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Prologue


It was the first summer of the Civil War, and everyone thought it would be the last. Hundreds of thousands of Americans converged on train platforms and along country roads, waving handkerchiefs and shouting goodbyes as their men went off to military camps. Most of these men were civilian volunteers: farmers and laborers, doctors and lawyers who had never fought in any sort of battle. Some were professional soldiers: army regulars who were recruited into service in the 1840s and ’50s, paid to fight first against Indians in Florida and then Mexicans across the border, and afterward, to garrison frontier forts from the Mississippi River to the Pacific.

In those first warm days of June 1861, there had been only a few skirmishes in the steep, stony mountains of western Virginia, but large armies of Union and Confederate soldiers were coalescing along the Potomac River. A major battle was coming, and it would be fought somewhere between Washington, D.C., and Richmond.



As the war was beginning in Virginia, the struggle over lands west of the Mississippi was also getting under way. In the Union War Department a few steps from the White House, clerks wrote out dispatches to commanders in California, Oregon, and the western territories. The federal government needed army regulars currently garrisoned at frontier forts to fight in the eastern theater. These soldiers should be sent immediately to the camps around Washington, D.C.

In New Mexico Territory, however, some regulars would have to remain at their posts. The political loyalties of the local population—large numbers of Hispano laborers, farmers, ranchers, and merchants; a small number of Anglo businessmen and territorial officials; and thousands of Apaches and Navajos—were far from certain. New Mexico Territory, which in 1861 extended from the Rio Grande to the California border, had come into the Union in 1850 as part of a congressional compromise regarding the extension of slavery into the West. California was admitted to the Union as a free state while New Mexico, which was south of the Mason-Dixon Line, remained a territory. Under a policy of popular sovereignty, its residents would decide for themselves if slavery would be legal. Mexico had abolished black slavery in 1829, but Hispanos in New Mexico had long embraced a forced labor system that enslaved Apaches and Navajos. In 1859 the territorial legislature, made up of predominantly wealthy Hispano merchants and ranchers with Native slaves in their households, passed a Slave Code to protect all slave property in the Territory.

In order to ensure that this pro-slavery stance did not drive New Mexico into the arms of the Confederacy, the commander of the Department of New Mexico would have to keep most of his regulars in place to defend the Territory from a secessionist overthrow. Louisa Canby’s husband, Edward R. S. Canby (his wife and family members called him by his middle name, Richard), a colonel in the Union Army who had assumed command in Santa Fe after his superior officer resigned to join the Confederacy, was in his headquarters until all hours during the summer of 1861, organizing his troops and making defensive plans. Louisa was used to being alone at such busy times. She and Richard had been married for more than twenty years, and they had moved together with their daughter Mary to frontier posts in Florida, Pennsylvania, New York, California, and Utah Territory. Living in Santa Fe at this moment, however, was different. Everyone was talking not only of a secessionist insurrection, but also a possible Confederate invasion of New Mexico. If that came to pass, Louisa would do whatever she could to help the Union win the fight.

The Lincoln administration had to retain control of the West in order to win the war. It was an immense region, making up more than 40 percent of the United States landmass. The U.S. government had purchased most of it from England, Spain, and France early in the nineteenth century and acquired the rest after defeating Mexico in 1848. New Mexico Territory was the gateway to southern California, and to much of the rest of the West. In 1861 it was also the only far western territory to share a border with the Confederacy. It was therefore vulnerable to invasion.

To move large armies through New Mexico Territory would be a challenge. It was a forbidding landscape, with rolling deserts breaking suddenly into volcanic ranges and mesas. Its lands averaged 5,700 feet above sea level. Newcomers immediately felt the effects of the elevation, and of the semi-aridity of the climate. Towns, farms, and ranches were clustered along three major rivers (the Rio Grande, the Colorado, and the Gila) and trails that led to other water sources: springs and wells, small creeks and arroyos. Bright green fields edged these waterways and were themselves crossed by acequias, irrigation ditches that brought water to the plants. The fields were a vivid contrast to the brown desert sands that surrounded them.

Like the region’s scrub plants, the people who lived in New Mexico Territory had developed strategies of survival. They scattered across the landscape in order to use the region’s scarce resources without depleting them. Those who were able to move quickly through the desert, and knew where there were steady supplies of meat, plants, and water, were those who endured in New Mexico. They hunted, farmed, staked claims in silver and copper mines, traded goods and sold slaves, and regularly raided one another’s horse and cattle herds.

Union officials wanted more Anglo-Americans to settle in New Mexico Territory at some point in the future, in order to colonize its lands and integrate the Territory more firmly into the nation. As the Civil War began, however, they wanted to control it as a thoroughfare, a way to access the gold in the mountains of the West and California’s deep-water ports. They needed the money from the mines and from international trade to fund their war effort. The Confederates wanted these same resources, of course. In the summer of 1861, Richard Canby’s forces had to defend New Mexico Territory in order to protect California, and the entire West.

Colonel James Henry Carleton had the security of California in mind as he walked down the streets of San Bernardino in July 1861. It was a small but growing town with 1,500 residents, who hailed from every state across the nation. Would they side with the North or the South? Carleton believed that the people of San Bernardino would identify more with their comrades in the mines than with the communities they had left behind. He felt he knew towns like this well, after more than twenty years posted at U.S. Army forts in the West. Carleton soon discovered, however, that large groups of secessionists were gathering in secret in San Bernardino, hatching plans to overthrow the state government. As he boarded a stage to take him back to Los Angeles, Carleton wrote out requests to send two more companies of soldiers to that town. They would help to keep the peace and represent the power of the Union. And if the Confederates should invade New Mexico and then march toward southern California, these Union soldiers would be perfectly positioned to defend it.

Mining communities throughout the West mirrored San Bernardino’s diversity, and its volatility. Although Colorado Territory had thrown in with the Union after its organization in February 1861, there had been fistfights and gunfire in the streets of Denver as northerners and southerners fought for control of the town. Twenty-four-year-old Alonzo Ickis had not participated in those brawls. He had been up in the Rocky Mountain gold mines for the previous two years, trying to find a vein that he could work for a profit. In the summer of 1861 he moved to Breckenridge, a small town filled with Midwestern miners like him. They voted to change the spelling of the town’s name so that it no longer honored John C. Breckinridge, who had run for president as a pro-slavery Democrat in 1860. It was a small gesture of their fealty to the Union. Ickis had been reading the war news in the papers—months old, but to him still news—and the conflict seemed very far away. He was not sure what he would do after that summer in the mines, whether he would go back home to Iowa and muster into the Union Army or stay in Colorado and wait for the war to come to him. That decision was still ahead of him, Ickis reckoned. The days were bright and warm, and he had digging to do.

Union military officials in New Mexico were not yet recruiting Colorado soldiers for their defense of the Territory. Richard Canby hoped that in addition to his army regulars, he could enlist enough Hispano soldiers to fight off an invading Confederate Army. To recruit, train, and lead these soldiers the Union Army needed charismatic officers, men who could speak Spanish and who had experience fighting in the rolling prairies, parched deserts, and high mountain passes of the Southwest. Several such men volunteered for the Union Army in the summer of 1861, including Christopher “Kit” Carson, the famed frontiersman. Carson had been born in Kentucky but had lived and traveled throughout New Mexico for more than thirty years, working as a hunter, trapper, and occasional U.S. Army guide. He volunteered for the army when the Civil War began, accepting a commission as a lieutenant colonel. In June 1861, Richard Canby sent him to Fort Union to take command of the 1st New Mexico Volunteers, a regiment of Hispano soldiers who had come into camp from all over the Territory. Carson knew that most of New Mexico’s Anglos were skeptical about these men and their soldiering abilities. The frontiersman believed, however, that the soldiers of the 1st New Mexico would fight well once the battles began. His job was to get them ready.

Some of Carson’s men came with experience, having served in New Mexican militias that rode out to attack Navajos and Apaches in response to raids on their towns and ranches. It was a cycle of violence with a long history, one that predated the arrival of Americans in New Mexico. That summer, however, as soldiers gathered in Union military camps, there had been few raids into Diné Bikéyah, the Navajo homeland in northwestern New Mexico. The calm was unusual, but welcome. In the valley between the Defiance Plateau and the Chuska Mountains in the center of Diné Bikéyah, Juanita gathered the first of the wild plants pushing up through the dirt, looked to her cornfields, and tended the large sheep herd that belonged to her and her husband, a Navajo headman named Manuelito. The herd had grown over the spring, after Navajos raided Hispano ranches and towns and brought back hundreds of animals. There had been no reprisals from the Hispanos or the Americans for these attacks, and several U.S. military posts had been abandoned. Hopefully this meant that the Navajos would have a peaceful harvest season, and a winter of comfort and plenty.

The Navajos were not the only ones who noticed a shift in the balance of power in the summer of 1861. In the southern reaches of New Mexico Territory, the Chiricahua Apache chief Mangas Coloradas watched Americans move through Apachería, his people’s territory. This was the latest in a series of Anglo migrations through Apachería over the past thirty years. First the trappers and traders arrived and then, in 1846, U.S. soldiers under Stephen Watts Kearny, on their way to fight the Mexicans in California. Long wagon trains filled with Anglo families followed, on the hunt for gold in the Sierras. U.S. soldiers came again in the 1850s, and this time they stayed. Mail stage drivers and miners flooded in. They began to build towns in Mangas Coloradas’s lands, cutting his trees and killing the mule deer that sustained the Chiricahuas during harsh high desert winters. Mangas decided that these incursions would not stand. In June 1861, sensing that the U.S. Army was distracted, he decided that this was the time to drive all of the Americans from Apachería.

Navajos and Chiricahua Apaches were a serious challenge to the Union Army’s campaign to gain control of New Mexico at the beginning of the American Civil War. If Richard Canby could secure the Territory against the Union’s Confederate and Native enemies, he would achieve more than Republicans had thought possible after ten years of constant, angry debates about the introduction of slavery into the West, and the significance of that region in the future of the nation. Would the West become a patchwork of plantations, worked by black slaves? Southern Democrats, led by Mississippi senator (and future Confederate president) Jefferson Davis, had argued that the acquisitions from Mexico, particularly New Mexico Territory, “can only be developed by slave labor in some of its forms.” The amount of food and cotton that New Mexico plantations would produce, Davis imagined, would make that Territory a part of “the great mission of the United States, to feed the hungry, to clothe the naked, and to establish peace and free trade with all mankind.”1

Members of the Republican Party disagreed. A relatively new political organization born out of disputes over slavery in 1854, Republicans considered slavery to be a “relic of barbarism” and argued that it should not be expanded into the western territories. “The normal condition of all the territory of the United States is that of freedom,” their 1860 party platform asserted. The western lands should be reserved for free laborers who would “enjoy all of the rights and privileges to which they are entitled” by the Constitution.2 Preventing Confederate occupation of New Mexico Territory and clearing it of Navajos and Apaches were twin goals of the Union Army’s Civil War campaign in New Mexico, an operation that sought not only military victory but also the creation of an empire of liberty: a nation of free laborers extending from coast to coast.

To make this vision a reality, New Mexico had to be both militarily secure and politically stable. The appointment of Republican officials to territorial posts would ensure that in the wake of the Union Army’s successes, the conquest of the region would continue. In late July 1861, the Union Department of the Interior sent a certificate to John A. Clark, an Illinois lawyer and landowner, appointing him surveyor general of New Mexico Territory. Clark was pleased. He had experience surveying public lands in his home state, and in this new position he would have the opportunity to examine and map the Southwest. The knowledge he produced would be essential to the Anglo settlement of New Mexico, and its cultivation by free farmers. This was also a chance for Clark to serve his country in a time of crisis. At forty-five, he was too old to be shouldering a rifle in the field of battle. His service would take him far away from his wife, Anna, and their seven children, but perhaps he would send for them after he settled into his quarters and put his office in order. In early August John Clark began to pack his bags for the journey to Santa Fe. His role was an essential one in the Lincoln administration’s plan to extend its political influence and power to the Pacific.



As Union soldiers, civilians, and politicians began to mobilize in New Mexico Territory, word spread across Texas: the Confederate Army needed soldiers to march to war on the well-worn trade route from San Antonio to the Mexican trading town of El Paso. They needed men who could bring their own horses and gear. Men who were not afraid of a hard fight in rough places. Men who would help their new nation claim what had always been rightfully theirs.

Jefferson Davis himself had approved the plan. New Mexico Territory, he believed, would be an ideal location for a transcontinental railroad, the center of a network of iron rails that would bind the Atlantic and Pacific coasts of the Confederacy together. Davis also hoped that the Southwest could become the heart of a Confederate empire of slavery, extending from Georgia to California and perhaps even southward into Mexico. For now, though, Davis wanted New Mexico for the same reason Lincoln did: for its access to gold and Pacific ports, which would help the Confederacy win the war to come.

In June 1861 the Confederate president gave former U.S. Army officer Henry Hopkins Sibley permission to raise troops in Texas, for a campaign to take New Mexico. At almost the same moment, a thirty-eight-year-old rancher rode into San Antonio with three hundred men in tow. Throughout the spring, John Robert Baylor had traveled through the western counties of the state, making impassioned speeches about the southern cause, the northern menace, and the fun that Texas men would have on their “buffalo hunt.” Baylor was as charismatic as he was physically imposing: six-foot-three and broad-shouldered, with flashing blue eyes and long, dark hair swept back from a receding hairline. His recruiting success so impressed his superiors that Baylor was given command of the 2nd Texas Mounted Rifles, a regiment that grew to almost a thousand men in the next few weeks. Baylor soon received orders to take his soldiers and occupy several abandoned federal forts strung out along the road between San Antonio and El Paso. The 2nd Texas would then halt at Fort Bliss, an installation built near the border of Texas and Mexico. From there it was a short forty-mile march to New Mexico Territory. Baylor and the 2nd Texas left a few days later.

When Baylor’s men vacated their camps outside San Antonio, hundreds of other soldiers moved in. Texans from all over the state were answering Henry Sibley’s call for troops. William Lott Davidson (Bill to his friends), twenty-three years old and Mississippi-born, read the notices in the papers and decided to enlist. A lawyer living in a small town outside Houston, Davidson had no military training but he did have some experience fighting Indians, and bore the mark of those fights: a ragged scar along his jawbone where a local surgeon had sawed a Comanche arrow out of his face. In late July 1861, Bill Davidson began to load up his gear for the ride to San Antonio, determined to do all he could to win the West for the Confederacy.



It was the first summer of the Civil War and all of these people—Canby, the army wife; Carleton, the Union colonel; Ickis, the gold miner; Carson, the frontiersman; Juanita, the Navajo woman; Mangas Coloradas, the Apache war chief; Clark, the surveyor general; Baylor, the ambitious rancher; and Davidson, the young lawyer—were moving toward the Rio Grande, and toward one another.

Some had met before. Others would meet on battlefields: Valverde, Glorieta, and Tséyi’ (Canyon de Chelly). Most would cross paths obliquely, never realizing how much their actions altered each other’s lives. Together, their stories help to explain how the conflict in New Mexico, as one soldier put it, was a “three-cornered war” involving Union soldiers, Confederates, and Native peoples fighting for power over the region’s natural resources. In the summer of 1861, it remained to be seen if any one community could fully win New Mexico and, with it, the greater West. The battles that followed took place across the entire Territory, from the Rio Grande to the California border, up toward Colorado and across the border in Mexico. They illuminate the ways that New Mexico became a pivotal theater of the Civil War, the center of a larger struggle for the future of the nation, of Native peoples, and of the West.



As these nine people converged in New Mexico Territory in 1861, a comet appeared overhead, burning through the desert sky. Astronomers speculated about its origins. It could be the Great Comet of 1264, the huge and brilliant orb that had presaged the death of the pope. Or it might be the comet of 1556, whose tail resembled a wind-whipped torch, and whose splendor had convinced Charles V that a dire calamity awaited him. In either case, the editors of the Santa Fe Gazette found the appearance of this “new and unexpected stranger” in the skies to be ominous.

“Inasmuch as bloody [conflicts] were the order of the day in those times,” their report read, “it is easy to see that each comet was the harbinger of a fearful and devastating war.”3






PART ONE Those Whom the Gods Would Destroy
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The Southwestern Theater, Summer 1861–Winter 1862






1 Baylor


When Texas seceded from the Union in February 1861 and the Civil War began in earnest two months later, John Baylor had not thought he would end up in the deserts of southern New Mexico. He had first volunteered for the Confederate Army in May, hoping to defend Texas from invasion or to take the fight to the Yankees in Virginia. He had come to Texas from Kentucky as a teenager, part of a flood of migrants who poured into the newly established republic after it secured independence from Mexico in 1836. His family had been lured by its rich, loamy bottomlands, the promise of booming cotton crops, and the right to own slaves.1 By the 1850s Baylor and his wife, Emy, were living near the south-central town of LaGrange, with some acreage in crops and a growing herd of cattle.2

Baylor liked the work, but he was a man on the make, always interested in new ways to make money and to gain the respect of his peers.3 In 1851, he ran for the Texas legislature and was easily elected. He also began to read the law and was admitted to the state bar in 1853.4 He was proud of all he had achieved and saw his success as part of a family effort.

“Them Baylors,” he wrote to his sister Fanny in 1857, “may they never cease to have good luck until the poorest among them is worth millions.”5

Baylor saw his service in the Confederate Army as another opportunity to make his mark. He was ecstatic about his appointment as lieutenant colonel of the 2nd Texas Mounted Rifles, and about their orders to secure the Union’s abandoned military installations in West Texas.6 In June 1861, Baylor and his men had traveled quickly along the San Antonio–El Paso Road. Whenever they arrived at a fort, they left a company of soldiers behind to defend it before moving on.7 This process, along with a high rate of desertion, left Baylor with only about 350 soldiers when he finally arrived at Fort Bliss, on the far western edge of Texas, on July 5.8

According to his orders, Baylor was supposed to stay at Fort Bliss. But after he had rested his men for two weeks, the Texans received word that a detachment of Union troops had left Albuquerque and was moving south along the Rio Grande. Baylor was alarmed. It looked like the Yankees were planning to invade Texas, and his men were the only force positioned to defend it. He pondered his options. The road from San Antonio was not yet strung with telegraph wires, and he did not have time to send a letter to headquarters asking for orders. He did not know that at that moment, a dispatch was already on its way to Fort Bliss, instructing Baylor to make no attempt to move into New Mexico Territory until a senior officer arrived to take command.9 By the time that letter reached Fort Bliss, Baylor had already crossed the border. He had decided that moving forward was better than standing still. He would take responsibility for whatever resulted.10



Riding quietly through the desert on the night of July 24, 1861, John Baylor and three hundred men approached Fort Fillmore, the Union’s southernmost military installation in New Mexico Territory. The fort was full of medicine, weapons, and food that Baylor and the 2nd Texas would need for the invasion of the Territory. The plan was to surround the fort and then attack as the sun rose over the jagged peaks of the Organ Mountains. They crept close to the fort in the early-morning darkness, but then Baylor heard Fillmore’s buglers begin to play the long roll, summoning the Union soldiers within to take up their arms. He found out later that a deserter from his ranks had slipped away to warn the federals, and so the 2nd Texas had lost the advantage of surprise. Disgruntled, Baylor abandoned his original plan and ordered his men to march toward the small trading town of Mesilla.11

A few miles north of Fort Fillmore, Mesilla was at the crossroads of the Southwest’s two most well-trafficked thoroughfares: El Camino Real de Tierra Adentro (“the Royal Road of the Interior Lands”), moving people north and south between Mexico and Santa Fe along the Rio Grande, and the Butterfield overland mail route, an east-west road linking Missouri and Los Angeles. Mesilla was also the gateway to the region’s silver, gold, and copper mines. Some had been worked for years by Hispano miners, while others, deep in Chiricahua Apache country, had just been discovered by Anglos. If John Baylor could occupy Mesilla, the Confederates could control access to these mines, as well as traffic in and out of southern New Mexico.

As the 2nd Texas rode northward, they passed lush fields of corn and wheat, a pleasing sight to soldiers who had spent the past month traveling through the dusty brown tablelands of western Texas. On the outskirts of Mesilla, the regiment turned onto the town’s main road, guiding their horses around deep holes dug out by Hispano artisans to make adobe bricks. News of their arrival spread ahead of them, and by the time the Texans reached Mesilla’s central plaza, a crowd had gathered. The Confederates halted.

“Viva!” someone shouted. And then a chorus: “Hurrah!”12

The 2nd Texas dismounted, pleased with all of the “manifestations of joy” that greeted them on the streets of Mesilla. Although the New Mexico legislature had declared for the Union, most of Mesilla’s Anglo residents had come from the states of the Confederacy, looking for their fortunes in the mines and finding other opportunities in frontier businesses.13 In November 1860, a handful of these citizens had held a mock election in the town plaza, voting overwhelmingly for Kentucky’s John C. Breckinridge rather than the Republican Abraham Lincoln or the northern Democrat Stephen Douglas. After the secession of Texas, Anglo miners, teamsters, and businessmen from southern New Mexico issued their own proclamation of secession. They wanted to create a newly independent territory they called “Arizona,” with Mesilla as its capital. The area was already so decidedly pro-Confederate by the time Baylor arrived that, as one Unionist reported, “this country is now as much in the possession of the enemy as Charleston is.”14

While the officers of the 2nd Texas sought out lodging and supplies for their men, John Baylor looked for a good place to establish his headquarters. In the center of Mesilla plaza, the U.S. flag came down and the Confederate flag went up. The crowd cheered again.

When he occupied Mesilla on July 25, 1861, John Baylor became the first Confederate to lead a successful invasion of Union territory in the Civil War. He did not have time to revel in this distinction, however. Rising dust clouds to the east told him that Union soldiers from Fort Fillmore were on the move. Baylor figured that even if the Texans were outnumbered, they had the advantage of a defensive position. He ordered most of the 2nd Texas to leave their horses and move on foot to the southern edge of town. He placed some of them along the road, others on the flat roofs of surrounding adobe houses, and the rest in corrals and cornfields. Then they waited.

In the late afternoon, two riders came into view, carrying a flag of truce. Baylor sent two of his most trusted officers to meet them, and soon they came galloping back.

“Major [Isaac] Lynde of the Union Army,” they informed him, “demands the unconditional and immediate surrender of the Texan forces.”

Baylor knew that his position was too strong to give in to such a demand.

“Tell Lynde,” he said to his officers, “that if he wants the town he must come and take it.” Turning to the soldiers gathered around him on the road, he added, “We will fight first, and surrender afterward.”15

Lynde’s couriers disappeared down the road. Within a matter of minutes, two cannon shots hurtled toward Baylor’s line. One exploded on the roof of a building and the other struck a tree, sending limbs and shards of bark flying. Then the Texans turned to see a regiment of Union cavalry pounding down the road toward them. Baylor waited until the federals were in range of his men’s shotguns and pistols before giving the order to fire. The bullets ripped through the Union ranks, and in the ensuing chaos the Yankees wheeled their horses and rode back toward their own lines.

Baylor’s men fired at the retreating soldiers and then waited for another charge. It did not come. The scouts Baylor sent out reported that Lynde had taken his soldiers and his artillery back to Fort Fillmore. Should the Texans follow? Baylor considered it, but then decided that the Union retreat might be a trap. Better to return to Mesilla and prepare for a Union assault, which he was sure would come the next day. When the Confederates marched back to the plaza, the townspeople once again emerged from their houses and stores to cheer them. As his men celebrated throughout the night, Baylor reviewed the events of the day with satisfaction. The Battle of Mesilla was not long, nor was it costly. But the Texans had won. The Confederate conquest of the West had begun.16



The day after the Battle of Mesilla, Baylor scanned the skies to the east, looking for a sign that the federals were marching toward him. There was no movement in that direction. He sent scouts out to see what the federals were up to, and they returned to report that Lynde’s soldiers were digging entrenchments around Fort Fillmore. Baylor saw a chance to put his original plan back into action and sent for his artillerists, who were still at Fort Bliss. The next day, the Texans would march again on Fillmore, and pound it into submission from the high sand hills between the fort and the Rio Grande.17

Once again, Baylor’s plans were frustrated. On July 27, his scouts woke him at daybreak, reporting dust rising up fifteen miles away. Baylor leapt out of bed, grabbed his field glasses, and climbed onto the flat dirt roof of his headquarters. What he saw confirmed the scouts’ account: a large column of soldiers was making its way slowly toward the Organ Mountains to the east. They were on a military road that led up and over the mountains and then north to Fort Stanton, another federal installation filled with valuable supplies. The federals had to cross twenty miles of desert and then summit San Augustin Pass, which towered almost two thousand feet above the valley floor. There was a silver-mining town called San Augustin Springs a few miles past the pass on the east side of the range; the troops would likely stop there to rest. Baylor climbed down from the roof and ordered his command to prepare their horses and fill their canteens. Instead of assaulting Fort Fillmore, they would chase down and intercept the enemy in the middle of the desert road. They would force the retreating Yankees to fight or surrender.18

The 2nd Texas pounded out of the town and splashed through the Rio Grande. A scout joined them on the eastern bank and informed Baylor that the federals had abandoned and partially burned Fort Fillmore, but its storehouse was still intact. Baylor was delighted. He sent a detachment of soldiers to occupy the fort and gather its supplies.19

Baylor led the 2nd Texas along the riverbank and then turned east onto the road to San Augustin Springs, lined with dark green creosote bushes. As the sun rose up over the dark edges of the mountaintops, the Texans gained on the federals. The sky was a nearly cloudless, vast expanse of blue and the temperature was climbing. By noon it would be nearly ninety degrees.20

When the road reached the foot of the mountains, it pitched upward into a more extreme grade. The federals’ wagon trains, at the rear of the column, slowed to a crawl, and Baylor passed them. Farther on, Baylor halted his lathered horse and looked down from the saddle on a group of Union soldiers who had collapsed along the road. Some were trying to crawl along a trail that led into a narrow cut in the mountains. When they saw Baylor, they called to him through parched lips.

“Water,” they begged. “Please. Water.”

It was hard to believe that these U.S. Army regulars, who were seasoned frontier soldiers, had succumbed to the most common of desert maladies: thirst. The federals had carried only small canteens with them, and their water wagons lagged far behind, their wheels mired in desert sand. They had been on the march for only ten hours, but they were already suffering from extreme dehydration. Baylor had no love for Yankees, but he and his men dismounted and gave the collapsed men all of the water they had. Then they declared them prisoners of war.21

Galloping to the top of the pass, Baylor and his men reined in as a breathtaking view opened up in front of them: miles of undulating foothills, dotted with brown and green desert scrub, easing down into the broad, bright white gypsum flats of the Tularosa Valley. The Confederates turned away from the view and toward San Augustin Springs, which lay a few miles down the winding road. What they saw here was just as astonishing as the valley vista. The road, Baylor reported, “was lined with the fainting, famishing soldiers, who threw down their arms as we passed.”22 Baylor could also see, in the distance, two hundred Union soldiers forming into a ragged line of battle on the edge of town. He gave the order to charge and the Texans dashed down the road. The federals scattered. Baylor pulled up, and as he did, he received a message that the Union commander wanted to meet with him.

Baylor walked into San Augustin Springs with a few of his officers and sat with Major Isaac Lynde. The Union officer was disoriented, his white hair and beard matted with sweat.

“[I was] so much exhausted from fatigue and excessive heat,” Lynde wrote later, “that I could sit on my horse no longer, and I had to stop and dismount.” The pain in his head was so intense that he could barely open his eyes. He had mismanaged the retreat from the start, ordering his soldiers to leave Fort Fillmore without preparing enough water supplies, and issuing a series of increasingly contradictory orders that resulted in chaos on the road. The choice to head into the mountains rather than retreat northward along El Camino Real to Albuquerque was the wrong one. Lynde had made all of the decisions. He was clearly the one to blame for this disaster. As he sat hunched in pain, it was Baylor who now demanded an unconditional surrender. Lynde, convinced that “it was worse than useless to resist; that honor did not demand the sacrifice of blood after the terrible suffering that our troops had already undergone,” agreed.23 The two men—one a professional U.S. Army soldier with years of experience in desert warfare, the other a Texas rancher in command of a regiment for the first time—signed the articles of capitulation.24



Baylor and his men were forced to stay in San Augustin Springs for two days, until their prisoners (around four hundred soldiers and several civilians, most of them the families of officers) recovered from their dehydration and exhaustion. Feeling magnanimous, Baylor offered the federals a chance to switch sides.

“All who take service with us in the C.S.A.,” he announced, “will be given $26 per month, a horse, saddle, and bridle, and all each can make besides.”25

A few of the Union soldiers took Baylor up on this offer, but most of them did not, and all of the officers refused. What to do with his prisoners, then? While he would have relished the cheers that would greet him as he marched into Mesilla with his captives, Baylor did not have enough men to guard them. And although the Texans now had Fort Fillmore’s salvaged supplies, the food and fodder would not last long. The Mesilla Valley was fertile, but its crops could not sustain both the 2nd Texas Mounted Rifles and the Union prisoners.

“Being desirous … to afflict the enemy in every way,” Baylor took his prisoners to the Rio Grande and then let most of them go. “It was much better for [the Yankees] to bear the expense of feeding [them], than for me to do so.”26

Baylor confiscated the federals’ weapons and horses and ordered them to march to Fort Craig, a Union installation 125 miles north of Mesilla. From there they would head to Fort Leavenworth in Kansas, where they would muster out of the Union Army and never bear arms against the Confederates again, however long the Civil War should last.27 The Union parolees had two choices for their journey to Fort Craig: travel along the Rio Grande, which twisted in broad arcs through a narrow valley, or take the more direct route through the Jornada del Muerto (“Path of the Dead Man”), a ninety-mile stretch of scrubby desert with no springs, creeks, or sinks to sustain men or animals. The Yankees, still reeling from their experiences on the Fort Stanton Road, chose the Rio Grande route. It might be longer but at least they would have water. As the federals turned northward, Baylor and the 2nd Texas turned to the southwest, toward Mesilla, which was now the headquarters of the Confederate campaign for the West.28

Three days later, Baylor sat down at a wooden table in his headquarters, placed a piece of paper in front of him, and dipped his pen in ink.

“I, John Baylor, lieutenant-colonel, commanding the Confederate Army in the Territory of Arizona,” he wrote, “hereby take possession of the said Territory in the name and behalf of the Confederate States of America.”

Arizona’s northern border was the 34th parallel and its western border was the Colorado River. With this proclamation, the Confederacy now stretched from the Atlantic Ocean to California.

Baylor organized the new territorial government into executive and judicial departments and declared that the executive authority “shall be vested in the commandant of the Confederate Army in Arizona.” Baylor had contemplated running for governor of Texas in 1861 before the war broke out. Taking up this post in Arizona seemed an even better opportunity for fame and fortune. He would establish his government offices in Mesilla, which was now designated the territorial capital. From there, Baylor would be able to see both friends and enemies coming for miles.29

Baylor sent one copy of his proclamation to Richmond and another to the Mesilla Times, a local newspaper founded by pro-Confederate Anglos in 1860. He then penned a letter to General Earl Van Dorn, commander of the Confederate Department of Texas, describing the events of the previous week in New Mexico Territory.

“I have acted in all matters relating to the acquisition of Arizona entirely upon my own responsibility,” he wrote, “and can only refer the matter, through you, for the approval of the Government.”

Baylor assumed that President Jefferson Davis and the Confederate Congress would not object to his actions because, he noted, “the vast mineral resources of Arizona, in addition to its affording an outlet to the Pacific, make its acquisition a matter of some importance to our Government.”30 There was no question that Arizona Territory was essential to the Confederacy’s plans to reach California, and John Baylor had just cleared the way. He was the vanguard of Confederate manifest destiny.



Word of the Battle of Mesilla, the Union surrender at San Augustin Springs, and the creation of Arizona Territory reached Texas a week later, and then spread throughout the Confederacy in the summer and fall of 1861. Although he had acted without orders, Baylor’s victories pleased his superiors in San Antonio and Richmond. Van Dorn immediately notified the War Department about Baylor’s “complete success” in his expedition, boasting of the prisoners and supplies that the Texas officer had taken.31 Confederate Secretary of War Judah Benjamin lauded Baylor’s success in his report to President Davis on the progress of the war in 1861.

“All the proceedings of Lieutenant-Colonel Baylor appear to have been marked by prudence, energy, and sagacity,” Benjamin wrote, “and to be deserving of high praise. The result of his action has been the securing to the Confederacy a portion of the territory formerly common to all the States but now forming a natural appendage to our Confederate States, opening a pathway to the Pacific.”32

It was glorious news for the South. Their empire of slavery appeared to be growing in the West, at the same moment that they had won the first major battle outside the town of Manassas, Virginia, in the East.

When John Baylor’s family heard about his victories, they were beside themselves.

“I can’t pretend to tell you all the compliments I have had on your brilliant success,” wrote his sister Fanny. Their mother, she reported, had been campaigning among the local families in San Antonio to have “a report of the Missilla [sic] Battle published.”33

The residents of Mesilla reacted similarly, complimenting Baylor at every opportunity. Robert P. Kelley, the editor of the Mesilla Times, wrote on the day of the San Augustin surrender that the 2nd Texas had “changed our position from one of fear and anxiety to wild enthusiasm—the dread of armed oppression and outrage give place to the brightest hopes and most confident security.” Baylor’s victories had liberated southern New Mexico from the “Abolition despot,” the editor crowed, “the transition from darkness to light has been sudden, skillful, and glorious.”34

Baylor basked in the praise. He worried, however, that his small force was not strong enough to occupy Confederate Arizona for very long.

“Now that I have taken possession of the Territory,” Baylor wrote to Van Dorn, “I trust a force sufficient to occupy and hold it will be sent by the Government, under some competent man.”35

While Baylor waited for an experienced soldier to take his place, he became fretful. Yes, he had captured southern New Mexico and declared it the Confederate Territory of Arizona without much difficulty. There were still innumerable threats to his position, however, from all directions.36 His scouts confirmed that thousands of Union Army troops were concentrating at Fort Craig. Mexicans from Sonora, hearing of the chaos in New Mexico and sensing weakness on their northern border, were threatening to retake Tucson, which they had lost to the United States in the Gadsden Purchase in 1854. Mescalero Apaches had attacked the small detachment of soldiers Baylor had sent to Fort Stanton, a former Union Army post nestled in the mountains in central New Mexico. And Chiricahua Apaches were raiding wagon trains and mining camps along the Butterfield mail route in western Arizona.

Baylor became desperate for men to help him fight what he was sure would become a multi-front Civil War against Yankees, Mexicans, and Apaches. Until these reinforcements arrived, the future of the Confederate West was uncertain. Shaking off visions of disaster, Baylor wrote to Confederate officials in San Antonio, promising that “I will do all in my power to hold the country, against all odds.”37 He could not do much about the Yankees or the Mexicans without more Texas soldiers. What he could do, however, was launch a successful campaign against Arizona’s Apaches. John Baylor was a farmer, lawyer, legislator, military commander, and now a governor. He had one other area of expertise: finding and killing Indians.






2 Mangas Coloradas


Eighty miles west of Mesilla in the Mimbres Mountains, flames crackled and threw shadows onto the rocky hillsides. Four men sitting around the fire beat stretched rawhides with a steady rhythm. Their songs grew louder, more urgent. A large group of Chiricahua Apaches stood behind the drummers, swaying, listening.

“Kan-da-zis-tlishishen!” the drummers called.

Mangas Coloradas stepped toward the fire and began to walk around it. At six-foot-four, he towered above most of his people. He moved slowly, his head bowed toward the flames and his long hair swaying. He was seventy years old and had been a leader of the Chihenne and Bedonkohe bands of the Chiricahua Apaches for more than forty years. Mangas’s people lived between the Mimbres and the Mogollon Mountains to the west, verdant woodlands with elk and deer to hunt and agave plants to harvest for mescal. His Mexican enemies had initially called him Fuerte (“the Strong One”), but in the 1830s he had worn a red-sleeved coat into battle and had been given the name Mangas Coloradas. The drummers sang of his legendary attacks on towns in northern Mexico, the way he rode straight at his enemies with a lance held high in one hand and a musket in the other. As Mangas Coloradas walked around the fire, his fighting men joined him, tracing his footsteps as a sign of their loyalty.

“Goci!” the drummers called.

Mangas Coloradas’s son-in-law stepped forward. Cochise was shorter than Mangas, five-foot-nine, with a stout frame and broad shoulders. He had long been a war chief of the Chokonen band of the Chiricahuas, who lived in the Dragoon and Chiricahua Mountains near Tucson. He had married one of Mangas Coloradas’s daughters, cementing their bands’ alliance.1 Now he joined Mangas in his father-in-law’s stronghold, bringing all of his people with him. Cochise’s warriors moved into the light behind him.

After the two war chiefs had circled once around the fire, they and their fighters formed a line, pausing briefly before leaping toward the drummers with their weapons in their hands. It was both a reenactment and a foretelling. As they had in the past, the Chiricahuas would launch themselves at their enemies with aggression and bravery.2

After the war dance, the Chiricahuas dispersed to their camps. Several months before, Mangas Coloradas and Cochise had brought their people to this mountain valley in southern New Mexico. Above them, Dziltanatal (“Mountain Holds Up Its Head Proudly”) towered more than three thousand feet above the valley floor. The mountain was a beacon within Apachería, the Chiricahuas’ homeland. It was a massive territory that extended from the Rio Grande in the east to the Dragoon Mountains in the west, northward to the Navajo homeland and southward into Mexico.

In one of the deep-cut canyons below Dziltanatal, the ancient ones had recorded their history in carvings on red and gray stone: petroglyphs of hunters, snakes, antelopes, and elks. They had come here, as the Chiricahuas did, for game but also for water. On the southeastern slope of the mountain, one of the few perennial water sources in the area bubbled up in the foothills. The spring drew both men and animals, and it had been a way station for Chiricahuas for centuries.

At Mangas Coloradas’s camp on the north side of the mountain, the Chiricahuas’ horses, sheep, and cattle browsed shrubs between the wickiups that women had built out of oak and willow branches. From a distance, the shelters were almost indistinguishable from the piñon pines and mesquite that dotted the hills: blooms of green against the bright white rock. Women climbed the hillsides, gathering plants and nuts, or sat bent over pairs of moccasins, pulling tanned deerskin pieces together with firm tugs on strings made of sinew.

The men sat nearby, smoothing and sharpening their mulberry bows and attaching turkey feathers to arrows made of carrizo wood. They secured the knife blades to the ends of their lances, while those with guns and pistols gathered ammunition.3 Unlike the campaigns they had undertaken against Mexican towns during the previous fifty years, the Chiricahuas would not have to go far to make war upon their new enemies. Just a few miles to the south of the camp, crossing near the vital spring, was the Americans’ central road through Apachería, the Butterfield overland mail route.4



The Butterfield route had not been blazed by Americans. The Chiricahuas’ ancestors had created it long before the Anglos arrived. It was one of hundreds of trails connecting hunting grounds, piñon pine groves, and patches of agave with Chiricahua, Navajo, Comanche, and Mexican communities. These paths marked the large extent of Apachería and demonstrated the Chiricahuas’ power as the dominant raiders and traders in the Southwest.5

In 1846, the first U.S. soldiers appeared on the eastern edge of Apachería, led by Brigadier General Stephen Watts Kearny. The Americans were at war with Mexico, and this large army was one part of a two-pronged overland invasion of Mexico’s northern states. Kearny’s men were moving west to California while General Zachary Taylor was moving south from Texas toward Mexico City.6 No one traveled through their territory without the Chiricahuas’ permission, however. Mangas Coloradas sent emissaries to notify Kearny that he would meet with him. In late October 1846, Mangas arrived with several of his warriors at Santa Rita del Cobre, a former Mexican mining town north of the road.7 He entered Kearny’s tent, which had been pitched among the red adobe ruins. Kearny told Mangas that the Americans were crossing Apachería not to fight Indians, but to make war on Mexicans. This pleased the chief immensely.

“Nuestra gente tiene un odio eterno de los mexicanos,” he told Kearny. Spanish was the language of trade and diplomacy across the Southwest, and Mangas Coloradas spoke it well. Kearny, however, spoke only English.

“ ‘Our people have an everlasting hatred of the Mexicans,’ ” the general’s translator explained.8

The Chiricahuas had raided in the northern Mexican states of Sonora and Chihuahua for as long as Mangas Coloradas could remember, riding south on a well-worn trail that was named after them, attacking towns and presidios and stealing horses, sheep, and cattle. Mexican civilians and soldiers retaliated, riding into Apachería and striking Chiricahua camps, killing as many men as they could and taking the women and children to work as slaves in their fields or households. In response, the Apaches went on the warpath, killing hundreds of Mexicans in sharp strikes on frontier towns and taking Hispano slaves of their own. Chiricahua warriors came back from these campaigns wearing crosses and medals seized from the bodies of their enemies as talismans, with saddles decorated by silver ornaments taken from Mexican horses. By the 1840s, this era of violence had created ghost towns across southern Apachería, as Mexicans fled the northern frontier for the safety of the midlands.9

As long as the Americans joined them in their long-standing fight against their mutual enemy, Mangas Coloradas told Kearny, the Apaches pledged “eternal friendship to the whites. You might now pass in safety through our country.”10

Kearny gave Mangas Coloradas papers to show that the Chiricahuas had talked with him, and “that they had promised perpetual friendship with the Americans.”11 After a few hours of brisk trading—the Apaches offered mules, ropes, whips, and mescal in exchange for American shirts, blankets, knives, needles, thread, and handkerchiefs—Kearny’s army moved off to the west toward Tucson and California.12

For several years after this first meeting, only Anglo traders and a few American soldiers traveled the roads through Apachería. Then in 1849 wagon trains began to appear on the eastern horizon, creaking slowly over sand-drifted ruts from Mesilla to Tucson. They were filled with the families and belongings of American gold seekers, intent on making their way to California along the southern route. Sometimes the Chiricahuas would descend upon caravans, get between the animals and the wagons, and herd the cattle, sheep, and horses back into the hills. Other times they would surround the encampment and Mangas Coloradas would meet with the migrants. If it appeared that they were merely passing through Apachería, the chief let them go, though not before charging a toll: a loaf of white sugar, perhaps, or a particularly fine horse.13

In the summer of 1851, a large party of three hundred well-armed American soldiers and civilians passed under the shadow of Dziltanatal and camped in the same place that Kearny had, among the ruins of Santa Rita del Cobre. It was a surveying party led by John Russell Bartlett, who was there to mark the newly negotiated international boundary between Mexico and the United States.

When Mangas Coloradas met with Bartlett, the surveyor explained to him the particulars of the Americans’ treaty with Mexico. Mangas was alarmed to hear that American soldiers had promised to protect the Mexicans from Apache raids, and to return any enslaved Mexicans they found in Apache camps.14 When Bartlett took two of Mangas Coloradas’s own slaves into custody during their talks, the Chiricahua chief was incensed.

“You came to our country,” he said to the surveyor. “You were well received by us. Your lives, your property, your animals, were safe. You passed by ones, by twos, and by threes, through our country; you went and came in peace.”

Mangas Coloradas began to shout. “We were friends! We were brothers! … We believed your assurances of friendship and we trusted them. Why did you take our captives from us?”15

Bartlett tried to explain that the United States and Mexico were now allies rather than enemies. To Mangas Coloradas, and to all Chiricahuas who believed in the power and significance of “the will and the word,” this was nonsensical. It was just more evidence of traits that all whites, both Mexican and American, shared with one another: a tendency to lie and to betray even their own allies. Clearly, the Americans could no longer be trusted.

Mangas Coloradas left Santa Rita del Cobre that day in July 1851 and did not return to meet with Bartlett again. His suspicions of the Americans’ motives were proven right when later that fall, his scouts reported to him that U.S. Army soldiers had encamped and started building adobe forts along the southern Rio Grande, and along the road to Tucson. Miners and farmers had followed, constructing houses and towns, digging out their fields for crops, and defending their settlements with armed guards.16 It seemed that the Americans were no longer content to merely move through Apachería. Instead, they were attempting to colonize Chiricahua territory through a combination of military force and settlement.

Mangas Coloradas was a war chief, but he did not believe in warfare as the first and only course of action. The Americans had come in force to Santa Rita del Cobre, and he did not like to attack an enemy with greater numbers than his and a strong defensive position. He decided to negotiate. In 1852 he met with an American general, Edwin Vose Sumner. The Chiricahua chief ultimately agreed to recognize the jurisdiction of the United States and to allow the army to build forts in Apachería. In return, the Americans would not launch military campaigns against the Chiricahuas, and would distribute rations at regular intervals. Again the sticking point came, however, when Sumner asked Mangas to prohibit the Chiricahuas from raiding in Mexico.

“Are we to stand by with our arms folded,” Mangas Coloradas protested, “while our women and children are being murdered in cold blood? … Are we to be the victims of treachery and not be revenged? Are we not to have the privilege of protecting ourselves?”

Sumner caved on this provision, and Mangas Coloradas left this first treaty negotiation with the Americans satisfied with his diplomatic achievement. He had ceded no land, and he could now concentrate on his own campaigns into Mexico. By adhering to the treaty’s stipulations, he could show the Americans the importance of his word.

“If we say we will keep peace,” Mangas told his people afterward, “we will do so. We keep our agreements.”17



During the 1850s, however, a series of clashes with Americans convinced Mangas Coloradas that peace was no longer an option. First, the U.S. Army had built three more installations in Apachería: Forts Breckenridge and Buchanan protecting Tucson, and Fort McLane south of Santa Rita del Cobre. Then the Butterfield mail route workers arrived in 1858. The U.S. Congress had appropriated $600,000 for the road, which they hoped would offer a safe and rapid route from the Mississippi River to the Pacific Ocean. This transcontinental transportation scheme, like so many in the 1850s, became mired in sectional rancor, but ultimately the contract was awarded to John Butterfield, a New York entrepreneur. The road workers built stone-and-adobe mail stations every twenty miles along the road, and stashed provisions and crates of Sharps rifles in the storerooms.18 In 1860, thousands of American and Mexican miners came to Apachería, spurred by news of gold strikes at the center of Mangas Coloradas’s stronghold.

The Chiricahua chief was enraged when miners began digging out the creeks and rivers, killing all of the elk, deer, and antelope, and cutting down trees to build makeshift towns, the largest of which was called Pinos Altos.19 Chiricahuas began raiding the camps for stock and provisions, and the miners retaliated by attacking Chiricahua rancherías. By December 1860, the situation had devolved and Mangas Coloradas was forced to make another decision. Again he chose to avoid war for the moment, and left his stronghold. He joined his son-in-law Cochise and his band of Chokonens at Apache Pass, in the Chiricahua Mountains in western Apachería. Before he left, he told the miners to get out.

“We do not want peace with the Americans,” Mangas declared. “If the settlers on the Mimbres [River] do not leave we will kill them all.”20

Mangas Coloradas expected to return to the Mogollons and find the Americans gone. Then there would be peace. But just a few months after he arrived at Apache Pass, an event occurred that made amity with the Americans impossible.

In February 1861, a U.S. Army officer appeared near the western summit of the pass, with seventy soldiers in tow. The road made its way across a rolling plateau dotted with juniper and scrub oak trees. The soldiers could see the rocky peaks of the Chiricahua Mountains in the distance, their highest points dusted with snow. The soldiers stopped at the Butterfield stage station, then moved on to water their horses at Apache Spring, the only water source within a sixty-mile radius. Anyone moving through that part of the region had to stop at the spring if they wanted to survive.

The soldiers had come from Fort Buchanan, near Tucson. Their commander, Second Lieutenant George Bascom of the 7th U.S. Infantry, invited Cochise to talk in his tent under a flag of truce. Cochise agreed, and the two men sat down together.

The soldiers were looking for a boy, Bascom said. It was unclear who exactly the child was: a captive who had escaped from an Apache band with his Mexican mother and fled to the ranch of a U.S. government beef contractor named John Ward, or the son of Ward and his Mexican wife. A band of Apaches had raided Ward’s ranch a few days before, Bascom said, taking the boy and most of Ward’s cattle herd off with them.

Cochise conferred with several of his fighting men.

Neither his nor Mangas Coloradas’s warriors had any part in this raid, he told Bascom. He had seen nothing of the boy. It seemed reasonable to conclude that the Coyoteros (a band of Western Apaches, distantly related to the Chiricahuas, who lived near Ward’s ranch) had taken him. Cochise offered to send emissaries to the Coyoteros and negotiate for the boy’s release. Bascom seemed amenable to this plan and the two leaders settled in to eat dinner. As they ate, Bascom’s soldiers quietly surrounded the tent.

When they finished their meal, Bascom informed Cochise that he would hold him and his men hostage until the boy was found. Cochise was initially surprised, and then enraged. He jumped up, drew a knife from one of his leggings, and leapt for the back of the tent, cutting his way through it. Several of his men made it out with him, but Cochise’s brother Coyuntera and four other Chiricahuas were captured, taken back to Bascom’s tent, and secured.21

While Cochise ran back to his camp to gather his warriors, the soldiers withdrew to the Butterfield stage station, maneuvering their wagons along one edge and packing the empty spaces between the wooden slats with grain sacks. They dug a trench and sent men up to Apache Spring to fill all of the kegs and canteens. Cochise captured the Butterfield station agent and several stagecoach passengers unlucky enough to arrive in the midst of the battle. An attempt at a parlay and exchange of prisoners failed. Bascom continued to insist that he would not let Coyuntera and the others go until the Ward boy was recovered.22

When the U.S. soldiers tried to take their parched stock to Apache Spring for water, Cochise’s men rode swiftly toward the herd, driving all of the animals into the hills. For several days, the Chiricahuas rained gunfire down on the soldiers from the high ridges around the station. They killed and injured several Americans before Cochise decided to withdraw. Before they left the pass, the Chiricahuas killed their captives, stabbing them multiple times with lances and burning their bodies, leaving their charred remains in a gulch.

It took some time for Bascom and his men to emerge from the stage station after Cochise and Mangas Coloradas had gone. Scouts found the bodies of the Americans and Mexicans and buried them under a cluster of oak trees at the western edge of Apache Pass. In retaliation for these deaths, Bascom placed ropes around the necks of Coyuntera and the other Chiricahua captives and ordered his men to winch them up toward the branches of the same oak trees. When the Chiricahuas returned to Apache Pass a few months later, they found the desiccated bodies of their kinsmen still hanging there. They had been “hoisted so high by the infantry that even the wolves could not touch them.”23

It was this event, which the Chiricahuas remembered as “Cut the Tent” and the U.S. soldiers reported as “the Bascom Affair,” that led Mangas Coloradas to Dziltanatal in July 1861 and to a declaration of war on the Americans.



In the summer of 1861, the memory of Cut the Tent was still strong. For weeks Mangas Coloradas, Cochise, and their men had been attacking wagon trains on the road south of Dziltanatal, establishing their positions behind the jutting granite rocks and piñon pines along a wide turn in the canyon road. In late August, Mangas Coloradas’s scouts came to tell him of a large party on the move, coming from the west: nine wagons in all, and almost forty men, women, and children, with four hundred head of cattle and nine hundred sheep in tow. They were ranchers and miners from Tubac, a mining town south of Tucson, who had finally decided to leave their homes after U.S. soldiers had abandoned Fort Buchanan. The Ake party (named after their captain, fifty-five-year-old Felix Grundy Ake) had made it to Tucson unscathed, and the Chiricahuas had not attacked them at Apache Pass, and so they figured their luck might just hold out on this one last push through the canyon toward Mesilla.24

The day after their war dance, Mangas Coloradas and Cochise lay in wait on the western slopes of the canyon. When the Ake party entered a wide turn on their approach, the lead wagon rolled over the body of a Mexican cowboy, killed on the road a few weeks before. The wagon train halted and the Chiricahuas swarmed out of the rocks. They stampeded the miners’ herds of cattle and sheep and drove the animals away. The American teamsters managed to arrange some of the wagons into a breastwork across the road, while those in the rear took the women and children back toward the mining town of Pinos Altos. The Apaches and the party exchanged gunfire for several hours, and then the Chiricahuas withdrew, riding back up the canyon and dispersing into the hills. Mangas Coloradas and Cochise met up and agreed to split the captured herd. Mangas would return to the war camp near Dziltanatal and then take the animals back to his stronghold in the Mogollons. Cochise would drive the rest into Mexico on a road through the Florida Mountains and sell them at Corralitos, a busy trading town in Chihuahua.25

Cochise and his warriors celebrated their victory as they rode southward, reenacting their attack for one another and telling stories of their brave deeds. As they approached the boundary between Apachería and Mexico, forty Americans jumped out of a draw and began firing on them. They were a group of miners and adventurers from Pinos Altos (most of them, ardent Confederate secessionists) who had banded together to protect their community when U.S. soldiers abandoned nearby Fort McLane. They called themselves the Arizona Guards. After members of the Ake party had come rushing into Pinos Altos and reported the attack, the Guards’ captain guessed that the Chiricahuas would ride for Mexico through the Florida Mountains, and they lathered their horses getting there before Cochise.

When the Americans attacked, the cattle and sheep herds bolted and Cochise’s men scattered, dragging their wounded and dead men with them. The Chiricahuas turned their horses and rode hard for Dziltanatal. When they came into Mangas Coloradas’s camp, the older chief was shocked to see them. Their campaign against the Americans had been going well and this was their first setback. But no matter. The Chiricahuas were familiar with the fortunes of war. For fifteen years they had engaged with the Americans in various ways: treaties, tolls, avoidance, and attacks. Now they were on war footing, and this was Apachería. The Chiricahuas knew this high desert landscape better than anyone, and they would show the Americans that it would always belong to them. When Mangas Coloradas heard that it was the Arizona Guards who attacked Cochise and took half of the Ake party’s animals, he began to plan his revenge on the miners at Pinos Altos.26






3 Canby


In mid-October 1861, weeks-old copies of the Mesilla Times appeared in Santa Fe, detailing the Chiricahuas’ assault on Pinos Altos. On September 27, Mangas Coloradas and Cochise had divided their men, striking simultaneously at multiple mining camps in the hills above the town. After dispatching or driving off the miners, the Apaches moved down into Pinos Altos and set fire to many of its wooden houses and stores.

“In such formidable numbers they have never assembled before on a war scout,” the Times reported, “and never before have they, in all time, evinced such boldness and daring as to attack a town of two or three hundred houses in open daylight.”1

The Arizona Guards managed to put out some of the fires and mount a defense of the town.

“A desperate fight was kept up,” noted the Times, “for several hours, from the houses and corrals.”

Chiricahuas killed two Arizona Guards and three civilians before a group of women managed to drag a twelve-pound howitzer into the middle of town. They loaded it with nails and buckshot and fired it at an oncoming group of Chiricahuas. This took the riders by surprise and they bolted. The miners took advantage of this pause in the attack and charged, and Mangas Coloradas and Cochise were “finally compelled to raise the siege with loss of many of their braves.” Despite this outcome, the Times noted with alarm, the Apaches were still in control of “nineteen-twentieths of the Territory of Arizona.”2

The editors of the Santa Fe Gazette reprinted parts of this account with horror, but also with relish. If nineteen-twentieths of Arizona belonged to the Chiricahuas, then it followed that only “one-twentieth of the Territory, therefore, remains in the possession of the Texans. That leaves a small field for the army of occupation to operate in,” the Gazette crowed, “and proves the Indians quite as good, if not better, at conquest than the Texans.”3



Despite the paper’s scoffing, the Texan invasion of New Mexico was a serious threat to Union control of the Territory in the fall of 1861.4 Santa Fe was full of soldiers moving in and out, and civilians spreading rumors about the size and strength of the oncoming Confederates. For Louisa Canby, the bustle of Santa Fe, which at the moment was both a frontier city and a growing army garrison, was like nothing she had ever experienced, even after a life spent in military camps across the nation.

Louisa had not been born into the military life. Her father had been a merchant and a farmer in Crawfordsville, Indiana, where she first met Richard in the summer of 1837. He was home from West Point and she was about to leave for Georgetown Female Collegiate Institute in Kentucky. He was impressed by her long, dark hair and the strength he heard in her quiet voice. She found his calm, earnest demeanor pleasing. Louisa was serious about her studies and determined to finish them, so they did not marry until she had completed her courses at the Institute, in the summer of 1839.5 After the wedding, they left almost immediately for Florida, where Richard plunged into the swamps with the 2nd U.S. Infantry, trying in vain to track down and defeat Seminoles who refused to be removed to reservations west of the Mississippi. The Canbys honeymooned in cramped army quarters built of decaying logs. After a few months they were able to move into a small house on the banks of the St. Johns River.6

In those days the U.S. Army was small and spread out over the continent. In the 1850s there were fewer than fifteen thousand army regulars living and fighting and policing international boundaries from the Atlantic to the Pacific.7 Many of the forts they lived in were hastily constructed and in a constant state of disrepair. Soldiering was a hard life for men who enlisted, and for the women who sometimes came with them. The army did allow officers to live with their wives wherever they were stationed, but they made no special provisions for them or for their growing families. Some rules were unwritten, most of them tied to the military’s hierarchies. The best quarters went to the highest-ranking officers’ families, and on long marches officers with seniority placed their family wagons up front. Otherwise, it was up to army wives like Louisa Canby to manipulate military bureaucracies to get what they needed, to cook and clean, or hire servants to do that work for them, and to create their own social connections within the insular world of the U.S. military.

It could be a lonely life. Sometimes there were only a handful of officers’ wives at a fort, and socializing with the laundresses and cooks who worked there was out of the question. Army life could also be dangerous. Most garrisons were hundreds of miles from the nearest town. Doctors were hard to come by, and even the most minor of illnesses or a complicated pregnancy could mean a painful death.

Louisa, like many army wives, recognized the dangers. But she also delighted in the constant changes of scenery and the opportunity to travel widely across the United States.8 One of her childhood friends recognized this spirit in her.

“I wish sometimes I could be with you to share in and witness (to me) your strange mode of life,” her friend wrote to Louisa in 1858. “Were you here surrounded by friends and all else to make life desirable, you would still have a more isolated feeling than you can probably have situated as you are.”9

As much as she took to army life, Louisa did not always accompany Richard to his postings. In 1841, when he fell ill in the Florida swamps, she brought him back to Crawfordsville to recover and then decided to stay rather than return with him to the battlefield. In the summer of 1842, they reunited in upstate New York, where their daughter Mary was born. Their lives were relatively tranquil for the next few years, but soon the United States was embroiled in another war effort.10

The rebellion of Texas in 1835–36 had angered Mexico and provoked a series of conflicts along the border in the years afterward. President James Polk, who saw an opportunity to expand the nation’s boundaries and assert its power over the western hemisphere, used a skirmish along the Nueces River as an excuse to declare war on Mexico in 1846. In March 1847, when Richard left to join troops heading to Mexico City, Louisa and Mary did not go with him. When he returned to Indiana more than a year later, he came back with a promotion and a persistent fever. Louisa nursed him back to health and vowed that they would never be separated again, no matter the circumstances.11

For the next ten years, the Canbys traveled back and forth between forts and garrisons across the West and army headquarters in the East. They were in Monterey, California, in the midst of the Gold Rush and the California statehood fight. In 1851, they returned to the east coast, living in Washington, D.C., until June 1857, when Richard received orders to join a large army of American soldiers launching a campaign against the Mormons in Utah Territory.

There had been turmoil in Utah since the Mormons had settled along the shores of the Great Salt Lake in 1847. Brigham Young and his followers wanted to control their own territory, but Congress insisted on appointing outside judges and other government officials in order to monitor the religious sect’s actions. Clashes between the Latter-Day Saints and these federal appointees, and Mormon attacks on Anglo emigrants on the Oregon Trail, ensued. President James Buchanan, who had already faced a series of bloody disputes over slavery in Kansas during his first years in office, decided that a show of military force was necessary to stamp out this nascent Mormon rebellion before it could gain strength.12

In June 1857, the Canbys arrived at the U.S. Army camp at Fort Leavenworth, Kansas. The fort, crouching on a bluff above a sweeping bend in the Missouri River, was swarming with people: soldiers marching and riding in with their regiments; sutlers unpacking their wares for sale; women setting up their washtubs and hiring out their cooking services; and teamsters whipping their oxen as they strained to pull fully loaded wagons into the corral. In a matter of days, a city of white shelter tents sprouted on the rolling plains. Louisa, Richard, and fourteen-year-old Mary stayed in a large tent outside Fort Leavenworth’s walls, among towering shade trees. Some of their neighbors also constructed bowers over their tents, making porches for shade and visiting.

“A more beautiful and picturesque spectacle one could not well behold,” remarked Jesse Gove, an army captain and one of the Canbys’ family friends.13

Within three weeks, this canvas city had disappeared, packed into more than two hundred wagons for the journey to Utah. Louisa and Mary rode in a wagon while Richard traveled on horseback, directing the march. Louisa was one of the few officers’ wives in the column.

“It does one good to see her amiable countenance beaming with goodness and graciousness of heart,” Captain Gove wrote to his wife. “A truer and more amiable woman God never created, always a kind word for everyone.”14

In the first months of the march, Louisa and Mary were either hot and dusty or drenched with freezing rain. The vivid green hills of Kansas gave way to the burned-out browns and chalky white plains of Nebraska and Wyoming.15 As the army moved westward, Louisa saw the sights made famous in written accounts and illustrations of the Oregon Trail, sandstone bluffs carved by wind and water to resemble “stupendous churches or other buildings in various styles of architecture.”16 They also passed the wreckage of American migration strewn about the trail: abandoned mail stations; remnants of handcarts that Mormons had used during their journeys to Salt Lake; whitening bones of cattle that had given out or frozen over the winter; and graves of migrants, marked with rough boards. Death was never far from the roadside in the mid-nineteenth-century American West.17

In early October 1857, the U.S. Army pulled into a broad tableland in the Rockies, west of the Continental Divide and seven thousand feet above the sea. The ruins of Fort Bridger were in the distance; the Mormons had burned it to the ground a few weeks before. The valley was spread before the army, with ridges and bluffs running along its edges and the Uinta Mountains, four feet deep in snow, in the distance.18

The Canbys set up their tent near one of the two streams south of the Bridger ruins, an area named Camp Scott after Winfield Scott, a hero of the Mexican-American War and a commanding general of the U.S. Army. Winter storms set in almost immediately, frustrating the army’s plan to launch a surprise attack on the Mormons. While Richard and the other officers began to plan for a spring campaign, Louisa put the tent in order, mended their clothes, and visited soldiers who had fallen ill with the onset of cold weather.19

In November, Louisa received a letter in camp from an unexpected correspondent. Brigham Young himself had heard that the Canbys had no other protection from the elements than a thin canvas tent, and the thought alarmed him. He invited the family to lodge in a house in Salt Lake City for the winter. Louisa declined. Young also sent a number of newspapers, one of them the most recent issue of the Deseret News. It contained a poem by a young Mormon woman named “Miss Snow” entitled, “The Ladies of Utah, to the Ladies of the United States Camp in a Crusade against the ‘Mormons.’ ”20 Miss Snow had a question for Louisa Canby and the handful of other officers’ wives at Camp Scott:


“Why are you in these mountains,

Expos’d to frosts and snows,

Far from your shelt’ring houses—

From comfort and repose?”



Unlike Mormon women, who had been “driven to these distant valleys / By cruel, murd’rous foes,” Louisa and the other U.S. Army wives had not been forced to join the Utah Expedition. Miss Snow could not understand why they were participating in a crusade against an innocent people. She went on to warn Louisa and the other American ladies that if they stayed at Camp Scott through the winter, they would become sick, their children would starve, and their husbands would be defeated in battle. The Mormon scriptures had foretold it. The Ladies of the U.S. Army would come to regret their decision to accompany their husbands into the field and to encourage their violent actions against a peaceful people.21

Miss Snow’s predictions did not come to pass. Over the winter the soldiers drilled on the parade ground, the officers held dinner parties in their tents, and the enlisted men put on theatricals to pass the time. In the end, there were no bloody battles in the fight for Utah. Brigham Young accepted President Buchanan’s offer of a pardon in exchange for submission to federal laws. In June 1858, the U.S. Army moved out of Camp Scott toward Salt Lake. The Canbys marched with the soldiers down the city’s main thoroughfare, and then set up housekeeping in a camp between Salt Lake and Provo.22 The family returned in August to Fort Bridger, where Richard took command and supervised the fort’s reconstruction.

For two years, the Canbys remained at the rebuilt Fort Bridger, which became an epicenter of trade and military protection for emigrants moving west. In the summer of 1859, Louisa’s sister Fannie traveled from Kentucky by herself to visit the Canbys. When she arrived, she was ill and Louisa nursed her back to health.23 It was a comfort to have Fannie to talk to, not only because the female society at Fort Bridger had not grown any larger or more sophisticated since the U.S. Army’s arrival, but also because the Canbys were suffering the loss of their daughter Mary. It is unclear what happened, but after that summer, the family ceased to speak of her.24 Mary was their only child, and had been with them almost constantly on their journeys from fort to fort across the country. Louisa eased her own pain by tending to Fannie and to the soldiers at Fort Bridger.

“Mrs. Canby is the idol of the army,” the sutler at Fort Bridger wrote to his wife. “She devotes her time to the happiness and good of others.”25



One year later, in the summer of 1860, Richard received orders to report to New Mexico Territory. Louisa packed up their belongings and took her seat in the middle of a large wagon train. It took them two months to make their way out of the northern Rockies, down the Front Range through Denver City, into Santa Fe, and then on to Fort Defiance, the army’s westernmost post in New Mexico. Richard was there to direct another campaign, this one against the Navajos.

In September, Richard led one of two large columns of troops into the heart of the Navajo homeland, but could not force them into battle. The Navajos launched swift raids on the army’s columns and then disappeared into the hills and canyons. Richard’s army did have some successes, killing a handful of warriors and confiscating thousands of sheep, but after just a few weeks their supply lines were depleted and their animals were jaded. A two-year drought in western New Mexico had burned out the grasses and dried up the arroyos, making it difficult to sustain the campaign.

Over the next few months, Richard sent out smaller units into Navajo territory, and those soldiers skirmished with warriors and confiscated whatever sheep herds they could find. This strategy was successful, and the Navajos came to the negotiating table over the winter of 1860–61. Richard traveled to sites throughout New Mexico to parlay with Navajo leaders, including a headman of growing power named Manuelito.26

Soon, however, the “Indian Problem” in the Department of New Mexico was overshadowed with talk of another, different kind of war. Louisa read in the papers about the secession of southern states, and every day afterward, U.S. Army officers resigned their commissions in order to join the Confederacy. One of these men was Colonel William Loring, who had been in command of the Department of New Mexico; Richard replaced him after his departure.27 The new commander had to see to the defense of New Mexico but also potential treason among the citizens of Santa Fe. Mesilla was not the only town in which secessionists lurked about. Many of them in Santa Fe were prominent Anglo men and wealthy Hispano merchants and ranchers. In August 1861, a convention of territorial delegates met in the city to declare their “faith, lives, property, and most sacred honor” to the Union, but the threat of a secessionist overthrow from within Santa Fe was ever present.28

By the summer of 1861, city residents were already feeling the effects of the war in the eastern theater. The armed struggles taking place in Missouri—the battles of Carthage and Wilson’s Creek and attacks by Confederate guerrillas on Union rail lines—had disrupted railroad traffic into Kansas. As a result, the mail coaches arriving in Santa Fe had a “very light paper mail,” and Louisa and the other residents could only rarely buy coffee, sugar, bacon, and butter.29 The Canbys could find out very little about what was happening in the battlefields and army camps of Virginia.

“Every report is met with correction, explanation, or contradiction,” the Santa Fe Gazette lamented. This left Santa Fe residents anxious and unsure about what to believe. The editors of the paper advised any reader “to make the most of [the dispatches] that he can; to believe and disbelieve as suits his pleasure or inclination and form his own opinion in reference to all things therein contained.”30

Richard Canby was similarly flummoxed regarding the intentions of the Texan armies rumored to be on the move toward New Mexico. He did not know for sure that John Baylor was even in the Territory until the paroled soldiers formerly garrisoned at Fort Fillmore began to appear in Santa Fe in early August. With them were Lieutenant William Lane and his family, who had left Fort Fillmore just a few days before Baylor arrived, with a wagon train of supplies bound for Fort Craig. Louisa offered to give Mrs. Lane and her children several rooms in the Canbys’ quarters for as long as they might need them. The adobe house Richard had rented for him and Louisa was large, and for the next few months, the Canbys enjoyed the company of the Lane family.31 In the fall, the Lanes left for the East, joining an army column of soldiers who surrendered at Fort Fillmore, including the disgraced Major Isaac Lynde and his wife.32

Throughout the fall Louisa continued to busy herself with housekeeping and social calls. In October 1861, just as the news of Mangas Coloradas’s attack on Pinos Altos reached Santa Fe, the new surveyor general of New Mexico Territory arrived in town and was sworn in to office. John Clark was a charming, educated man and a friend of Abraham Lincoln’s. Louisa welcomed him into the Canbys’ social circle, which included army officers in addition to territorial officials, merchants and other local businessmen, and their wives.

At dinner parties, Louisa and the others talked of the situation in Santa Fe and lamented the events of the Civil War so far. They had read about the Union disasters in Virginia, first at Bull Run (Manassas) and then Ball’s Bluff. In the latter fight, the Confederates had pushed the federals down a riverbank, shooting them as they struggled through the current. In late November, intelligence arrived that was more encouraging. Union troops had landed at Port Royal in South Carolina and were planning to advance toward Charleston. This, at last, was gratifying news.33

The Canbys and their friends continued to speculate about the war that might come to New Mexico. Throughout the fall and winter of 1861, Union fighting men arrived every day in Santa Fe. Hispano militiamen, recruited by Kit Carson, rode through town on their way to be mustered into the army at Fort Union or Albuquerque. Increasing numbers of U.S. Army regulars, transferred from their now abandoned posts in southern New Mexico and along the Navajo frontier, arrived and bivouacked outside the walls of Fort Marcy, high up on a hill north of the city. These soldiers, weathered men with experience fighting in high desert conditions, were Richard’s great hope for the defense of the Territory. Their example would help the inexperienced soldiers of the 1st New Mexico Volunteers, and the recruits from Colorado whom Richard had requested from that Territory’s governor. Many of these army regulars brought their wives with them to Santa Fe. These women joined Louisa in forming a central core of civilians who had valuable experience as nurses and “domestic quartermasters,” providing supplies and aid for their husbands in the army. This was important work, and would become even more so if their home front became a battlefield when the Civil War came to Santa Fe.34






4 Davidson


As Union forces gathered around Santa Fe in the fall of 1861, Bill Davidson reclined on his blanket on the banks of Salado Creek, a few miles northeast of San Antonio. In July, Davidson had galloped into that city filled with southern pride and optimism. He and his family had lived in Mississippi until they moved to Texas in 1853, when he was fifteen. Davidson was not a slaveholder, but he believed in the Confederate cause, and he expected that Henry Hopkins Sibley’s campaign to take the West would be successful. They would march from San Antonio to Fort Bliss, join up with John Baylor’s men in Mesilla, and then fight their way north along the Rio Grande. After they conquered New Mexico, they would take Colorado and Utah, and then move west to California. It seemed to him that the Confederates could “whip the whole United States in time to be home for Christmas dinner.”1

These future plans were not yet a reality, however. It was October 1861 and the Sibley Brigade had been idling along the Salado, at a camp they called “Manassas” in honor of the Confederacy’s first great victory, for more than three months. Davidson had mustered into Company A of the 5th Regiment Texas Mounted Volunteers, which was under the command of a man he knew well from home, John Shropshire. After forming a “mess” with a few friends, Davidson gathered with them on the camp’s parade ground every day to learn how to march in unison with his comrades, form battle lines, follow Shropshire’s commands, and maneuver in combat. When they were not drilling, Company A occupied themselves with the usual camp activities, and they visited San Antonio.

They especially delighted in seeing the Alamo, the storied building that had sheltered Texas rebels in the spring of 1836, as a much larger Mexican army led by Antonio López de Santa Anna laid siege to the compound.2 Although the Alamo was a site of slaughter and defeat, the men of the Sibley Brigade saw it as the Shrine of Texas Liberty, a symbol of the ultimate sacrifice made for the cause of independence. The Texans’ compatriots in Virginia had Mount Vernon to gaze upon as inspiration for their war service. The men of the Sibley Brigade walked through San Antonio and were animated by the spirit of ’36.3

Soon, Davidson and his comrades believed, they would have a chance to engage in their own fight for freedom. But when? This was the question every soldier at Camp Manassas was asking themselves and one another in the fall of 1861. As the days passed Davidson became increasingly frustrated. The 5th Texas, along with two other regiments of Texas Mounted Volunteers deemed the 4th and the 7th, were whiling away their time in camp, doing nothing while Union forces were undoubtedly amassing large numbers of troops at their forts along the Rio Grande. Why hadn’t they left yet for New Mexico? What was Sibley’s plan for them?



Henry Hopkins Sibley had arrived in San Antonio just two weeks after Bill Davidson rode in. A career U.S. Army officer, Sibley had coveted command all of his life, but his quick temper and aversion to paperwork undermined his ambitions. Convincing Jefferson Davis to let him lead the campaign for New Mexico had been easy, perhaps because Sibley had professed that he did not need much financial help from the Confederate War Department. He would arm and provision his Texas troops himself. But organizing his brigade and getting it on the road would prove more challenging than Sibley had anticipated.

Neither Earl Van Dorn (in command of the Department of Texas) nor Texas government officials would help him equip his men, and so Sibley bought firearms on the open market. By the late fall, the Sibley Brigade was armed with “squirrel-guns, bear guns, sportsman’s guns, shot-guns, both single and double barrels, in fact, guns of all sorts,” according to one 4th Texas soldier.4 In addition, Sibley had procured an unusual set of weapons: two hundred lances, to be carried by one of the Brigade’s companies. Nine feet long with three- by twelve-inch blades, they were topped by large red pennants with a white star in the middle: the original Texas flag. Sibley had first seen lancers in battle during the Mexican-American War, as Mexican forces wielding them charged U.S. positions. The aesthetic splendor of that vision stayed with him. It would be difficult to train the men to fight with the lances, and with their motley collection of guns. There was no help for it, however. Sibley’s brigade would just have to do the best they could with what they had.5

Finding enough food for the men and hay for the horses and mules was as difficult as procuring weapons. It was vital to the campaign’s success that his men have enough rations and the animals enough fodder to sustain them on the seven-hundred-mile march to New Mexico. There were few towns or farms along the way, and the brigade had to take everything with them. Once they reached New Mexico, where the locals grew wheat, corn, and fruit along the banks of the Rio Grande, the Sibley Brigade would live off the land. This was a central element of Sibley’s campaign plan, which he had laid out for Jefferson Davis during their meeting in Richmond. Davis had promoted Sibley to brigadier general in the Confederate Army, and informed him that given the length of the march and the lack of telegraph wires along the route, he would be in command of the entire campaign. Sibley should be, as Davis put it, “guided by circumstances and your own good judgment.”6

For his part, Bill Davidson believed in Sibley and his plan. Most of all, he believed in the men of the Sibley Brigade. It was among the finest armies in the nation, he thought. The Texas boys were “inbred from their earliest boyhood to hardships, used to camping out,” and they were certainly braver than any Yank in the field of battle.7

The delays that fall, however, were maddening. It was outrageous, Davidson thought, to be “kept in idleness … all the while the Confederacy was needing our services.”8 He was not the only impatient one. On October 24, 1861, John Baylor wrote to Henry Sibley that twenty-five hundred Union soldiers were on their way to Mesilla.

“Hurry up,” Baylor urged, “if you want a fight.”9



On a dreary morning at the end of October, Davidson and Company A were called to the parade ground at Camp Manassas. Almost three thousand men gathered together, their boots sinking into the trampled mud. An officer read the order. They were to take up the line of the march to New Mexico.

“Such a cheer as rent the air was never heard before along the Salado,” wrote Davidson.10

The men of the 4th Texas would leave first, while Davidson and the rest of the 5th would leave two weeks after that. The 7th would depart last, in mid-November. The reason for this seemed mysterious, until the officers explained. Once the Texans marched west of the Pecos River in West Texas, water would become harder to find. A drought had reduced most creeks in the region to crooked lines of damp sand. There were wells and water holes, but they were unpredictable. Some might be brimming, fed by the fall’s massive thunderstorms. Others would just be pits of dirt. So the Texans would be staggered along the road. This would allow water holes time to refill.11 It was a smart strategy, and one that revealed how well Henry Sibley knew the vagaries of the desert and the challenges of moving so many men through it. He had been posted at garrisons across the West in the 1850s, and was in command of Fort Burgwin in Taos when the Civil War began.
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