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Lipan man with hair-pipe breastplate (1852).
Friedrich Richard Petri, Center for American History, UT-Austin, di_04093.
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AS THE SOLDIERS AND CITIZENS of the presidio San Antonio de Béxar and the nearby villa of San Fernando de Valero celebrated New Year’s Day, 1733, an exhausted Texas governor Don Juan Antonio Bustillo y Ceballos recuperated from his recent six-week campaign against bands of hostile Indians (indios bárbaros). For months, small bands of mounted warriors had been stealing his soldiers’ horses, frightening settlers, and attacking the slow-moving mule trains that trudged back and forth between San Antonio and northern Coahuila, carrying supplies and messages to the lonesome and isolated inhabitants of New Spain’s northern frontier. The threat that these raiders posed to His Majesty’s ambitious plans to extend Spain’s reach beyond the Rio Grande had prompted Bustillo to assemble a force of over two hundred soldiers and friendly Indian auxiliaries to track them to their rancherías located far to the north on the San Sabá and San Gabriel rivers. The Indian raiders, whom the Spaniards identified as “Apaches, Lipans, Ysandis, and Chentis,” had given Bustillo’s army a tough fight before dispersing in the face of musket and cannon fire, and the governor—a veteran Indian fighter—felt fortunate that Spanish casualties had been light. Besides recapturing several hundred horses, the Spaniards brought back thirty Apache prisoners, all women and children, with whom Bustillo hoped to leverage his demands that the Indians cease their hostilities. On January 4, the governor sent two of the women home, bearing invitations for their chiefs to visit San Antonio to discuss peace. Three tense weeks passed before the Spaniards saw smoke in the distance, the signal that the Indians had arrived to parlay. A few days later, one of the women, escorted by three warriors, informed the governor that several chiefs were indeed interested in opening a new chapter in their relationship with the Spaniards. Remaining cautiously optimistic, Bustillo treated the four visitors as honored guests, and after a brief stay, they disappeared once again into the wilderness, promising to return within two moons.1


In a demonstration of friendship and goodwill, the Spaniards allowed small groups of Apache traders to enter and leave San Antonio with relative freedom while they awaited the arrival of the chiefs. The Indians brought piles of beautifully tanned bison and deer hides to exchange for tobacco, coffee, corn, sugar, and assorted trinkets. Toward the end of March, a group of four Apaches, having completed their business, made their way out of town accompanied by a three-soldier escort. Once they reached the outskirts of the settlement, however, a large contingent of Apache warriors rode up, surrounded the bewildered soldiers, and captured two of them. What the two men endured next at the hands of their captors must have been ghastly. Witnesses testified that they discovered the remains of the two Spaniards shortly after their abduction. The Apaches had pierced their bodies repeatedly with arrows and lances, and in some places stripped the flesh away from their bones. The gruesome incident sparked panic and despair in San Antonio, where only days earlier, settlers had clung to the hope that peace was at hand. Franciscan missionaries labored to restrain their Indian neophytes from fleeing into the wilderness for safety, while soldiers petitioned to have their families removed beyond the Rio Grande and out of harm’s way.2


The Apaches responsible for this atrocity were relative newcomers to south Texas, but the Europeans did not understand their precise identity and organization at the time. Within a decade, however, there probably was not a Spanish official in Texas unacquainted with these tenacious warriors, whose distant ancestors had inhabited the mountains and boreal forests of Alaska and northwestern Canada. Though few in number, and scattered in small, autonomous bands, the Apaches exerted an important influence on the development of the American Southwest. The easternmost group, the Lipan Apaches, made especially significant contributions in Texas—one might even say they played a lead role—during much of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the Lipans’ role changed, but they remained crucial players in the pageant of Texas history, right up to the twentieth century. One need only peruse the correspondence of soldiers, missionaries, and settlers on the south Texas frontier to grasp the terror, frustration, amazement, and admiration that most felt when it came to their dealings with the Lipans. During the Spaniards’ century-long tenure in Texas (from the first decade of the eighteenth century through the first decade of the nineteenth century), they considered the Lipans as the single greatest Indian threat to the development of New Spain’s northern frontier. During the remainder of the nineteenth century, frontier officials representing the interests of Mexico, Texas, and the United States also devoted considerable time, manpower, and treasure to address the “Lipan problem.” Oddly, except for Thomas Schilz’s brief history The Lipan Apaches of Texas, there have been no comprehensive studies undertaken of Lipan tribal history and culture.3


The fundamental aim of this book, consequently, is straightforward. I seek to provide a wide-ranging study of the Lipan Apaches that focuses on their history, culture, and their relationships with an astonishingly wide range of Indian and non-Indian peoples. The Lipans—like all Apaches—were an adaptable people, and significant cultural changes coincided with the various migrations and pressures that they faced throughout their history. Like any human community, the Lipans possessed qualities and characteristics that were admirable and praiseworthy, as well as some that were lamentable and troubling. I have tried to maintain a balanced approach, neither romanticizing the good nor excoriating the bad. In the process of this effort, I argue that the peoples that coalesced over time to become Lipan Apaches exercised a disproportionately strong influence in Texas for nearly four centuries—roughly from 1500 to 1900—particularly in the period stretching from 1600 to 1880.


In an attempt to provide as comprehensive a history as possible, I have marched (and at times stumbled) my way through a maze of fascinating, stimulating, but often contradictory scholarship that has accumulated over many years and from a variety of disciplines. Reconciling and synthesizing this scholarly bird’s nest of conflicting theories, hypotheses, and speculation has been a challenge. Providing something approaching a consensus view or a synthesis is particularly difficult given the wide disparity of viewpoints, while offering even a precursory historiographical summary is equally impractical due to the sheer volume of scholarship. Take, for example, the word “Lipan.” John Upton Terrell writes that “almost all names by which Plains Apache groups and bands are designated were initially given them by Spaniards and are either corruptions of Athapaskan words, Spanish idiom, or reflective of some Apache characteristic or custom.”4 Added to these Spanish names and corruptions are an even larger number of appellations that native peoples applied to the Lipan Apaches (including what the Lipans called themselves) and the Spanish corruptions of these names. Writing in the late nineteenth century, anthropologists Frederick W. Hodge and James Mooney maintained that the Lipans called themselves the Ná-izhan (meaning “ours” or “our kind”). Hodge argued that the name “Lipan” was probably based on the Spanish or Indian corruption of the Athapaskan appellation Ipa-n’de (“Ipa” being the personal name of a great warrior or chief, and “n’de” meaning “people”), while Mooney suggested that the word came from a Spanish corruption of a name belonging to some other tribe altogether.5 In the 1970s, Albert H. Schroeder concluded that the Lipans called themselves the Sejines, but were also known as Cipaynes, Chilipaines, and Canecy, the latter word a corruption of the Caddoan name for the Apaches.6 A generation later, Daniel Castro Romero Jr., the chairman of the Lipan Apache Band of Texas, Inc., declared that the word Lipan means “warriors of the mountains,” but that they called themselves the Tindi.7


Scholarly debate is even more voluminous and contradictory about a score of other pertinent issues: Where did the ancestral Lipan Apaches come from? Why and how did they end up in Texas? When did various unnamed bands of Southern Athapaskans and other Indian peoples coalesce and become “Lipans”? Which Indian groups (each possessing a plethora of Spanish and Indian names) should be included as Lipans? Should we classify the Lipan Apaches as Plains Indians? Southwest Indians? Both? Neither? Or something in between? Did the Spanish, Mexican, Texan, and American governments treat the Lipan Apaches as they did other Texas Indians, or did the Lipans constitute a “special case”? I have done my best to address each of these questions as thoroughly as the evidence allows, but my conclusions certainly will not be the last word.


Throughout the book, I have tried to keep the focus on the Lipan Apaches rather than on the Spanish, Mexican, Texan, and American officials on whose reports and correspondence I rely heavily. Each chapter begins with a story from Lipan Apache oral tradition that relates in one way or another to that particular era in Lipan history. A key theme that runs through practically every chapter is how the Lipans responded to the various crises and pressures that seemed to follow them wherever they went. Social scientists sometimes say that they can learn a lot about people by observing how they react under pressure and bear the strain and emotional weight of stress and adversity. I have attempted to apply this observation to the Lipans—particularly worthy “test subjects,” given that so much of their history in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries was stress-filled. Where useful and necessary, I have provided historical context, and have endeavored to keep explanations of peripheral issues brief. At times, the balance may seem to weigh too heavily on the side of policy concerns, and the Lipan voice becomes muted. This is certainly not to imply that the Lipans were passive spectators of events. Instead, it illuminates perhaps the historian’s greatest shortcoming in piecing together a tribal history when virtually all the written evidence comes from only one side of the equation. The best we can do to achieve any semblance of balance is to ask ourselves, “What might the Lipans have thought about this issue? How would they have responded given what we know about their culture and worldview? What do their responses tell us about them?” My answers to these critical questions, while based on extensive research, are at best educated guesses. I hope that they generate new inquiries and research into the history and culture of the Lipan Apaches and other “eastern Apache” groups, and that this study will provide a useful starting point for such pursuits.










INTRODUCTION
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LIPAN APACHE ORAL TRADITION indicates that Killer-of-Enemies—their primary deity and culture hero—was responsible for creating both the deer and the horse. At the beginning, Deer was lying down and Killer-of-Enemies lifted him up, but Deer just stood there. Killer-of-Enemies wanted the animal to walk, but the animal did not know just how to do it. So Killer-of-Enemies got the little whirlwinds to come, one from each direction. They entered the deer at four places. After that, Deer was able to walk. In the same way, Killer-of-Enemies created the horse. The whirlwinds came from four directions and entered the horse at four different points: one entered at the flank, one under the shoulder, and one at the hip on either side. Then the horse began to breathe and move when the winds came through it, though before it could not.1
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THE LIPAN APACHES and other Southern Athapaskans deemed wind and lightning as essential to the animation of all living creatures.2 Life began when wind and lightning entered the body, and ended when the lightning burned out and the wind abated. On a different level, wind and lightning are powerful metaphors for the Lipan Apaches as a people. Wind brings change and moves in response to various atmospheric pressures, while lightning is fast-moving and a source of breathtaking energy and power. The Lipans likewise moved in response to various pressures and brought important changes to the environment around them. Like lightning, they moved quickly and were capable of unleashing surprisingly potent bursts of energy to accomplish their objectives. Just as wind and lightning are powerful, unpredictable, uncontrollable, and potentially dangerous and destructive forces, so too were the Lipan Apaches—at least from the perspective of the Indian and non-Indian peoples that struggled with them for control over territory and resources. Ironically, the Lipans geared much of their social organization and religious expression toward overcoming, or at least controlling, the various seen and unseen forces and dangers that beset their world. A brief summary of Lipan material and social culture, therefore, is an appropriate starting point for students of Lipan Apache history.


By virtually all accounts, the Lipans were physically impressive. Men were tall and well proportioned and kept their faces free of hair—no beards or mustaches, and they even plucked their eyelashes and eyebrows. Warriors pierced their ears in as many as six to eight places and wore at least one earring in each ear made of shells, feathers, or small rodent skins. The left side of a Lipan man’s face was apparently his “good side,” since they cut their hair off even with their left ear while allowing the hair on their right side to grow long. Men usually folded and tied their hair with string so that it hung only to the shoulders, or they braided it and wrapped the ends in fur or buckskin. Some Lipans decorated their heads with white clay, leaves, trinkets, or tufts of feathers. They painted their faces and upper bodies, especially in preparation for battle, and etched tattoos into their skin with black and red clay pigments. Frederick Law Olmstead, who met the prominent Lipan chief Cuelgas de Castro in the mid-1850s, was no doubt astonished when the latter rode up on a mule. The chief was dressed in buckskin decorated with beadwork and wore a wreath of fresh oak leaves on his head. He had plucked his eyebrows and eyelashes, sported heavy brass rings in his ears, and had a vermillion streak painted across his face.3


Lipan women were generally shorter than their male counterparts and wore their hair long—either loose, or in a single braid down the back. They too painted their faces and perforated their ears, wearing various handcrafted earrings and necklaces of mountain-laurel beads or shells. A small bag of crushed mint attached to a necklace served as perfume. Contemporaries commented on the comeliness of Lipan women. José María Sánchez remarked in 1828 that Lipan maidens were “as a general rule, good-looking,” while Englishman William Bollaert commented that Lipan women were “noted for their prettiness and good figures.” On this account, he speculated, the Comanches “have often made war upon the Lipans so as to become possessors of their women.”4


The Lipans were excellent tanners, and their clothing was clean and well crafted. While manufactured primarily for utility, Lipan clothing also evinced a strong concern for aesthetics that allowed a degree of individualism and self-expression. The summer clothing of Lipan men consisted of a breechcloth, moccasins, and sometimes buckskin leggings or trousers. When dressed in a breechcloth, men might suspend pouches made of mountain-lion skin, powder horns, knives, or whistles from their waists. Women wore a two-piece dress of tanned deerskins. Sometimes the upper part was a complete doeskin with a hole cut in the center, which they wore like a poncho. For decorative purposes, women left the dewclaws on the legs, and the tail (with the hair still on) they allowed to hang down the back. More common, however, were deerskin blouses decorated with fringes, paint, shells, or beads. Elijah Hicks, a Cherokee delegate to a large gathering of Indians for treaty discussions in 1846, commented that Lipan women dressed in buckskin capes, petticoats, and bootees, all elegantly fringed and which “would be a rich dress anywhere.”5


The proto-Lipan Apaches of the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries inhabited the flat, grassy plains of the Texas Panhandle, where they hunted bison—massive herbivores whose flesh, bones, entrails, and hides provided practically all that was required for the band’s survival. The Lipans’ acquisition of the horse, which probably occurred sometime in the early-to-mid-seventeenth century, allowed them to expand their hunting range, and altered some of the communal hunting techniques that they had employed while on foot. Lipan warriors on horseback, seeking to acquire prestige, status, and respect in the eyes of their people, now had powerful incentives and new opportunities to conduct raids on their neighbors, expanding the potential size and reach of the battlefield so that no group’s geographic isolation could shield them from attack. Horses also came to represent wealth and stature among Plains Indian peoples, and individuals and groups judged one another by the size and quality of their horse herds. Horses permitted Lipan bands to move quicker and to take more of their belongings with them, but horses did not immediately end their use of dogs as beasts of burden. The French trader and explorer Bénard de La Harpe, who visited a Lipan Apache encampment between 1710 and 1720, noted that bands with horses still utilized dogs to transport robes and tipi poles. Rather than totally replacing traditional plains culture traits, therefore, the horse broadened and intensified those already in place, evolving to become the essential vehicle of transportation, medium of exchange, and regulator of economic values and social status for Plains Indian peoples.6
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Lipan girl with melon (circa 1853).
Lipans were renowned for their beautifully made clothing. The mother of this little girl would not allow her to pose for this watercolor until she donned the blue and white beaded belt. Friedrich Richard Petri, Center for American History, UT-Austin, di_04092.





Even after their acquisition of the horse, Lipan bands spent much of their time in pursuit of bison. Like other Plains hunters, the Lipans believed that huge herds of buffalo and other game animals originated in a “country” under the ground or inside mountains, and that every spring they swarmed up out of great cave-like openings in the earth that were located somewhere in the “Llano Estacado” of Texas. In general, bison herds drifted south to winter in the canyon bottoms of the south Texas Panhandle, so the Lipans may actually have, on occasion, witnessed them emerging up onto the plains in the spring. Nevertheless, the migratory patterns of bison herds were usually unpredictable and erratic, and experienced hunters understood that the timing of the previous year’s bison migration was no guarantee about the upcoming one. The Lipans were mindful of all this, and over the course of several generations, developed migration patterns of their own. In the spring, after the women had sown crops and gathered a variety of wild plants, nuts, and seeds, several bands joined in a large hunting expedition. They returned home in the summer to harvest their invariably meager crops, and in the fall set out again on another hunt to procure meat for the winter. During the eighteenth century, after the Comanches had displaced them as masters of the Panhandle Plains, the Lipans sought buffalo on the San Sabá and upper Colorado rivers in the Edwards Plateau region of central Texas. In the nineteenth century, however, the Lipans sought bison along the lower Nueces and Guadalupe rivers southeast of San Antonio, a region at the southernmost edge of the bison migration.7


While bison were the most important large-game animal to the Lipan Apaches, it was by no means their only source of meat. Deer and pronghorn antelope were also critical components of Lipan diets, and Lipan hunters employed an assortment of tricks and devices to harvest these fleet-footed animals. Masks, decoys, game calls, head nooses, and blinds were all common tools for hunters in pursuit of deer. When small groups of hunters stalked antelopes on the open plains, they used head masks and crept up as close to the herd as they could get. Should large numbers of mounted hunters be available, however, they employed the surround, which, if successful, could decimate an entire herd. Antelope hunting was apparently one of the few occasions where men allowed women to participate in the actual pursuit and killing of game (rabbit hunting being another exception). This may have been a result of practicality, as numbers were critical to the success of hunts that employed surrounds. A greater number of participants meant hunters could target a larger area, or that they could make the surround itself less permeable. Either way, more hunters enhanced the chances of success.8


Lipan hunters also sought bears and peccaries (javelinas or wild pigs), the latter of which were common across much of Texas. Hunters either shot these feisty creatures with bows and arrows or, if close enough, clubbed them over the back with big sticks. When large game was scarce, Lipan hunters turned to smaller animals such as rabbits, porcupines, quails, turkeys, doves, prairie dogs, squirrels, and rats. They took rabbits in surrounds, clubbing or shooting the bewildered animals as they sought to escape. Rodents were flooded out of their burrows, or pulled out of the ground via notched or forked sticks. The Lipans baited dead animals with horsehair snares to catch turkey vultures—not to eat, but to extract wing and tail feathers for arrows. They caught and ate turtles, tortoises, grasshoppers, river mussels, and, on occasion, fish—which they trapped in the shallows or shot with arrows.9


Lipan boys learned about hunting from early childhood. When a boy had attained proficiency with a bow and arrow and learned how to set traps and build blinds, he was ready for his first hunt. His grandfather usually accompanied the novice on this important venture, both to give instructions and to perform a ceremony over the boy’s first kill. Essential to the young hunter’s training was his recognition of, and adherence to, elaborate and complex rules regarding the compact that existed between hunters, and between man and animal. A successful hunter, for instance, shared his kill with comrades who had not been as fortunate. Hunters also took great care processing the animal’s carcass. The Lipans believed that deer, for example, withheld their favors from those who failed to treat their flesh and hides with conventional respect. With the wind as their messenger, deer were always aware of the position of the hunter and surrendered themselves only to those who showed due respect for the rules and observances of the hunt.10


There were certain animals that Lipans, for religious, cultural, or simply culinary reasons, refused to eat, although scholars disagree about precisely which animals should be included on the list of taboo foods. In a series of interviews conducted in 1940 with a seventy-five-year-old Lipan woman named Stella La Paz, anthropologist Edward W. Gifford recorded that wildcats (or bobcats), wolves, coyotes, eagles, hawks, and turkey vultures were animals that the Lipans would never eat. Frank Buckelew maintained that the Lipans despised ducks and other waterfowl as well. The Lipan Apaches, unlike some Plains peoples, were not dog eaters either—perhaps because of the canines’ greater utility as pack animals and family pets, or due to their close resemblance to wolves or coyotes. Scholars also disagree about whether Lipans ate horses. Most Plains Indian groups abhorred the idea of eating horseflesh, and as a result held the horse-eating Apaches in contempt. Anthropologist Andrée Sjoberg maintains that the Lipans were horse-eaters, but horse-meat was not a preferred or staple food. When bison were abundant, after all, the Lipans needed horses to conduct hunts and carry tipi poles and covers. Juan Antonio Padilla, a Spanish presidial commander who had firsthand experience with the Lipans, offers some clarification on the matter in his 1820 observation that the Lipans ate horsemeat, but only when they had to.11


By the mid-eighteenth century, the Lipans were probably becoming beef-eaters, either because they were disinclined to venture into enemy territory to hunt bison, or due to convenience. By the mid-nineteenth century, they were tending large herds of cattle that they had secured in raids on both Indian and non-Indian settlements, through natural increase, or through the capture of wild cattle. Possessing large herds of cattle (and horses) forced some Lipan bands to practice a form of pastoral nomadism, shifting their camps from place to place to seek better pasturage for their livestock. According to Frank Buckelew, the Lipans developed a unique method of securing meat when they needed it—what might be termed an informal “drive-in”! When the band needed meat, the warriors rode out and drove the herd into the village, where they singled out and slaughtered several head. Afterwards, they drove the herd back out to pasture. The women then began the arduous task of preparing the slaughtered animals. While the excitement, danger, and organization of these “drive-ins” certainly lagged behind the hunting of bison, the Lipans must have appreciated the efficiencies inherent in simply driving their food supply right to their very doorstep.12


Besides cooking and preparing meals, Lipan women contributed significant supplements to their families’ food supply. Some bands attempted planting corn on occasion, but beyond inserting the seeds into the ground, the Lipans did little in the way of preparing the soil, clearing away brush, weeding, or fertilizing. If the patch was near a stream or other water source (river bottoms were prime locations), and if time permitted, they might attempt to dig a crude irrigation ditch to water the crop. Nevertheless, their nomadic lifestyle and frequent relocations prohibited them from relying too heavily on farming, and only a few families bothered to try. As Stella La Paz explained, “The Jicarilla could farm because they stayed in one place. But the Lipan were different. They went all over. They never stayed in one place. They kept roaming around almost all the time and couldn’t stay around and take care of crops.” Lipan elder Antonio Apache concurred. The Lipans, he recalled, “used to go off and hunt, or gather other foods, or hunt the buffalo or the antelope, and then come back for the harvest. They had no means of keeping wild animals out of the corn. They did not care much about it. If nothing bothered [the corn patch] before they came back, they would have a little corn. But they didn’t depend on it.”13


The Lipans’ somewhat half-hearted efforts at farming may have developed as a defensive response against the repeated raids of their numerous enemies. Being tied down to a particular place to tend their crops provided their enemies with a critical advantage of launching surprise attacks, since they knew when and where their Lipan adversaries would be at certain times of the year.14 Frank Buckelew recollected how the Lipans with whom he was living in the 1860s had apparently forgotten how to farm. One day, some elderly Lipan women led him down to a river bottom and, after showing him a small bundle of seed corn, asked how large an area would be necessary to sow the corn. Buckelew paced off a small plot for them, and with their help, began clearing it of brush and debris. The women soon grew weary of the activity, however, and planted their corn in a much smaller patch. “I never saw our crop any more,” Buckelew later recalled, “as the tribe soon moved away.”15


While agriculture did not rank very high on the Lipans’ list of critical food resources, the gathering of wild plant foods most certainly did. While living in south and south-central Texas in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, Lipan mothers and daughters gathered a wide variety of edible plants, nuts, berries, and tubers that were rich in vitamins, starch, and carbohydrates, frequently tipping the balance between their families’ survival and starvation. Some of the plants carried the added benefit of possessing medicinal qualities that a skilled practitioner could harness to treat a wide range of maladies. Among the most important wild plants that Lipan women harvested were the sotol (Dasylirion wheeleri) and various types of cacti and agaves. The sotol (or Desert Spoon) was in some respects the “bison” of the plant world for the Lipans. Consisting of hundreds of three-foot-long green ribbons emanating from a central core (or bulb), the plants resemble a bright green porcupine. In early summer, the sotol plant produces a long, slender flower stalk that can grow up to twelve feet high, making it a simple matter to find them. Akin to the buffalo, the Lipans used virtually every part of the plant. The stalks, for example, made an excellent building material to construct lean-tos, sweat lodges, or travois. When split open, the stalks produced a sweet syrup or honey that the Lipans used as an additive to various foods and drinks. When the stalk was young and tender, the Lipans slow-roasted them by constructing a wooden frame above a fire and then leaning the sotol stalks against the frame and slowly turning them. Women then peeled away the burnt outer skin and ate the rest. They used the long, grassy ribbons, meanwhile, as bedding, as a roofing material, and even as cigarette wrappers. The most important part of the plant, however, was the bulb, which they slow-roasted in earthen ovens. After several days of cooking, they uncovered the earthen crock-pot, removed the bulbs, and then spread them out in the sun to dry. When perfectly dry, the women placed them inside rock or log mortars and pounded them with large wooden pestles until the concoction resembled white flour. After mixing the sotol flour with water, the women fashioned small cakes or loaves and baked them in the ashes and embers of a fire.16


The Lipans also utilized various species of cacti. The fruit (or tuna) of the prickly pear cactus and the pitahaya cactus (Acanthocereus tetragonus) were eaten fresh or dried, as was the fruit of the small and large barrel cactus (Ferocactus wislizenii). Women cooked the stems, stalks, and “hearts” of agave, and the “heads” of mescal plants in underground kilns (like sotol); these were eaten or pounded into flour to make bread. They boiled young blooms of the agave plant and extracted the sweet syrup. In an emergency, one could crush and chew the leaves as a temporary source of water. Various species of yucca (Yucca baccata, Yucca elata, Yucca schotti, Yucca angustissima), another member of the agave family, provided the Lipans with “fruit” that they could eat raw or after they had cooked the plant in coals and allowed it to dry. The root and trunk of the plant provided bathers with soap and shampoo, while the fibers from Schott’s yucca (Yucca schotti or Spanish bayonet), when twisted together, made fine rope, baskets, or sandals. Lipans consumed the stalks from the narrow-leaf yucca like sotol stalks and boiled their blossoms in a soup with wild onions.17


Lipan women also made efficient use of several types of shrubs and other wild plants. The small red berries of the sumac plant could be consumed, and when mashed up provided an effective poultice for various skin irritations. The roots of the osha plant, when mixed with tobacco and boiled in water, provided a cure for colds and headaches, while smoldering osha plants cleared up nose infections. The okra-shaped pod of the devil’s claw was also edible, most commonly added to meat and onion concoctions. In marshy areas along lakes and river bottoms, the Lipans harvested tule (cattail) shoot tips, stem bases, and flower spikes. Cattail pollen, collected from the upper (smaller) part of the flower spike, is rich in protein, and women added it to flour mixtures or used it to thicken soup. Its primary usage among the Lipans, however, was for certain ceremonies. Wild fruits and berries such as plums, cherries, strawberries, raspberries, gooseberries, persimmons, and grapes, when in season, would have also provided a welcome variety at mealtime.18


The actual dwellings of Lipan families fell into one of two categories: hide tents (or tipis) or brush shelters (wickiups). Lipan tipis were composed of a framework of three stout foundation poles with additional light poles—the heavier ends placed in a circle on the ground, with the lighter, thinner ends tied together at the top with rawhide. Women took bison hides dressed on both sides, and occasionally bear skins, and threw them over this framework, leaving a smoke hole at the top and a small entryway facing east. Large tipis could house a family of ten or more, while smaller ones accommodated only three or four individuals. The second type of dwelling, the wickiup, consisted of several slender poles (again either sotol or yucca stalks) that were bent over or arched to form a rough half circle. Women plastered over the cracks and crevices between the poles with mud to keep out the wind, or filled them in with grass, bark, or branches. Otherwise, hides thrown over the top and sides provided cover. Why some bands opted for tipis while others chose wickiups is unclear. The Lipans based their decision on the weather, on the number of days they intended to stay in a certain place, on the availability of building materials on hand, and perhaps on family tradition. Occasionally, both wickiups and tipis provided shelter in the same encampment. When the band decided to move to a new location, they abandoned the wickiups, but the women dismantled the tipis and packed them on the backs of horses or dogs until they reached their new encampment, where they would immediately get busy setting them up again.19


The Lipans enjoyed music and fashioned a variety of instruments from the resources at hand. They constructed drums, for instance, by stretching deer or bison hide around a wooden frame or across the mouth of a bowl, and made rattles out of gourds, bison horns, or by stringing together disc-shaped bones or hooves. Wind instruments included eagle-bone whistles, turkey-bone whistles, and flageolets with reeds made of cane. The Lipans believed that flutes possessed special “love magic,” but to blow on them without actually knowing how to play them could cause windstorms to occur. Some Lipans also played a musical bow, by either plucking the bowstring or rubbing the string of a second bow across that of the first, akin to playing a violin. Lipan fiddlers constructed their instruments from hollowed-out mescal stalks, using horsehair strings, and painted them blue, green, or red. The bows were made of wood with horsehair.20


The Lipans also enjoyed games. Both men and women played “shinny,” which was a cross between football and field hockey. Participants played shinny with a buckskin ball and curved sticks on a field about 150 yards long. The object was to get the ball through goals located at either end of the field. It was apparently a rough game, with much shoving and tussling. Therefore, while men and women played the game, they never played together. Hoop and pole, another popular men’s game, involved one participant rolling a small hoop along the ground that had been carpeted with pine needles or grass so that the hoop rolled smoothly. Just as it was about to fall over, the two contestants would attempt to throw a long, notched pole through the hoop’s center. The person getting the most notches within the hoop scored. Not only did men forbid women from playing this sport, they considered it taboo for females to approach the field or to handle the equipment. The Lipans also loved games of chance and often wagered on the outcome. The moccasin game, for example, involved two teams that buried all but the tops of four moccasins. Each team would then hide a bone in one of them, raising a blanket beforehand to hide their selection. When the first team lowered the blanket, a member of the opposing team came forward with stick in hand to strike the moccasin containing the bone. If he guessed correctly, it was his team’s turn to hide the bone. Should he guess incorrectly, the opposing team won points and continued to hide the bone until the first team made a correct guess on the first attempt. The Lipans were also fond of various dice games, and were renowned card players.21


Given the nomadic nature of Lipan existence, it seems difficult to imagine how families were able to pack an entire household and move to a new locale at often a moment’s notice. “They raise the camp with unimaginable speed when they detect superior enemy forces in the vicinity,” noted one Spanish official, and “choosing the most difficult and punishing terrain, they made their migration like wild animals through the most impenetrable wilderness.”22 The task of packing and loading fell on the women, who, through long experience and repetition, made quick decisions regarding what to take and what to leave behind. Items that had required much labor to produce, such as tanned hides, utensils, and perhaps some of the special household goods mentioned above, would make the trip; items that could be readily found or reproduced at the new location (such as wickiups, lean-tos, and bedding), or that were too heavy or unwieldy to carry (such as mortars and pestles) were more often than not left behind. At river crossings, the Lipans constructed rafts and bullboats to transport women and small children and their belongings safely across.23


Violence and warfare played a crucial role in Lipan Apache history and culture. Material and sociocultural factors that at times precipitated violence include competition over critical resources (bison herds, fertile soils, water, wood, pasturage, holy places), defense of homeland or territory, and a variety of economic issues such as gaining access to (or control over) commerce, high-status trade items (e.g., European weaponry, alcohol, and manufactured goods), and other valuable commodities (such as horses and enemy captives). Besides these material concerns, one might add group ethnocentrism and religious or ideological traditions as sociocultural issues that contributed to Lipan violence and warfare. The psychological motivations that help explain why individual Lipan warriors were willing to commit acts of violence and engage in warfare include their desire for status, prestige, respect, and social mobility. Raiding and warfare also provided opportunities for individuals to exact revenge and as an outlet for stress and frustration.24


The Lipans’ instruments of war included bows and arrows, lances (which may have been as long as ten feet or more and required two hands to throw), pikes, spears, war clubs, slings, hatchets, knives, and sticks. Lipan warriors carried circular shields constructed from layers of dried bison or cowhide stretched around a wooden frame. They cut two slits into either side, through which they inserted buckskin straps so that the warrior could wear it on his forearm, thereby shielding his body from arrows and bullets. Rifle shots, unless they hit dead center, usually glanced off these surprisingly durable devices. Warriors painted their shields with images (such as the moon, stars, serpents, and turtles) that added supernatural protection. During the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, warriors wore protective leather armor constructed of layers of bison hide that they had glued or sewn together, and they fitted their horses in similar gear, although they abandoned these accessories with the introduction of firearms.25


Most Lipan engagements were small-scale episodes involving war parties of twenty or fewer participants. Campaigns were also generally brief, given the fact that the Lipans were unable (due to ammunition and food shortages, or because their families were nearby) to sustain active combat or continual maneuvering. Warfare was also seasonal, as warriors had to transition to hunting during annual bison harvests—although the congregation of several bands at this time provided opportunities for larger campaigns to be conducted. Nevertheless, large war parties were uncommon—frequent raids, ambushes, and skirmishes were the norm. Raiding operations conducted for horses, captives, or food and supplies were relatively commonplace occurrences that satisfied the varied cultural, social, and psychological needs of warriors.


The most frequent and effective Lipan tactic was the raid, often followed up with an ambush of the pursuers. If the opposing force was small and the Apaches enjoyed a numerical advantage, a favorite battle formation was to advance in a crescent-shaped line, with ends thrown forward to outflank and surround the enemy as rapidly as possible. In September 1731, for example, a small group of Apaches stole some horses from the presidial herd at San Antonio, and the Spanish commander sent five men in immediate pursuit. When the commander and a couple of squads of Spanish soldiers rode out to help, they found their men engaged in a fight for their lives with at least forty Indians. As the Spaniards rode into battle, an estimated five hundred Apaches came out from their hiding places and encircled the soldiers, who hastily dismounted to make a last stand at the foot of a tree. The Apaches pressed the attack for a while, and then, much to the Spaniards’ astonishment, they began to flee—perhaps worried that additional reinforcement might come from the presidio, or possibly content with keeping the horses they had stolen. At any rate, this clever luring of a small group of Spanish troops into ambush accomplished all that the Indians had hoped for, leaving fifteen enemy casualties.26


The observations of Colonel Manuel Antonio Cordero y Bustamante provide important insight into the detailed preparations required to conduct a raid. According to Cordero, once a band had decided to launch an offensive expedition and selected leaders, the Apaches found safe shelter for their families and then set out in small groups toward the target. The leader dispatched one group to a location well suited for an ambush, and sent the others ahead to lure away the enemy by stealing some cattle or horses. Communicating with one another via smoke signals, waving buckskin, or through verbal animal calls, the Apaches coordinated their actions. At the given moment, warriors seized the herd; the victims gave pursuit, and when they entered the ambush site, the Apaches “attack[ed] them suddenly, making a bloody butchery.” The Apaches then proceeded on, leaving in place a rear-guard with fast mounts. “If the news from the rearguard makes it evident that inferior forces are pursuing them, they await in a pass and commit a second massacre, repeating this trick as often as their good fortune and the lack of skill of their opponents make it possible.”27 Thus, the Apache raids and ambushes required extensive preplanning, knowledge of the terrain, good timing, communication, and flexible leadership that was willing to make quick decisions as circumstances merited.


The Lipans frequently employed tactics aimed at catching their enemies at vulnerable moments, when warriors could inflict maximum damage without taking significant casualties themselves. From the perspective of Spanish authorities, the Lipan tactics made use of “treachery” and “deceit”—innate character flaws the Spaniards believed were common among all Indians. Teodoro de Croix, the commandant-general of the Interior Provinces of New Spain from 1776 to 1783, expressed astonishment when a Lipan leader proposed in the early 1780s that the Spaniards ally with the Lipans in a ruse aimed at the Mescaleros. According to Croix, the Indian leader suggested that the Spaniards “treacherously pretend” to have declared war on the Lipans. Spanish authorities would then alert the Mescaleros that they were at war with a mutual enemy and suggest an alliance. After the Spaniards had made peace with the Mescaleros and invited them to celebrate their new relationship in an open and exposed spot, the Mescaleros could “be attacked and exterminated by Spanish and Lipan arms.”28


Where Lipan weakness seemed likely to lead to defeat, they thought nothing of employing abject submission, approaching the Spaniards with humble requests for peace, conversion, and a place where they might take up the hoe and settle into a quiet, peaceful coexistence. Frequently, the Spanish, either exhausted by combat, in dire financial straits, or hopeful of Apache sincerity in such declarations, convinced themselves that their enemy would in fact accept reduction. Periods of peace, however, lasted only as long as the Spaniards were prepared to enforce it. Because frontier officials never seemed to possess an adequate “peacekeeping” force, the Lipans returned to their old habits of rustling livestock and attacking poorly defended settlements, and the litany of violent incidents and robberies brought Spanish officials to a state of complete frustration.29


As we have seen, the belief systems and social culture of the Lipan Apaches—like that of any group of people—were diverse, multifaceted, and complex. They provided the essential psychological grounding and motivation for their material culture, warfare, diplomacy, and a host of other human behaviors and activities. The Lipans’ conception of the supernatural power that permeated their universe, and the necessity of harnessing this force for their benefit, dominated their individual and collective well-being. Lipans understood that in order for the power to become effective, it had to “work through” humankind. Its method of doing this was to use animals, plants, natural forces, and inanimate objects as “channels” through which to communicate with people. The Lipans’ only hope of understanding this communication and acquiring supernatural assistance was by observing a bewildering array of ritual procedures, rules, and personal revelations, often under the guidance of elders, shamans, or other learned individuals.30


In Apachean religious ideology, deities were personifications of natural forces. The elements of the natural world did not assume their present forms until the great emergence, when the various individuals of the underworld ascended to the surface and transformed into their present shapes and state of being. The earth to which they ascended, Lipans believe, was a female, and those who lived upon her body were her children. The sun and moon also traveled for a time with the people of the emergence as they marched around the earth in search of a home. The Lipans attributed male characteristics to the sun, which they personified as Killer-of-Enemies, the Lipan Apache’s most important culture hero.31 They conceived of the moon as a woman, whom they associated with Changing Woman, the culture heroine and mother of Killer-of-Enemies.32 Before they left the people of the emergence, Killer-of-Enemies and Changing Woman promised that they would always keep moving in the heavens, guiding and watching over those with whom they had journeyed. The sun in particular was a model of industry and virtue, never tiring of telling earthlings to get up when he did. During the summer, the sun travels closer to the earth, while in the winter he is more distant. Consequently, winter was the most dangerous time for Lipans as well as the most inclement of seasons.33


In the Lipan worldview, animals and plants possessed human sensibilities and could be befriended or angered, trusted or feared. According to one oral tradition, a Lipan woman found shelter from the Comanches after beseeching prairie dogs for sanctuary. They allowed her to come down into their burrow, fed her, and provided gramma grass to keep her warm. When the coast was clear, the prairie dogs gave her provisions for the trip back to her people. Often what appeared to be an animal might actually be the alternative form of some divine being who controlled the means to gain wealth, prestige, hunting prowess, courage, and a host of other important personal attributes. The Lipans associated the cow-bird, for example, with the capture and taming of wild horses; owls and ravens were portents of death, sorcery, and witchcraft. Crickets were linked with love magic, and coyotes with trickery and buffoonery. To some Apache groups, trees were a source of supernatural power, and the particular tree from which (or under which) one gained his supernatural experience (or vision) was considered special and might be singled out and named in songs. Other trees, however, were bewitched, and people feared that those who ate their fruits would suffer from poisoning.34


Thus, in some respects, the Lipan universe was small and intimate, filled with animate and inanimate objects endowed with consciousness and human characteristics that bound the wind, rocks, plants, animals, and people into a close personal relationship. On the other hand, the Lipan belief that all things on earth were once alive—and could be so again—magnified their importance. The feelings, attitudes, and place of all things—great and small, animate and inanimate—always had to be considered, for to the very end of his days the Lipan did not know which animal, insect, plant, or rock might aid him, and which might be instrumental in his destruction.35


A powerful consciousness of the evils and dangers that beset humanity exercised a profound influence on Lipan behavior and thought processes. As anthropologist Morris E. Opler has observed, “The great majority of Apachean rites are events born of crisis and fear. They are held because of sickness, contact with unclean animals, the contamination of death, and the assaults of ghosts, enemies, and witches.”36 The Lipan Apaches spent much of their time and energy, consequently, trying to protect themselves from these numerous and recurring hazards. “The foundation-stone of the Apache religion,” John G. Bourke noted in an essay published in 1891, “is fear: fear of the unseen, the unknown, the unknowable.” They were among the most obstinate and warlike people in the Southwest, he maintained; yet in their dealings with the invisible world, the Apaches fell “prey to puerile apprehensions” and were “enslaved by [their] superstitions.”37 Writing over half a century after John Bourke, Opler declared that the recognition of evil and danger was “woven into the very fabric” of sacred legend and the Lipan worldview. No sooner had the Lipans emerged from the underworld and settled down, for instance, than they encountered threats from monstrous buffaloes, owls, antelopes, and eagles. Their culture hero Killer-of-Enemies had to vanquish them before the earth was inhabitable for humans. As time passed, new problems and dangers emerged that the Lipans associated with ghosts, bad dreams, water monsters, and a host of other fiendish beings that served as scapegoats for the general insecurities they felt but could not directly control. The Lipans attributed sickness and misfortune both to the malicious activities of witches and sorcerers, and to personal misconduct or carelessness. Seeing, smelling, or touching certain animals (e.g., owls, snakes, coyotes) could cause illness, and even crossing the trail of one of these creatures or resting where one had lain could have dire results. The Lipans had a vivid appreciation of more explicit and observable dangers too, and a constant uneasiness about them. The likelihood of injury or death as a consequence of horseback rides, target practice, raiding, or at the hands of their various human enemies contributed further to their general sense of tension and anxiety.38


In the face of these seen and unseen dangers, the Lipans trained themselves and their children to overcome them—or at least meet them head-on. They took the view that from the very beginning of their existence, life had been a series of hazards and dangers to meet and overcome. The Lipans expressed their determination to conquer fear and weakness in various ceremonial contexts, since they believed that supernatural forces favored those who were not easily intimidated. In visions, when people who sought a ceremony entered the “power homes” of supernaturals, fearsome animals and obstacles usually barred the way. Only those who showed no fear or doubt at this time, however, gained power and the right to conduct special ceremonies. Peyote tested its adherents severely in this manner. Some people, when they first chewed peyote, saw frightening visions. If they became alarmed and fled the place of the meeting in a panic, the unpleasant episodes they envisioned would occur. The proper course for men was to remain seated and to force the unpleasant visions aside, and to continue chewing peyote until apparitions that were more desirable appeared.39


The Lipans’ struggle against evil and danger required ceaseless vigilance and an acknowledgment that maintaining the status quo was perhaps the most they could hope for. To keep on even terms with both men and supernaturals, the Lipans had to ensure that they kept breaches of faith and conduct at a minimum, while they sought to rally beings and forces—both great and small—to their cause. In exchange for their assistance, these beings and forces demanded reciprocity from the Lipans. Buffalo, for example, insisted that hunters observe certain rules and rituals before he allowed people to use his flesh and hide, while horses gave faithful service in exchange for gentle treatment and well-maintained saddles and blankets. Even plant life demanded respect. Care providers took the unused part of plants gathered for medicinal purposes and put them back in the ground, while plants that gave of their roots required respectful handling of their leaves in return.40


While not perfectionists, the Lipans strove nonetheless to exhibit certain character traits and personal attributes that would please (or at least not anger) the supernatural forces in the world and secure themselves places of respect among their people. Truthfulness, wisdom, attention to etiquette, cheerfulness, piety, and modesty among women evoked commendation, but there were three critical virtues set apart from the others: industry, generosity, and bravery.41


The sun was the symbol of the need for industry. When human beings first appeared on the earth, the Sun ordered them to arise early in the morning just as he did. Elders stressed the importance of doing something useful at as early an age as possible, and they took care to channel children’s play in the direction of adult work patterns. Mothers encouraged their daughters to “play camp,” carry wood, and fetch water, for example, while boys were pushed to run races, practice constructing bows and arrows, and to hunt rabbits, squirrels, and other small game. A young Lipan woman with bad work habits, despite her beauty, had a hard time finding suitors. Even though men might be attracted to her, their relatives would oppose a union with a lazy girl. Likewise, a slothful young man was likely to receive a negative answer from the family of the girl he sought to marry.42


Generosity was another attribute that the Lipans encouraged and held in high esteem. Men who returned from raids or war with captured horses or supplies expected to give practically everything away, particularly to the poor and needy. Successful hunters, likewise, were bound to share their harvest with their companions, as well as with any person in camp who requested food. Those who took meat from the hunter usually exercised moderation, however, for they knew that their hungry brethren would subject them to similar demands when their hunting fortunes improved. If neighbors required assistance, parents and grandparents urged their children to volunteer aid; when sickness or injury struck nearby, parents sent their daughters to the family of the afflicted to carry water and wood, and their sons to tend to their horses. It was a Lipan rule that a friendly visitor should never go away hungry, even if the host had to slaughter a horse to supply the meat.43


Bravery was also one of the outstanding virtues of the Lipan Apaches. Killer-of-Enemies was a warrior and raider extraordinaire who established a cult of bravery among the Lipans. To be called a coward, a “crow,” or a “woman,” or to face charges of shirking one’s duty and avoiding danger, were intolerable provocations. As an example of how a true Lipan man should act, the elders told a story about a small group of Lipan warriors who had their horses stolen by a superior number of enemies. Because of their greater number, the enemy felt perfectly secure and moved eastward at a leisurely pace. This act of wanton disrespect infuriated the Lipans, who exclaimed, “These people think we are cowards. Let’s show them. Let’s follow them and fight. Let’s die bravely.”44


Shamans played a central role in the ceremonial life of the Lipan Apaches, and it was their solemn responsibility to ensure that their people conducted various ceremonies and rituals in accordance with the examples set by the ancients. A person became a shaman by having supernatural experiences, and by convincing his often skeptical brethren that the experiences were authentic. Thus, a successful shaman needed strong oratorical skills to accompany his powers of divination. Shamanistic rites were conducted for a variety of purposes: to cure the sick, help locate and obtain game, bless a new dwelling, bring misfortune to the enemy, foretell of an enemy’s approach, find lost objects, and control the weather. Supplicants made remuneration to the shaman through ceremonial gifts (tobacco, pollen, abalone shells), along with more tangible items such as food or clothing. Shamans also engaged in curative rites and frequently made use of medicinal herbs. They burned and boiled sagebrush leaves, which Lipans considered “purifying,” and soaked the leaves in water to make an extremely bitter tea used as a tonic to prevent illness, or as a cure for colds and upset stomachs. Tobacco was also a staple in virtually every Lipan ceremony and ritual. Tobacco or sage smoke was essential in driving away evil spirits and in helping supplicants to contact supernaturals. Tobacco poultices, meanwhile, relieved swollen joints, rheumatism, skin infections, and toothaches. Rituals and ceremonies, to be effective, had to be performed perfectly. If the power was misused, the supernaturals were liable to punish the original holder. Hence, shamans would not usually risk transferring their power until late in life, and only to people they could trust to conduct themselves appropriately.45


Many anthropologists credit the Lipans as the tribe responsible for bringing peyote to the tribes of the United States. They argue that the Lipans probably learned about peyote from the Carrizos—a Coahuiltecan tribe that once inhabited the peyote-rich region along the upper Rio Grande border between Texas and Mexico.46 Evidence of ritualistic peyote use among the Lipans is evident in a folk tale that speaks of four Lipan men who decided to hold a peyote meeting. After erecting a tipi, the men took a large woven basket and filled it with fresh, dry peyote buttons. They entered the tipi, and for the next four days and nights ate the peyote while sitting around a small fire. The Peyote People heard about the meeting and sent a representative disguised as an old man with a cane to find out what the four men were doing. Upon arriving, Old Man Peyote hit one of the participants over the head with the cane and took his spirit back to the Peyote People. The remaining three men—upon seeing their friend slumped over unconscious and fearing that he was dead—became frightened. The old man assured them that if they remained for four days and four nights, he would restore their friend to them. On the morning of the fourth day, as promised, Old Man Peyote returned their friend to them. The Lipans rejoiced at their reunion, and afterward they smoked and prayed, washed their hands and faces, and ate a meal.47


Lipan Apache sociopolitical organization centered on the extended domestic family, with matrilocal residence. Each nuclear family had a separate dwelling, but several families ordinarily formed a cluster of homes occupied by persons related by blood and marriage. The women were lifetime members of this social group, while the men entered it via marriage. A respected elder of the group acted as its representative, and the extended family was usually associated with his name. Several extended families that resided in the same general area and jointly exploited its resources constituted what Morris E. Opler terms “local groups.” Made up of parents, unmarried sons, daughters, and sons-in-law, these family-based local groups tended to remain together. A collection of local groups composed a band, which could consist of anywhere from forty-five to three hundred men, women, and children, although most bands fell somewhere in the ninety to one hundred person range. According to Lipan oral tradition, fourteen distinct Lipan bands existed during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The size and composition of bands were flexible and fluctuated over time. Members of a particular band could leave and join another, and often did so to escape intraband conflicts or punishment. Band members were often, but not necessarily, united through kinship ties. Unlike the Navajos and Western Apaches, the Lipans did not possess larger social groupings such as clans or phratries. Necessarily spread out over a large area, Lipan bands avoided large concentrations of population that would too rapidly deplete essential resources. On special occasions or in emergencies, several bands might temporarily encamp near one another and join forces. Despite their frequent movements within a given territory, the Lipans developed a strong attachment to their homeland and a deep affection for it. Although some bands and local groups manifested long-term preferences for particular localities, the need for mobility and the recognition that all Lipans possessed equal rights to resources precluded any one group from “possessing” a particular region.48


The Lipan Apaches were one people, but not politically united or universally governed. Men of influence, rather than wielders of power, exercised leadership at the band level, and adult males usually selected chiefs (or “captains”) informally. Leaders formulated opinions and decisions based on consensus and by understanding the various needs and desires of their people. They had to be skilled speakers and diplomats to exhort and persuade others that their decisions were wise. Leaders did not have to be great warriors or particularly bellicose, nor did they require the possession of supernatural power. Rather, leaders were usually mature and experienced men, somewhat aloof and detached in their demeanor to avoid charges of favoritism, observant and aware of tensions within the band, and exemplars of the moral order. Chiefs were usually not particularly wealthy individuals, as the demands on their generosity were always great. A leader would have to be a good diplomat to solve intraband quarrels and to protect the interests of his people when dealing with outsiders. His decisions were not mandates, however, but expressions of the general will, and individuals who disagreed could always pack their belongings and join a new band more to their liking. Lipan bands replaced chiefs who made consistently bad decisions, but they did this informally and without fanfare. Leadership was not hereditary, but the sons of chiefs, having watched and learned from their fathers’ example, would have been familiar with what the job required and therefore been in a favorable position to assume leadership.49


Kinship ties and their requisite set of strict and demanding social obligations and sanctions bound together members of extended families. The Lipans practiced matrilocal residence, requiring a new husband to join his wife’s household. Marriage also obligated a man to perform certain duties for his in-laws, who often watched carefully to ensure that their new son-in-law was not slacking. As the wife’s brothers left the extended family when they grew to manhood and married, the protection and subsistence for the family fell to the husbands of daughters, and the son-in-law obligation sought to ensure the smooth functioning and productive capacity of the extended domestic family. During the first few years of marriage, the least desirable and more precarious tasks of the encampment fell to the son-in-law. The bride’s parents might ask their son-in-law to break dangerous horses, to ride out to identify approaching visitors, to round up horses that were grazing at a distance, or to sleep on the edge of the encampment. Unsatisfactory performance in any of these tasks could lead to harsh criticism and even banishment. On the other hand, once a son-in-law proved his worth, his in-laws could become invaluable allies. If a woman threatened to divorce a hard-working husband, her kin often sided with the husband. The Lipan family was slow to reject an in-law who was considerate, useful, and a good provider. Even when a man’s wife died, his familial obligation still bound him to serve his in-laws until they released him. Normally they would provide another wife for him, either a sister of his deceased wife (sororate) or her cousin. In that way, parents were able to retain the services of productive sons-in law. If there was no close female relative available, or if the family so desired, they could release him back to his original band. At times, a widower secured his release through purchase or barter—a string of ponies for instance. The widespread custom of marrying a deceased’s sister was an extremely effective social mechanism that ensured a family’s economic well-being in the event of the provider’s sudden departure. Remarrying too quickly, or without the consent of former in-laws, could have serious consequences. A man who remarried without permission could have his horses confiscated, and in some instance be subject to physical assault. The woman who dared to marry him could also be subject to violent reprisals.50
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Scholars remain divided on the issue of whether the Lipans practiced polygamy. Antonio Cordero writes, “Polygamy is widespread in [the Apache] nation, and every man has as many women as he can support,” while Englishman William Bollaert noted in 1850 that “polygamy is permitted amongst the Lipans, but few have more than one [wife].” Andrée Sjoberg, meanwhile, maintains that Lipan men could have more than one wife, although the practice was “limited to the chiefs and most outstanding warriors.” Others argue that the Lipans did not practice polygamy—Morris Opler going so far as to say that the Lipans were the only Apaches who did not observe the practice.51 It seems unlikely that many Lipan men would have been able to care adequately for households with more than one wife, given the matrilocal residence that Lipan couples observed—not to mention fulfilling the affinal obligations to various sets of in-laws—unless, of course, a man married sisters. While some bands may have practiced polygamy earlier in their history (e.g., during the heyday of the bison-hide trade in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, when additional wives or captives were needed to tan hides), the restrictions imposed by a life on the run inevitably brought changes to their social customs, and monogamy may have become the norm for most Lipan families.52


One of the most important rites of passage for Lipan youth was receiving their first haircut. When a child was born, new parents sought out an elder to cut their newborn’s soft hair with a flint knife. Failure to do this, parents feared, would result in their child’s development of a very low forehead. When the child was two years old, they cut the hair again—always in springtime when the sumac began to bloom. An elder first painted the toddler’s head with dark red paint and then put a little pollen—symbolic of life—on the top. For little boys, the elder left tufts of hair at five places—one on top, one over each ear, one in front, and one in back. The family then gathered up the cut hair into a bundle and put it up in a yucca bush. The Lipans repeated the process for four consecutive years in hopes that the child would grow up to have a happy life and good luck.53


A second important ceremony for Lipan youth was the girls’ puberty ritual, a joyous and festive occasion that at times brought together entire bands from a particular area. This was an event when well-wishers gathered to congratulate parents on bringing their daughter safely to maturity, although the daughter remained at the center of attention. During the four-day ritual, the Lipans referred to the girl as “Changing Woman,” and considered her to possess certain healing powers. Small children were brought forward to have their bodies pressed against her so that they might grow strong and straight. Preparations for the rite began as much as a year before the girl’s first menses, as food and other paraphernalia were gathered and stored for the big event. Mothers painstakingly crafted a special ceremonial deerskin garment for their daughters, while other family members constructed a sacred shelter in which celebrants chanted and sung sacred songs. The lead singer, who through close observation and practice had learned the various songs connected to the ritual, also enjoyed a place of honor, supervising construction of the sacred shelter and serving as the overall master of ceremonies. Elaborately costumed masked dancers, meanwhile, representing mountain-dwelling supernaturals called the Hactci, performed for boisterous onlookers each evening.54


The girls’ puberty rite notwithstanding, the Lipan Apaches held a paradoxical attitude in regard to women. On the one hand, men viewed women as morally and physically weaker than themselves, especially susceptible to contaminating influences, and the source of various types of contamination. Nevertheless, men insisted that women be treated with respect and esteem, and acknowledged them as important contributors to the social, economic, and religious life of the band. From the Lipan perspective, women were no match for the greater strength and physical toughness of males. While men swam across rivers, for example, women and children rode across on bullboats. Women’s dependence and weakness also discouraged men from taking them on the warpath, where their perceived tendency toward excitability and panic would only make things harder for warriors. Men also alleged that women suffered from particular sensitivities to illness or evil influence. Women were to avoid passing through an anthill, for example, because an ant sting was likely to cause them to develop a high fever. While the Lipans considered it hazardous for anyone to handle eagle, crow, or raven feathers, they believed that the danger was more pronounced for females. The perceived weakness of the woman extended to the moral sphere as well. All traditional stories of unfaithfulness and perversion have women as the primary instigators.55


Men also viewed women as the purveyors of contamination. A menstruating woman had to refrain from touching a man’s hair lest she cause it to fall out, and females were expected to keep their distance from curing rites, for their presence only made the patient’s condition worse. Men barred women from sweat baths, meanwhile, since convalescent males made ill by contact with menstrual blood were the most common bathers. Lipan social strictures also prevented women from playing the musical bow and constructing flutes, and they could not approach the area where men were playing the hoop-and-pole game, nor wear clothes made of skins smoked during the tanning process. There were a host of additional taboos concerning women touching their husband’s weapons, which it was feared undermined their accuracy and lethality.56


In spite of the disabilities and restrictions to which Lipan men subjected their women, females enjoyed much equality, and certain advantages too. Matrilocal residence ensured women a degree of security, since the home, the household equipment, and her personal effects belonged to her and were inviolate. Living close to family also helped shield women from abusive or violent husbands. If a man was mistreating his wife, her father and unmarried brothers could intervene and perhaps send the errant husband away. Fathers welcomed the birth of girls, understanding that daughters brought strong young men into the family. Like men, women could obtain supernatural power and perform certain ceremonies. The ceremony performed over a new tipi was entirely in the hands of women, and it was an old woman who selected, blessed, and marked the poles, and sanctified the beds and fire pit. Women enjoyed their own games (e.g., the stave game), and while men could watch it, few men availed themselves of the opportunity since most men considered the game effete. Women could take an active part in rabbit surrounds and antelope hunts, and a true gentleman did not overtake a woman who was pursuing an antelope or kill the animal for himself. At war and scalp dances, only women could utter a formalized call signifying applause, and elderly women whose relatives had indicated that they were joining a war party could join in and dance among the men. After a successful raid, warriors turned the prisoners over to the women who had lost family members in the fight. The women made the decision about whether to adopt the prisoners, or to torture and kill them.57


As has been noted, Lipan men and women were particularly sensitive to the presence of the various evils and dangers that threatened their life on earth, and existence itself was a challenge to the forces of death. Consequently, living a long, full, and satisfying life was an important and brave goal. Lipan ceremonialism was largely an effort to preserve or protect life, and most of the ceremonies, rituals, and prayers that they performed were to ward off sickness and disaster and to promote longevity. The elderly, having successfully combated death for a number of years, enjoyed the admiration of their people, and the Lipans believed the old folks could transfer their ability to live a long life to the young. Nor did the Lipans fear an aged person who was near death. In fact, they sought a blessing from the dying elder in hopes of prolonging their own life. Many Lipan parents sought out elders to perform the first moccasins ceremony, to bless dwellings, to give names to newborns, and to roll the first cigarettes for boys wishing to join their inaugural raiding party. Grandparents were the primary disciplinarians and reprimanded wayward youths through verbal rebukes, threats, and storytelling. Because of the elders’ broad experience and spiritual toughness, grieving families often sought them out to prepare and bury the dead.58


The Lipan death complex, like so many of their other cultural expressions, was protective in nature—done as much to preserve and defend the living as to honor and appease the dead. Just as life began when lightning and wind entered the body, it ended when the lightning burned out and the wind abated. Thus, the Lipan refer to death by the phrase “he burned down”—like a candle or a wick. At death, they believed, a person’s soul traveled to the rim of the underworld, where it slid down a steep decline into the place from which people had emerged at the beginning of time. A mountain divided the underworld into two sections. The northern section was a dark and gloomy place where witches and other evil inhabitants ate lizards, toads, and snakes. The southern section was a happy place where the good people lived a life of ease, participating in many of the activities they had enjoyed in life. Some stories suggest that juniper trees lined the entrance to the underworld and the trail leading below. Body parts hung from their branches. As the deceased passed by the trees on their way below, the owners reclaimed their missing body parts and entered the underworld whole and restored once more.59


The Lipans gave great care to the preparation and burial of the dead. Because of their fear of ghosts and anything associated with death, they disposed of the body as quickly as they could make proper arrangements—at times on the very day that the death occurred. The family usually requested the services of elders, since the Lipans considered the young and inexperienced as susceptible to disorders or maladies associated with contact with the dead. The old man or woman in charge prepared the body and dressed him in his best clothing and jewelry. At the gravesite, the funeral party dug a shallow trench and placed all the personal possessions of the deceased into it. When possible, they placed the body in the crevice of a mountain with the head facing toward the east, and the person in charge placed sage in the form of a cross at the head and feet, telling the dead person that he must go away peacefully and must not look back or bother his surviving relatives in any way. These warnings were particularly important when the deceased had died in the prime of life—when their aims were unfulfilled and they were still struggling for recognition, affection, status, and favor. If they died dissatisfied and vengeful, their ghosts would invoke great fear.60


Ghosts manifested their presence in the sounds of animals (owls or coyotes), whistling, or strange tapping. During the days immediately following burial, when the spirit of the deceased lingered near the gravesite, some people might complain of “ghost sickness,” a malady whose symptoms included fainting, unconsciousness, delirium, and bad dreams. After the burial, the deceased’s horse was killed at the grave, usually with an arrow shot into its throat. The burial party then returned to camp by a different route from which it came. To use the same path would invite the ghost or some other evil spirit to follow. After returning, the members of the burial party would wash and purify themselves with yucca suds and discard the clothes they had been wearing. Relatives who had not been involved in the burial ceremony expressed their bereavement in various ways. They destroyed the possessions of the dead not buried with him—clothes, weapons, eating utensils; they even burned the tipi in which the deceased had lived. The immediate family then moved camp, always in the opposite direction from the fresh grave. If this were not done, they feared, the ghost of the dead might come back to bother them. All neighbors of the immediate family would usually follow suit, hoping to create an unbridgeable gap between themselves and the newly deceased. Anyone who sought to linger near the gravesite would be open to suspicion, for only witches harbored such desires.61


Mourners ripped off their good clothes and donned old ones as a mark of grief. Both men and women cut their hair, placing it among growing plants in some open, deserted spot. The relatives might request that the shaman sprinkle them with pollen or ashes, while at night they burned sage and bathed themselves in its smoke to ward off evil spirits. Before retiring, they sprinkled ashes at the head of the bed to discourage visits from ghosts. To think or dream about ghosts or the dead was dangerous, as it drew their attention. To counter such thoughts, relatives and friends often visited the immediate family to tell stories and jokes to cheer them up and get their minds off their troubles. In the days following a burial, any mention of the dead was discouraged, and the Lipans considered speaking the name of the deceased a very serious and dangerous breach. They believed particularly malevolent individuals returned from the dead as owls so they could persecute those who did them harm in life. The Lipans, consequently, were scared of hooting owls and discouraged whistling at night for fear of attracting owls’ attention.62


As discussed earlier in this chapter, marriage and the familial obligations that accompanied it bound families together into important social and economic units. Ironically, the Lipans did not celebrate marital unions with elaborate ceremonies, and took very little public notice of such events. Organizing a raiding expedition or a curing rite, for example, were occasions of far more ceremonial activity than was a marriage. To understand why the founding of a new family did not merit special notice, we need only to consider Lipan death practices. Contrary to modern Judeo-Christian traditions of cherishing the memory of loved ones who have died so that they will, in some respects, “always be with us,” the Lipans suppressed the memory of the dead; there could be little pride in ancestry or lineage. Furthermore, Lipan family members destroyed the belongings of their deceased loved ones, so there was no familial property to inherit or defend. “Loyalty was to the present and the living,” Opler writes. “There was no historicizing of the family, no sense of the family over time, no need to bind a new family unit to a tradition.”63


The Lipans, like most any other people, were prone to accept new ideas or traits that would ease their way of life, save time and energy, and/or provide instant stimulation and satisfaction. Such a willingness to adapt to their immediate circumstances or surroundings led to substitutions in—not alterations of—their basic cultural patterns. But the long-range implications of their various cultural adaptations were consequential, to say the least. As one psychologist has noted, adapting to cultural change is like “having the rug pulled from under one’s feet—one does not know whether to fall forwards or backwards or to either side to catch a hold. But no sooner does one regain composure than something else happens. More than the change itself, it is this rapidity of change that is most unsettling and stressful.”64 As the Lipans migrated from mountains to plains to the arid expanses of south Texas and northern Mexico, they struggled to maintain a semblance of cultural continuity. Cherished Lipan values such as bravery, generosity, fortitude, and industry remained a bedrock of security amidst a sea of often bewildering and complex challenges. As time passed and their numerous Indian and non-Indian enemies pressed them on all sides, Lipan men and women suffered from a diminished control over their lives, from a discontinuity for which they were unprepared, and from a bewilderment that resulted from having to sift through the painful alternatives that life’s circumstances offered them. As we will see, the Lipan Apaches of the mid-to-late nineteenth century were a people quite unlike their forebears of the eighteenth century. While clinging to their cherished values and traditions, new behaviors and aspirations emerged that must have been painful to a people who had once dominated the southern plains.65


To conclude our discussion of Lipan Apache culture, a final question deserves consideration: Can we properly regard the Lipan Apaches as “Plains Indians”? As “Southwestern Indians”? Or as something in between? The Lipans and the Kiowa Apaches were the only Southern Athapaskans to reside permanently on the plains and become dependent on bison for a considerable part of their diet. This dependence helps explain their nomadic lifestyle, their utilization of tipis and load-bearing dogs, and the increasingly important role that women played as food processors, tanners, clothes makers, and manufacturers of tools, utensils, and receptacles. The Lipans’ acquisition of horses in the seventeenth century only heightened this dependence on bison, and further solidified their decision to remain as nomads on the Plains. The Lipans traveled exclusively by land, and performed river-crossings via bullboat or crude raft. They were renowned tanners, but not terribly proficient in weaving, basket making, or pottery—handicrafts that were difficult for nomadic peoples to develop fully. They constructed circular shields made of dried bison hide stretched over a wooden frame and wore fringed shirts. On occasion, they decorated both the shields and clothing with painted designs. The Lipans and Kiowa Apaches were the only Southern Athapaskans to adopt the Plains Indian attitude that considered counting coup on a fallen enemy a meritorious act.66


Although the Lipans never adopted the elaborate ceremonial organization and religious life typical of many Plains Indian peoples, they shared virtually all of the external features of Plains culture.67 Not until after the Comanches displaced them from the Texas Panhandle in the early eighteenth century did the Lipans stray from this lifestyle. No longer full-time plains residents, the Lipans ceased being “Plains Indians” as they adapted to their new environment in south Texas and located new food sources, building materials, and so forth. Consequently, the Lipan diet grew more diverse, with increasing emphasis placed on the acquisition of smaller game animals as well as wild plants. Wickiups constructed of sotol stalks, leaves, and brush emerged as common alternatives to tipis, while the role of women grew even more crucial to family economies as evidenced by their expanded duties locating, harvesting, and preparing hundreds of plant-based food and medicinal items. Thus, the Lipan movement from the Texas Panhandle to the hill country and arid coastal plain of south-central Texas parallels their abandonment of a strictly Plains culture complex. In its place, a new system evolved—a hybrid of sorts—that blended Plains culture traits, such as nomadic bison hunting, with new ones, such as the acquisition of smaller game species; gathering plants, nuts, and seeds; trading; and desultory farming activities. Further nudging the Lipans from a Plains orientation was their association with (and at times assimilation of) Indian peoples with very different traditions (such as Coahuiltecans, Pueblos, and Jumanos), not to mention Spanish and French missionaries, soldiers, and traders. All these groups introduced the Lipans to new foods, clothing, tools, weapons, technologies, and ideas that they tailored in varying degrees to their needs and desires, continuing a tradition of adaptation and cultural reinvention that had persisted for centuries.
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