Kearny prepared to depart on the conquest of California. On September 26, General Kearny with five dragoon companies and Emory’s Topographical Engineers departed Santa Fe and headed south along the Rio Grande to find a route to California. Kearny left behind Doniphan and his Missouri Volunteers with instructions to await the arrival of Colonel Sterling Price before departing to the south to link up with American forces coming from Texas.




  In December 1846, a group of disappointed ricos in Santa Fe ineffectively plotted a coup. Bent’s government got word and foiled their efforts. In January 1847, Governor Bent heard rumors of unrest in the north. Bent believed that he knew the people and that they were sympathetic to him—after all he was married into an important family at Taos. His spouse, Maria Ignacia Jaramillo, daughter of Don Francisco and Apolonia Vigil Jaramillo, was elder sister to Kit Carson’s wife. The Jaramillos and Vigils were two of the most important and respected families in the Rio Arriba. Only the Martínez family was more powerful. In Taos, Padre Antonio José Martínez preached against the Americans and the danger they posed to the people’s religion and customs. According to the priest the Bent brothers sold whiskey to the Jicarilla in exchange for livestock stolen from Mexicans. Governor Bent prepared to head north to the scene of pending insurrection. He declined an escort. Friends had told him to remove his family to Santa Fe at once. He responded:




  

    Why should they want to kill me or my family?. . . Have I not been their friend? Have I not supplied them with medicines when they were ill, with food when they were hungry, with clothing when they needed it. . . . Have no fears for me. I will depart with my family in good time.6


  




  In Taos, the sheriff arrested a Mexican agitator for sowing unrest along with two Taos Pueblo tribal members held on petty charges. Representatives came to Santa Fe to see Bent, asking that the governor have them released. Bent replied, as he should under American law, that he, as governor, had no authority to release the accused until a court of law tried the men’s cases. The people of Taos took this refusal as, in essence, a guilty verdict. Under Mexican law both the alcalde and the governor combined executive, military, and judicial powers. Thus as a governor under Mexican law, Bent would have had the authority to grant an appeal even before the trial. It was the duty of a Mexican governor or alcalde to set matters to rights, to achieve justice and tranquility. The Mexican officers did not necessarily have a duty to follow the letter of the law.




  The day before Charles Bent arrived, the people of Taos, both Native American led by Tomasito Romero from the Pueblo and Hispanos led by Pablo Montoya, demanded the release of the sheriff’s prisoners. David Clary described the mob as “downtrodden people seeth[ing] with resentment at the obnoxious behavior of the occupation troops and at the loss of the society they had always known.”7 The mob, fueled by whiskey and wild talk, attacked the prefect and sheriff. They hacked Prefect Cornelio Vigil to pieces and slew Sheriff Stephen Lee. “U.S. Circuit Attorney James Leal was stripped and tortured for hours in broad daylight, and then thrown, blinded but still breathing into a ditch where he was eaten by hogs.” Among those slain were Narciso Beaubien and Pablo Jaramillo.8 Jaramillo was an in-law to both Kit Carson and Governor Bent.




  Catholic priests, among them Padre Antonio José Martínez, who had trained in seminary nineteen of the twenty-three priests then in New Mexico and who was probably the leader of the Penitente secret society, preached against the abuses of the Americans, insults and physical assaults by the troops, the selling of whiskey to cimarrones, that is, wild Indians, and the implied threat to the people’s Catholicism. When the drunken mob went wild it was Padre Martínez who, at great personal risk, hid Americans and their allies in his home.




  That January, Kit Carson was not in Taos. At Socorro in October 1846, General Kearny had pressed the scout into service to guide the Army of the West to California. Carson, hoping for a brief visit with family in Taos, had been en route to Washington with dispatches from John Charles Frémont announcing that California was in American hands. Carson blamed himself for not being home to protect his family and brother-in-law, Bent, when the revolt broke out. He, like Bent, felt he could have prevented it. Throughout the rest of his life, Kit Carson would blame the priest for inspiring the revolt. It is not at all clear that the padre had revolt in mind and certainly not the drunken, mad, murderous shambles that haunted the streets of Taos.




  Governor Bent headed north from Santa Fe, arriving in Taos on January 18, 1847. In the early morning of January 19, the horde pounded on his door. “We Want Your Head, Gringo,” the mob cried through the closed door of Governor Bent’s home as he dug through the adobe wall into the house next door and evacuated his family. The mob of drunken Mexicans and Pueblo Indians took him, and while he was still alive, removed his scalp, pulling a bowstring across his head.




  The Taos Rebellion lacked coordination, planning, and the assistance of the old ruling families. Warren Beck wrote:




  

    Most writers of New Mexico history contend that the Taos uprising was an outgrowth of the earlier plot at Santa Fe and was carefully planned in advance. Evidence to substantiate this point of view is lacking, and Bancroft is probably correct when he states that “it does not clearly appear that the Taos outbreak had been definitely planned in advance.” More than likely, the outbreak at Taos resulted when the ignorant natives listened to the exaggerated charges of Pablo Montoya. . .9


  




  On January 20, 1847, news of the revolt and the death of Charles Bent reached Santa Fe. Believing a force of rebels was approaching the City of the Holy Faith from the Rio Arriba, companies D, K, L, M, and N of the 2nd Regiment of Missouri Volunteers, a company of 1st Dragoons under Captain John Burgwin, and a company of hastily assembled volunteers, many of them mountain men, under Captain Ceran St. Vrain, Bent’s old partner, gathered and the force of 479 men started north along the River Road to Taos.




  On the 24th, about 20 miles north of Santa Fe, at Santa Cruz de la Cañada, a crossroads, the army halted where the road to Taos divided into the River Road, running west to the Rio Grande at Santa Clara Pueblo, and the Mountain Road ran east into the mountains to Chimayo, Truchas, and Trampas. As St. Vrain’s scouts descended from Santa Fe through a desert of sand and stone and peered over the canyon rim into the valley of the Santa Cruz River, they detected the rebels in considerable force around the plaza and entrenched in the hills behind blocking both branches of the highway.10 In summer, the region would have been lush and green with irrigated fields and large, shading cottonwood trees. In mid-winter the trees’ skeletal limbs were veiled in a haze of pinyon smoke from cooking and heating fires.




  The village of La Cañada, with its plaza, church, and large, flat-roofed houses on either side of the road, stood atop the river terrace, twenty feet above the valley floor. Behind it to the east only a few yards distant were barren hills of sand and stone dominating the River Road, and atop those hills more than a thousand New Mexicans stood ready to oppose the little American army. Atop the houses of the town, St. Vrain could see Chimayosos distinguished by their braided ponytails. Many held guns.




  Colonel Price brought up his cannon and bombarded the town, but with little effect. A Missouri battalion charged in order to dislodge the enemy out of one of the large houses from which a “warm fire” was coming. With the rebels removed from the house, the entire force went forward into the plaza. Behind the town, the army continued the charge up the hill while Captain St. Vrain came in from the flank in order to cut the enemy off. Beyond the town, there was brisk fighting in a walled apple orchard, but in a few minutes Colonel Price’s force drove off the rebel force, determined to be about fifteen hundred strong. Price’s force took possession of the town for the night. In all, the army suffered the loss of two killed and four wounded while the rebels lost thirty-six killed.11




  The next day, the 25th of January, about four hundred rebels showed themselves on a distant hill and Price went in pursuit north along the River Road. He moved slowly northward through a hostile countryside, scouting possible enemy positions. On the 28th, the army found the enemy in the gorge of the Rio Grande del Norte near La Joya. The steep-sided mesa was topped with a one-hundred-foot-thick layer of black volcanic rock chunks, some of which had broken loose and tumbled down the slope providing excellent cover and concealment. Colonel Price looked north along the River Road. Arroyo Ocale separated La Mesita from the high ridge on his right. The Rio ran around the mesa on the west but steep cliffs manned by sixty or eighty of the enemy barred that path. It seemed the army would have to follow the road. Colonel Price sent Captain Burgwin and his company to locate a way to bypass the “mob” holding the hillside.




  Working his way up the slope to the right, Burgwin discovered seven hundred of the enemy posted on both sides of the mountain, “just where the gorge becomes so contracted as scarcely to admit the passage of three men marching abreast.”12 The road was blocked. Captain St. Vrain dismounted his men and started up the steep slope on the left. Flankers went out on the right and left ascending the slopes. Fire erupted from the enemy, but they retired at the approach of Colonel Price’s men. Captain Burgwin and the 1st Dragoons broke through the defile, spread out, and captured the town of Embudo. One man was killed and one severely wounded, while the enemy had twenty killed and about sixty wounded. Colonel Price’s command continued up the valley from Embudo toward Trampas on the south side of the Embudo Mountains.13 They would descend on Taos from the mountains to the east.14




  On February 3, Price’s men marched through Don Fernando de Taos continuing north to the Pueblo village.15 The village consisted of two large, then the largest in North America, apartment blocks five stories high separated by the Taos River. Roughly midway between them on the west was the San Geronimo Church. The rebels took shelter in all three buildings making the central plaza a “kill zone” with interlocking fields of fire.




  Colonel Price considered his situation. The church, surrounded by a low wall and graveyard, would have to be taken first, but the approach would be difficult. The rebels could engage his men as they neared the church from that point and both apartment blocks. To the north, south, and west of the church they would be caught in the crossfire. Price called up his artillery intending to flatten the buildings from a safe distance. The colonel would soon learn that artillery had little effect on adobe.16 The guns fired on the church for two and a half hours until night fell and they ran low on ammunition.17




  On the 4th, Colonel Price stationed Captain St. Vrain and his mounted volunteer mountain men along with Captain Slack and his men on the eastern side of the pueblo to block any escape by the rebel forces. Price stationed Captain Burgwin and the 1st Dragoons 260 yards west of the church. He then brought up the artillery, intending this time to breech the walls of the adobe buildings. After the battle he wrote: “Lieutenant Dyer established himself with the 6-pounder and two howitzers [300 yards north of the church], while Lieutenant Hassandaubel, of Major Clark’s battalion of light artillery, remained with Captain Burgwin, in command of two howitzers. By this arrangement a cross-fire was obtained, sweeping the front and eastern flank of the church.”18 To Colonel Price’s disgust the artillery passed half the day pounding the buildings without achieving a significant breech, nothing his troops could assault. Even though there was no opening as yet, he sent Captain Burgwin and his men and Captain McMillen and his soldiers to try the walls of the San Geronimo Church from the west. Captains Angney and Barber of Price’s regiment were told to approach the building from the north.




  Burgwin’s men established themselves under the surrounding wall of the church gaining some cover and covering fire. Through the acrid, eye-tearing smoke of gunfire, stinking of brimstone, the breath of Hell, the captain shouted to his men to bring up the ladders they had made and the axes. They would try chopping through the adobe walls and lighting the roof structure on fire. They had little success, although the roof began to smolder. Burgwin then ordered his men around to the front doors of the church, although this exposed them to more enemy fire from the plaza. Moments later while chopping at the doors, the captain fell gravely wounded. He would die three days later.




  Using heavy axes, some of the soldiers had managed to cut small holes through the eastern wall. The men ignited the fuses of artillery shells and, using them like hand grenades, pushed them through the openings doing great execution inside the church. The six-pounder cannon was brought up close and fired at one of the openings until it was a “practicable breach,” a space large enough for one or two men to pass through at one time, and then a shell was tossed in followed by the cannon firing three rounds of grape through the hole.




  Price’s force took possession of the church. The enemy retreated to the eastern apartment building. The men under Slack and St. Vrain drove fifty-one of the rebels from the five-story pueblo. In the open about 150 of the enemy were slain.19 Price’s loss was seven killed and forty-five wounded. The army captured many of the ringleaders, who were subsequently tried for murder and treason.




  The American invaders appointed French-Canadian trader and naturalized Mexican citizen Carlos Beaubien as a judge. Beaubien had lost his son Narciso to the rebels. The drunken mob of rebels had murdered the young man in Taos plaza during the initial orgy of violence. He now presided over their trials. Lewis Garrard was witness to at least one of the trials.




  

    After an absence of a few minutes, the jury returned with a verdict of “guilty in the first degree”—five for murder, one for treason. Treason, indeed! What did the poor devil know about his new allegiance? But so it was; and, as the jail was overstocked with others awaiting trial, it was deemed expedient to hasten the execution, and the culprits were sentenced to be hung on the following Friday—hangman’s day. When the concluding words “muerto, muerto, muerto”—“dead, dead, dead”—were pronounced by Judge Beaubien in his solemn and impressive manner, the painful stillness that reigned in the courtroom and the subdued grief manifested by a few bystanders were noticed not without an inward sympathy. . .




    Court was in daily session; five more Indians and four Mexicans were sentenced to be hung on the 30th April. . . .20


  




  Altogether the court tried fifteen of the prisoners, who when found guilty of murder or treason were hanged. The charge of treason is problematic. The court based it on General Kearny without authority making the people of New Mexico US citizens.




  [image: image]




  

    Judge Charles “Carlos” H. Trotier de Sieur Beaubien who often reported that the Jicarilla would soon join with Mexican rebels. He was the father-inlaw of Lucien Maxwell. COURTESY PALACE OF THE GOVERNORS PHOTO ARCHIVES (NMHM/DCA), 8799, PHOTOGRAPHER NICHOLS & HOWARD


  




  At Mora, at the eastern end of the pass from Taos across the Sangre de Cristo to the plains, there was a brief rising. Missouri Volunteers quickly suppressed it. As recent writers have noted, “[T]he rebellion continued throughout the territory, with numerous bloody raids, skirmishes, and executions until July of 1847.”21 Relations between Missourians and New Mexicans were not good. Although General Kearny had pronounced the people living in New Mexico as American citizens, it wasn’t legally so until the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo was ratified in the spring of 1848. Americans—that is, mountain men, Santa Fe traders, US dragoons, and Missouri Volunteers—continued to refer to the vecinos (New Mexico residents) as Mexicans.




  The risings had lasting effects for all of the residents of New Mexico. Since the Taos Pueblo were Indians who had risen as rebels, there was real fear on the part of the Americans that other Pueblos and the tribes of Navajos, Utes, and Jicarilla Apaches who surrounded New Mexico might join them in a future revolt. Judge Carlos Beaubien had connections throughout the Rio Arriba. In the years that followed, he repeatedly reported that he heard of surreptitious meetings and of rebellious talk. He told of whispers that Mexicans were approaching the cimarrones, the wild and nomadic tribes, for their assistance in revolt. The military would dismiss his claims, although it was probably true that rebellious Mexicans approached tribes like the Jicarilla who were not interested in joining such a revolt. Regardless of the veracity of the rumors, however, the fear was real. In 1847, New Mexico settled into an uneasy peace.




  
Chapter 4




  Having conquered New Mexico in the summer of 1846, General Kearny was ready for the next task of the Army of the West. The Mexican-American War was still raging. General Zachary Taylor was fighting in Mexico. In October 1846, General Kearny departed from Santa Fe to conquer California, leaving, as he thought, Governor Bent and Colonel Price well in control, unaware that an uprising was brewing in Taos. Along the way to California, he would meet Kit Carson returning with news that Mexico’s west coast state was already in American hands. He would then press Carson into service as a guide. On the journey ahead, Carson would forge friendships that would affect subsequent events in New Mexico.




  On October 6, 1846, Kearny and Carson met south of Socorro on the Rio Grande. Lieutenant Carson, commissioned by John Charles Frémont, brought word that Frémont had already conquered California. Kearny’s guides, among them Antoine Leroux, Pauline Weaver, and Carson’s old friend, Tom Fitzpatrick, were unfamiliar with the trail ahead.1, 2 There was as yet no established road. The general directed Weaver and Leroux to head back to Santa Fe and meet Colonel Philip St. George Cooke and his battalion of road builders.3 Kit Carson was deeply troubled by his new orders. He had made a promise to his friend Frémont to carry the dispatches all the way to Washington. That night he prepared to desert in order to carry on with his original instructions, but Tom Fitzpatrick talked him out of it. Carson later said:




  

    [A]nd then, as Mr. Fitzpatrick was going on with the despatches, and General Kearny seemed to be such a good friend of the colonel’s [Frémont], I let him take me back; and I guided him through, but with great hesitation, and had prepared everything to escape in the night before they started and made known my intention to Maxwell, who urged me not to do so.4




    More than twenty times on the road, General Kearny told me about his being a friend of Colonel Benton and Colonel Fremont and all their family, and that he intended to make Colonel Fremont the governor of California, and all this of his own accord, as we were travelling along or in camp, and without my asking him a word about it.




    This statement I make at the request of Senator Benton, but had much rather be examined in a court of justice, face to face with General Kearny, and there tell at once all that I know about General Kearny’s battles and conduct in California.5


  




  The road ahead was dry and rough without much grazing for livestock, Carson told the general. They’d be in and out of the canyons of the Gila River. It was pack mule country and no place for wagons. Carson became the guide. Of the three hundred dragoons accompanying General Kearny, he sent two hundred back to Santa Fe along with the wagons. Two heavy howitzers were the only wheeled vehicles continuing on to California. Lieutenant John Davidson was in charge of them.6 Wheels made in higher humidity in the East and Midwest dry and shrink in the arid Southwest. Wheels dependent on tight-fitting wooden parts and bound together by an iron tire become loose and fall apart. Cannon are heavy. Riding on narrow wagon wheels they sink deeply into mud and sand and become difficult to move. Horses pulling them tire rapidly. Worst of all the weight bouncing over stones and ruts breaks axles and spokes. Every day the cannon lagged far behind coming into camp in the late evening and then required repairs.




  Kit Carson never warmed to General Kearny, but shared hardships and difficult times—thirst, weary limbs from climbs in and out of canyons, hunger, crossing the Gila as many as nine times a day through frigid water, the journey across the Gila Trail and the Battle of San Pasqual—bonded the others together. Davidson suffered some of the hardest, most backbreaking labor, and Davidson and Carson became friends during the journey. Kit Carson, a backwoodsman with little education, barely able to sign his own name, had a weakness. He was impressed with men of education who came from the wealthy and powerful families of the United States. He was doubly impressed when they warmed to him and treated him as an equal and as a man with important wilderness skills that they lacked.




  General Kearny with one hundred men and only a few pack mules to carry supplies left the Rio Grande and crossed the Black Range to the Santa Rita del Cobre abandoned copper mines. The Apache had driven the Mexican miners away. There they met with Mangas Coloradas, chief of the Bedonkohe Chiricahua.7 Learning that Kearny intended to fight the Mexicans, he volunteered the friendship of his people to the general, offering to have his people help kill the people of Mexico. Kit Carson with a twinkle in his eye told Lieutenant Emory he wouldn’t place much faith in Mangas Coloradas’s exaggerated promises of friendship.




  Not the least of the Gila Trail’s challenges was starvation for man and especially for beast. Grazing was poor to nonexistent. Horses and mules suffered and lost weight until their backbones stuck up and saddles settled down on them until they created open sores. The cannon moved slowly at best and broke axles and spokes almost daily. Lieutenant Davidson arrived in camp late each night, well after sunset and then began repairs, only to rise again long before daylight to begin the new day. On October 21, after two weeks of Carson leading the army through mountain and canyon, Dr. Griffin wrote, “The howitzers have not come up yet, and it is now 8 P.M.—poor Davidson, he has a sweet time of it.”8 Lieutenant Emory noted that every time the guns left the Gila River bottoms, “nearly every part of their running gear [had] broken down and [been] replaced.”9 Finally, the Army of the West emerged into the low desert. “[N]o one observing our cavalry at this moment would form notions favorable to the success of the expedition.”10




  In the desert, they found water in the Gila River, level going, and succor among the Pima Indians who farmed along the river. The Indians fed them and provided grazing for their stock, but warned them of what lay ahead on the way to California. From the villages of the Maricopa, allies of the Pima, they had to make a choice. They would either go hundreds of miles out of their way following the Great Bend of the Gila River or cut across forty miles of waterless desert. After that they would join the river again only to confront the black, broken lava beds of the Sentinel Plain. Water and grazing would be scarce for another 150 miles until they reached the junction of the Gila and Colorado Rivers.




  They cut across the Forty Mile Desert and rejoining the Gila River continued on to near its junction with the Colorado. Their food was nearly gone and their stock worn out. Grass was scant. Their tired animals scarcely had the strength to continue the journey. The riding stock of the Army of the West was becoming unusable. Even General Kearny had to switch to riding a mule. He dismounted half of his troops and assigned the riding mules to pack service.




  Approaching the Colorado they detected a large camp across the river. They feared it might be one thousand soldiers come from Mexico to retake California. Kearny sent Lieutenant Emory, who had earned the general’s respect, with fifteen men to scout the Mexican position. The lieutenant discovered that it was a party of California vaqueros taking horses to the Mexican army in Sonora. Emory confiscated most of the herd, denying their use to the enemy, but soon learned that the horses were wild and not adapted for immediate service.
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