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To the living Apache of Arizona, New Mexico, and Oklahoma—


In sorrow at what they lost, and awe at what they saved




Once I moved about like the wind. Now I


surrender to you and that is all.


—Geronimo


on surrendering to General George Crook





Preface



At the end, in the summer of 1886, they numbered thirty-four men, women, and children under the leadership of Geronimo. This small group of Chiricahua Apaches became the last band of free Indians to wage war against the United States government. The “renegades,” as white men called them, were mercilessly pursued by five thousand American troops (one-quarter of the U. S. Army) and by some three thousand Mexican soldiers. For more than five months Geronimo’s band ran the soldiers ragged. The combined military might of two great nations succeeded in capturing not a single Chiricahua, not even a child.


The odyssey of those fugitive Apaches ran its course, to be sure, as a hopeless cause. Yet in its melancholy inevitability, the struggle of Geronimo’s band wrote a logical end to a quarter century of betrayal and misunderstanding. For their refusal to give in, the Chiricahua were punished as no other native people in U. S. history has ever been.


The story of the Chiricahua resistance is one of the most powerful of American narratives. In its essential features, it sings the perennial themes of both epic and tragedy, as the ancient Greeks defined those genres. Hundreds of books have been written about the Apaches, yet few seem to have grasped the basic shape of their story. All too often the telling bogs down in the details of troop deployments and Indian raids. The human character of the struggle’s protagonists—both white and Apache—goes unilluminated.


Like most cultural tragedies, the war between the United States and the Chiricahua was founded on fundamental errors of perception. Scouts, soldiers, and statesmen came away from years of experience with the Apache convinced they had probed to the core of his nature. What these “experts” saw, of course, was the shimmer of their own befuddled preconceptions. A sampler of their pronouncements—the examples could be multiplied indefinitely—makes rueful reading today.


They hurl themselves at danger like a people who know no God nor that there is any hell.


—SPANISH MISSIONARY (ca. 1660)


In character they resemble the prairie wolf—sneaking, cowardly, and revengeful. They are always ready to assassinate women and children.


—TRAVELER SAMUEL WOODWORTH COZZENS (1858)


The most rascally Indian on the continent. Treacherous, bloodthirsty, brutal with an irresistible propensity to steal.


—INDIAN AGENT GEORGE BAILEY (1858)


An [Apache] only knows two emotions, fear and hate.


—LIEUTENANT WALTER SCRIBNER SCHUYLER (1873)


A miserable, brutal race, cruel, deceitful and wholly irreclaimable.


—GENERAL JOHN POPE (1880)


The cowardly Apache creeps upon his victim like a snake in the grass; if he can capture him he invariably tortures him to death, but otherwise he scalps and mutilates him in the most horrible manner, and has never been known to show the smallest trace either of humanity or good faith.


—EXPLORER WILLIAM A. BELL (1870)


None of the Pacific Coast Indians can count much beyond ten, but the Apaches can count to 10,000 as easily as we do.


—ARIZONA HISTORIAN (1884)


They are the keenest and shrewdest animals in the world, with the added intelligence of human beings.


—MAJOR WIRT DAVIS (1885)


An [Apache] can stoically suffer death without so much as a grunt, while imprisonment is a terror to him.


—NEWSPAPER REPORTER (1886)


The cardinal failing of most accounts of the Apache resistance has been an inability to comprehend its doleful history from the Chiricahua point of view. No chronicler today would echo the racist calumnies of the nineteenth-century witnesses quoted above. But since the 1960s, our guilt-ridden culture has indulged in a reverse stereotype, a sentimental idealization of the American Indian—the noble sage, living in harmony with the land—that represents a comparable failure of the imagination.


Thanks to the labors of such scholars as Grenville Goodwin, Morris Opler, Keith Basso, D. C. Cole, Angie Debo, and the remarkable Eve Ball, non-Apaches are in a better position than ever before to understand the Chiricahua tragedy from the Apache point of view. Nor can we continue to excuse the cardboard cutouts, however striking, that substitute in our narratives for the real men and women who waged that struggle.


Cochise himself will always seem somewhat elusive: it is hard to probe beneath the legend, borne out in detail after detail, of the finest Apache leader on record. In recent years, however, there has been a movement to downplay Geronimo’s importance, to minimize his deeds as overrated. Revisionist scholars compare him unfavorably to such less celebrated Apache leaders as Juh and Victorio.


This book resists such revisionism. In part because he lived into the twentieth century, Geronimo left us a rich trove of anecdote and testimony. No more interesting or contradictory figure crossed the stage of Western history in the second half of the nineteenth century. To be sure, as his detractors point out, Geronimo was not even a chief; yes, he could be manipulative, vain, vengeful, and cruel; granted, at times he verged on the comic or the pathetic. For all that, Geronimo stands astride the desert Southwest, haunting our collective nightmare of Manifest Destiny. As most of the living Apache see him today, so this narrative attempts to paint him: as one of the heroes of American history.
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One
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Cut the Tent


It was not a confrontation between equals.


The host, sitting tense and rigid inside the canvas army tent, his dark blue trousers dusty from a five days’ march, was Second Lieutenant George N. Bascom. A full beard tapered to a V beneath his chin, failing to mute the earnest, callow face beneath. Heavy eyebrows overhung the bright stare of a zealot. A Kentuckian by birth, Bascom was about twenty-five years old; two years earlier, he had graduated from West Point. Having served in Indian country for less than four months, he had just been handed his first opportunity to prove his mettle.


His guest, still drinking the coffee Bascom had served, was twice the lieutenant’s age. Tall for an Apache at five feet ten inches, he bore hit taut-muscled 175 pounds with formal dignity. His dark black hair hung to his shoulders. From each ear dangled three large brass rings. A sharply bridged nose, high cheekbones, and a high forehead accented the gravity of his countenance. He never smiled.


He was the greatest Apache of his day. His own people, the Chiricahua, regarded him with awe and fear, “his glance being enough,” noted a white observer, “to squelch the most obstreperous Chiricahua of the tribe.” Seventy-five years afterward, an Apache who had been a boy of four at the time remembered being shown the great leader’s tepees, by a man who said that “it was as much as anyone’s life was worth to even look toward them.”


The Chiricahua called him Cheis, or “oak”—invoking not the tree or the wood itself so much as the strength and quality of oak. Anglos added a prefix to the name, and turned it into Cochise.


It was February 4, 1861. Bascom had pitched his camp on a shrubby bank of Siphon Canyon, just east of the low pass leading from the Sulphur Springs Valley to the San Simon Basin in what is now southeastern Arizona. Dead leaves lay in wind-blown patches along the dry stream bed. It was cold, with snow in the offing: within the week, a blizzard would sweep in from the west.


Arriving at Siphon Canyon the day before, Bascom had dissembled to the station keepers of the Butterfield Stage Line, whose stone headquarters stood about a mile away. The lieutenant had claimed that with his fifty-four soldiers of the Seventh Infantry he was headed for the Rio Grande, far to the east. He desired Cochise’s visit, he said, merely to offer the hospitality of his tent.


The Chiricahua chief was a cautious man. All his life he had fought an on-and-off war against the Mexicans, for whose treacheries and pusillanimities he felt a weary contempt. But these White Eyes—so the Apaches called the Anglo-Americans who had started flooding into their homeland from the east—these White Eyes were different. Despite his anger at their arrogant invasion, Cochise was willing to try coexistence. He had befriended the Butterfield employees at the nearby station; he may even have contracted to supply firewood to the stage line.


Thus he came to Bascom’s tent in an amicable mood, bringing with him his brother, two nephews, his wife, and two young children. And the lieutenant had served him dinner and coffee.


Suddenly this stripling in his blue uniform turned accuser, demanding that Cochise return the cattle he had stolen and the twelve-year-old boy he had abducted. At once Cochise professed his ignorance of the raid Bascom was attributing to him. He offered, however, to find out who the perpetrators were and to negotiate for the return of the boy and the cattle. But Bascom had his eyes on phantom laurels: he announced that Cochise and his relatives would be held hostage until the stolen property was redeemed. By design, his soldiers had surrounded the tent.


Cochise reacted instantly. Seizing a hidden knife, he cut a long slash in the canvas wall of the tent and sprang through the hole. The startled bluecoats fired. Some fifty bullets creased the February air, as Cochise dashed through the bushes up the hill behind camp. As the gunpowder fumes began to settle, the soldiers saw him running still, wounded in the leg but beyond their bravest thoughts of pursuit. So quickly had he made his escape, that at the top of the hill Cochise still clutched his coffee cup.


The chief’s six relatives, however, had been captured. An hour later, Cochise came in sight on another hilltop and asked to see his brother. Bascom’s answer was a burst of rifle fire from his troops. According to one eyewitness, Cochise “raised his hand and swore to be revenged.” He cried out that “Indian blood was as good as white man’s blood,” then vanished.


In the failed maneuverings of the next two weeks—the product of Bascom’s adamantine will—the script was written for twelve years of misunderstanding and terror in the Southwest.


The boy whose kidnapping launched this debacle was known in 1861 as Felix Ward. His life would wind in and out of the Apache wars for the next quarter century. Though never more than a marginal actor, he would play a sinister and crucial role, like some minor figure in a Greek tragedy upon whose ordinary deeds heroes stumble and go wrong. He remains one of the most enigmatic characters in the long Apache chronicle. He would live on in Arizona until his death in 1915, without bothering to share the secrets of his life with anyone who might have recorded them. A pioneer who studied him in his decline in 1906 described him as “a wandering, aged, unkempt dependent on the government.”


Felix Ward was what used to be called a half-breed. Because he had red hair and had been adopted by an Irish-born rancher named John Ward, many people thought the boy was half-Mexican and half-Irish. The truth seems rather that he was the son of an Apache father and a captive Mexican mother. After six years she managed to flee her Apache masters, taking her boy with her. Eventually she became the common-law wife of John Ward, who had started a ranch on Sonoita Creek, about forty miles southeast of Tucson.


The boy had a blind left eye, cocked up and to the left. Some said it was a birth defect; others claimed it was the result of a youthful fight with a bear. One day in January 1861, Felix was captured by Indians, who also took twenty head of cattle. Some say the boy had run away from an alcoholic stepfather who beat him; others, that he wandered off from the ranch while dutifully hunting a stray burro.


In high dudgeon, John Ward reported his loss at Fort Buchanan, eleven miles north of his ranch. Although Cochise was camped at the time fully eighty miles away, Ward was convinced that it was his band of Chiricahuas who had robbed him. Soldiers from the fort claimed to follow the depredators’ trail toward the Chiricahua country. Thus Bascom was sent out on his fateful errand.


His contemporaries’ opinion of John Ward was none too high. Some claimed he had been driven out of California by the Vigilance Committee; an early Arizona historian summed him up as “in all respects, a worthless character.” Apaches later surmised that the abducted stepson “was probably not of as much importance to Ward as were the cattle taken from him.” It did not help matters that Ward rode with Bascom, and may have served as his interpreter.


For thirteen years after the confrontation in Siphon Canyon, the whereabouts of Felix Ward remained unknown to whites. The Apaches knew what had happened to him, though. Cochise had told Bascom the truth. It was members of an entirely separate tribe, a group of Western Apaches, who had seized the boy and the cattle, and for the rest of his childhood, Western Apaches raised the boy as one of their own. In 1874 Felix Ward resurfaced with the name Mickey Free, when he offered his services as scout and interpreter to the army. In these roles, as well as later duty as an official “spy,” he performed his dark mischief.


An oldtimer who worked with Mickey Free in 1880 thought him “an indolent creature… a more repulsive object could not be imagined.” He had grown up to be a short, slender man in shabby clothes, wearing a habitual sneer, who let his long, dirty hair hang over his bad eye. He had, all agreed, a mean disposition. It is easy to feel pity for this outcast, suspended in the tension among three different cultures and three languages, including Spanish from his Mexican mother. The Apaches, who knew him best, distrusted him entirely—he was “incapable of loyalty,” judged one who knew him well. In part their antipathy sprang from his innocent role as a twelve-year-old captive: he was, in their words, “the coyote whose kidnapping had brought war to the Chiricahuas.” But whites had little better to say: the opinion of the chief of scouts under whom he served “could not be printed in polite words.”


The mischief Mickey Free performed was real and far-reaching, and all the more unfathomable for its lack of an evident motive. Perhaps, like Shakespeare’s Iago, he nursed a secret wound, a hatred of the world instilled by the wrongs done him in his youth, which drove him to return the harm, just for the pleasure of watching things fall apart around him.


Before dusk that February 4, Bascom broke camp in Siphon Canyon and moved his soldiers a mile upstream to the stage station. Judging that he had a fight on his hands, the lieutenant longed for the security of stone walls. The next morning, leading a large band of warriors, Cochise appeared on a nearby hill; but instead of attacking, the chief proffered a white flag. Led by Bascom and Cochise, two groups of four negotiators each met at a spot some 125 yards from the station. Cochise pleaded for the release of his relatives. Bascom promised their freedom “just so soon as the boy was restored.” To no avail, Cochise again protested that he had not the slightest knowledge of Felix Ward.


Watching the futile parley from the station was a veteran Butterfield driver, James Wallace. Almost a decade older than Bascom, he had twenty times more experience with Apaches; he spoke some Apache and counted Cochise as a friend. Exasperation with the officer’s intransigence must have driven him to action. With two other Butterfield employees, Wallace hurried out to take over the discussion.


This development alarmed the Apaches, but it also gave them an opportunity. Some warriors hiding in a nearby ravine attempted to seize the Butterfield men. Wallace was captured, but the other two broke free and sprinted back toward the station. At the first disturbance, Cochise and his trio of allies fled for cover. Bascom ordered his soldiers to fire, and Apaches on the hillsides to the south returned their volleys. One of the Butterfield men was shot in the back but was pulled to safety. The other was less fortunate. Bascom’s jittery soldiers knew as little as their leader did about Indians. No one had told them that Apaches virtually never attacked a fort. Now, as the third Butterfield man reached the station wall and desperately clambered over, the soldiers mistook him for the enemy, and shot him dead at point-blank range.


That night the addled troops saw distant fires and heard the wailing cries of what they thought was a war dance. They steeled themselves for a battle on the next day. But at noon on February 6 Cochise appeared once more on a hilltop, leading Wallace, whose arms were tied behind his back, by a rope looped around his neck. Again he pleaded with Bascom to free his relatives, offering now to trade his hostage for them. And again the stubborn young man refused.


For Cochise, as for all Apaches, the ties that bound him to his family were of the strongest sort. A black rage had gathered in his breast toward this impudent youngster with his blue uniform and his silly beard. Cochise would gladly have unleashed his warriors. But he still hoped to rescue his wife, his children, his nephews, and his brother. The closest tie of all was to that younger brother, Coyuntara, a great fighter and raider whose name had long struck terror in Mexican hearts. For the chance of saving Coyuntara and the others, Cochise would bear the American’s arrogance yet a while longer.


His scouts had spotted a wagon train, loaded with flour for the New Mexico markets, approaching the pass from the west. The team of three Americans and nine Mexicans had no inkling that anything was amiss. That evening Cochise’s Apaches laid an ambush just below the summit on the eastern side. The wagon train blundered into the trap, and the dozen men were captured in minutes.


For Mexicans not a whisper of pity sounded in Cochise’s soul. Time and again they had deceived and betrayed his people, had even put a bounty on the head of Apache women and children. His nine Mexican captives were of no use to Cochise now. He turned them over to his men, and perhaps to his women, who knew what to do. They tied the Mexicans by their wrists to the wagon wheels, then set fire to the wagons and burned their prisoners to death.


The three additional white hostages, Cochise believed, ought to even the odds in the bargaining with the American lieutenant. That evening, the chief ordered Wallace to write a note: “Treat my people well,” it said in English, “and I will do the same by yours.” On the same hill where only that noon Cochise had shouted down to Bascom, the note was tied to a stake and left for the Americans to retrieve.


Confusion veils the record at this point. According to one account, the note was not discovered for two days—a crucial delay. Yet Bascom’s own official report states that he read the note the same day it was left. In any event, Bascom did nothing—and by his passivity, doomed the hostages Cochise held.


Why, one wonders, did Bascom refuse to believe that Cochise spoke the truth about his ignorance of the abducted boy? Some witnesses reported that as Bascom turned down the trade for Wallace, an older, savvy sergeant at his elbow pleaded so forcefully for accepting the deal that Bascom arrested him for insubordination. Was it, as one scholar suggests, that the lieutenant construed his written orders (which were imperiously phrased) as demanding the sternest possible treatment of Cochise, guilty or innocent? Or did Bascom have the kind of mind that tolerates no ambiguity, that sees the clutter of fact as a mere distraction from the purity of its own theory? Having decided that Cochise had the boy, did Bascom see all the chief’s protestations, his desperate countermeasures, only as confirmation of his guilt?


Or was it, more pathetically, simply a matter of saving face before his soldiers (had they marched five days for nothing?), of keeping oriented the compass of ambition that had steered him through West Point to his destiny in the desert?


With Bascom’s failure to respond to the note, Cochise gave up all hopes of negotiating: he would try to reclaim his relatives by force. He retreated south into the Chiricahua Mountains to plan his strategy.


For two days, not an Apache was seen near the Butterfield station. On February 8, two men drove the herd of army mules to the spring six hundred yards from the station. Just as the soldiers dared to hope the Indians had left for good, a large party of Apaches, naked to the waist and covered with war paint, charged from the hilltops. The soldiers fired and fought their way back to the station, but lost all fifty-six mules. This raid, however, was chiefly a diversionary tactic: a few minutes later, another band of Indians started firing on the station from the opposite side.


The stone walls served their purpose. Cochise’s hundred-odd men might have stormed the station and killed most or all of the fifty-four soldiers, but at too great a cost. When the odds were merely favorable, as opposed to overwhelming, Apaches declined to attack. Cochise’s party withdrew toward the south.


For all his bluster face-to-face with Cochise, Bascom now shrank into a feckless inertia. If during the two-day lull before the Apache attack he had allowed himself to think the Indians had fled, now Bascom behaved as if he was surrounded by a horde of savages who watched his every move. In reality, the Chiricahuas were riding toward Mexico.


For six days Bascom kept his men cooped up in the stage station, while he dithered and did nothing. He failed even to send out scouting parties to see if Apaches indeed lurked about. On February 7, he had managed to send a courier to Fort Buchanan requesting reinforcements. Now—humiliated perhaps by the loss of all his mules—Bascom was content to wait for other soldiers to come to his rescue.


At last they arrived, seventy dragoons from two companies under an officer who outranked Bascom. On February 16—eight full days after the last hostilities—this enlarged force scouted through the hills surrounding the pass. They found no Apaches.


Two days later a detachment heading back west over the pass noticed buzzards circling in the air. What the soldiers found beneath the scavenging birds shocked them badly. The bodies of Wallace and the three Americans from the ambushed wagon train had been mutilated, punctured again and again by Apache lances. Wallace’s corpse could be identified only by the gold fillings in his teeth. Bascom could not tell whether the mutilations had occurred before or after death.


On their way to relieve Bascom a week earlier, a party from Fort Buchanan had stumbled upon three Coyotero Apaches driving cattle they had stolen in Mexico. The fifteen soldiers gave chase and captured the Indians. These men had nothing to do with the confrontation twenty-five miles to the east; they were not even of the same tribe as Cochise’s Chiricahuas. Yet, as perhaps they began to divine, their luck had run out.


In outrage at the mutilated remains found near the pass, Bascom’s superior officer decided to hang the adult men he was holding prisoner. This meant not only Coyuntara and Cochise’s two nephews, but the three Coyoteros, who were guilty of no crime more serious than rustling in another country. To his credit, Bascom opposed the executions, but was overruled by his superior.


Four mature oak trees stood near the fresh graves of Cochise’s victims. Bascom led the six Indians to the spot. Through an interpreter, he explained what was about to happen. The Apaches pleaded to be shot instead of hanged, and to be given whiskey. Bascom refused both entreaties. One man “begged piteously for his life,” but another—perhaps Coyuntara—started dancing and singing, and declared himself satisfied “as he had killed two Mexicans in the last month.”


Bascom bound his captives hand and foot. Six soldiers tossed their lariats over stout oak boughs. The nooses were placed around the Apaches’ necks, and the six men were lifted into the air—”so high … that even the wolves could not touch them.” Months later their skeletons still dangled from the ropes.


Cochise’s wife and two children were released. One of them, Naiche, would grow up to be the last chief of the free Chiricahuas.


In his official reports, Bascom distorted and omitted much, and in several instances lied outright. Rather than admit that Cochise had cut his way out of the tent and dashed to safety, Bascom claimed he had released the chief on his own promise to try to find Felix Ward and to return in ten days. Instead of admitting that the Butterfield agent had been shot by his own men, Bascom implied his death had come at Apache hands. He took no responsibility for the loss of all his mules.


Bascom had also lost two men, with several others wounded. The lieutenant estimated that his troops had killed between five and twenty Chiricahuas (the Apaches later admitted to four). For his efforts, Bascom was officially commended and quickly promoted to first lieutenant and then to captain. He would not long enjoy his honors: only a year after his showdown with Cochise, he was killed in a battle in New Mexico.


Among Apaches, the catastrophe at Siphon Canyon grew to be a famous event. Generations of fathers would tell the story to their children, until it passed almost into the realm of folklore, becoming known simply as “Cut the Tent” or “Cut Through the Tent.”


One of Cochise’s warriors in 1861, who helped burn the nine Mexicans to death, was a crafty, intelligent man of about thirty-eight. As the flames licked closer to the bound wagoneers, he may have relished their hysterical cries; he might even have lanced or cut their bodies while the men were still alive. For on account of a single event already a decade in his past, this warrior harbored a hatred of Mexicans even more passionate than Cochise’s. Unknown as yet to Americans, he was named Goyahkla, “One Who Yawns.”


The Mexicans called him Geronimo.





Two
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The Black Pot


Cochise’s fury over the hangings was boundless. It was characteristic, however, that he planned his revenge in methodical fashion. For about a month after the soldiers had hanged his relatives, he bided his time in Mexico, organizing a war party. It was not until late April 1861, more than two months after the Bascom affair, that he struck.


In Doubtful Canyon, a favorite Apache defile on the New Mexico-Arizona border, through which ran the Butterfield stage line, Cochise ambushed a mail coach. All nine white men—driver, passengers, and escort—were killed. Cochise subjected two whom he captured alive to a gruesome torture. Their feet were tied to tree limbs so that the men hung upside down, their heads eighteen inches from the ground. Then their arms were tied at full length to pickets. Small fires built beneath their heads burned the men slowly and excruciatingly to death.


Every week or so from April through June, Cochise and his warriors attacked small parties of whites. The Apaches rode all over southeastern Arizona, their targets forming no pattern that American soldiers could fathom. When Cochise’s men attacked an isolated ranch, they would smash doors and windows, break dishes and utensils, rip open mattresses, and strew food supplies about. They killed everyone they found, including small children, and stripped their bodies. Typically they pierced a corpse with hundreds of lance thrusts.


As Cochise’s campaign waxed into early summer, his forces grew. The first raids may have been waged by as few as thirty warriors; by June he commanded almost a hundred. Agitated survivors swore that they had fought a much larger horde: it was not uncommon for whites to report that five hundred to six hundred warriors rode with Cochise. However, in the entire history of the Apache conflict, no war party ever numbered more than two hundred.


An Arizona pioneer reckoned the toll of Cochise’s revenge at one hundred fifty deaths in the first sixty days. Looking back half a century later on the full twelve years of warfare between Cochise and the Arizona Territory, one of the state’s first historians claimed, “Bascom’s stupidity and ignorance probably cost five thousand American lives and the destruction of hundreds of thousands of dollars worth of property.”


That death tally is undoubtedly too high. The historian’s summation, moreover, epitomizes an old myth: that before Bascom performed his folly, Cochise had determined to live in harmony with the White Eyes. But Cochise’s biographer, Edwin R. Sweeney, documents an escalating series of frays between the chief and American settlers beginning in late 1859, almost a year and a half before the Bascom affair. James Tevis, a gold miner turned Butterfield agent who left a flamboyant and unreliable account of early dealings with Apaches, claimed that he attended a large Indian council in 1859 at which a number of chiefs debated what to do about the Americans. Cochise, according to Tevis, advanced a “policy of extermination.”


The myth of Cochise centers on his stoic gravity, painting him as a sage and statesman, “the Abraham Lincoln of Indians,” in the sardonic phrase of a modern commentator. Tevis, who knew the chief well, called him “the biggest liar in the territory.” That verdict is shot through with culture-bound preconceptions: Apaches valued honesty as a cardinal virtue, and Cochise’s integrity was legendary among his people. Yet in the heat of his 1861 rampage, the chief was not above using deceit to kill White Eyes, as when he rode up to a pair of miners with his rifle laid sideways across his saddle, raised his hand in the peace sign, then shot a bullet through the body of one of the men without lifting his gun.


Tevis, who at different times was Cochise’s confidant and prisoner, portrays him as a man of powerful authority and will, made freakish and unpredictable by a volcanic temper, a hypersensitivity to insult, and a childish vanity linked to an instinctive sadism. When Tevis, as station agent, kicked Cochise out of the building while the stagecoach unloaded, the chief flew into a rage and demanded a horseback duel at fifty yards—Tevis with his six-shooter against Cochise with only his lance. The chief proposed odds so one-sided against himself because he was inordinately proud of his deadly skill with the lance. In the event, Tevis backed down. To rub in the disgrace, Cochise forced the agent to care for his six-year-old son for a whole day—a woman’s work, in Apache eyes, humiliating for a man to perform.


Later, as Cochise’s bound captive, Tevis witnessed the torture death of two of his friends in the same manner as the chief had used in Doubtful Canyon: the men were hung head-down from trees and roasted over a slow fire. Cochise seemed then to relent, offering Tevis horse meat to cook and eat; but no sooner had the agent eaten than Cochise forced him to stand, his hands tied, upon the hot coals of the campfire until his boots burned through. Before Cochise could finish his cruel work, Tevis reported, a sympathetic Apache freed him in the night.


The summer of 1861 was alive with lightning storms, far more frequent and violent than normal. For the Apaches, lightning was the visible manifestation of powerful supernatural beings called the Thunder People. Once the Thunder People had hunted on behalf of the Apaches, supplying all the game they needed. Flashes of lightning were their arrows, of which the chipped flints found all over the homeland were remnants. But at some point in the past, Apaches had come to take the hunting for granted; to punish this ingratitude, the Thunder People had withdrawn their supernatural aid.


Lightning was thus a profoundly ambiguous phenomenon. To fend off the danger of being struck by it, Apaches used charms: when lightning split the sky, they wore sage in their hair, made sure nothing red was near their persons, refused to eat, and uttered a spitting noise to show respect. When lightning struck nearby, it left a pungent powder in the air (perhaps the ozone an electric discharge releases); if a person inhaled the powder, he could fall ill from lightning sickness.


Yet lightning could be a force for good, and Apaches prayed directly to it. A whole class of shamans specialized in lightning, and during the summer of 1861 they bent their efforts to driving the White Eyes, particularly the soldiers, out of the country. The main obstacle to their success was that the presence of iron tended to negate the shamans’ power—and the soldiers possessed an abundance of iron. Only one lightning shaman had a power that could counteract the baleful influence of iron. A very old man, he died during the winter of 1861-1862. Because of his age, the death seemed natural and inevitable at the time. Only much later did the Apaches wonder if his passing had turned the course of events.


So the summer full of lightning seemed a wonderful portent. Soon, in fact, the White Eyes began to leave. Ranchers deserted their spreads; budding mining camps turned into ghost towns. As early as March, the Butterfield line had ceased its service. On July 10, all the soldiers left Fort Breckenridge (on the San Pedro River, north of Tucson) and marched to the only remaining fort in Arizona—Buchanan, from which Bascom had set out on his ill-starred mission in January. A mere eleven days later, the soldiers walked out of Buchanan, burned it to the ground, and headed east into New Mexico.


The Apaches rejoiced. Cochise’s policy of extermination had succeeded brilliantly. The paradise of long ago, which the elders evoked around the campfire at night—a time when the people had ranged carefree across the land that Ussen, their god, had made for them—seemed at hand once more.


Though gratified, Cochise was not greatly surprised. A decade earlier, when his Chiricahuas had gone to war against the Mexican state of Sonora, a similar abandonment had ensued.


By late 1861, only two pockets of white settlement remained in Arizona: a negligible mining camp at Patagonia, and the town of Tucson, which had shrunk to a population of two hundred. Cochise laid plans to wipe these communities from the face of the earth.


Tucson at the time was perhaps the most lawless and violent town on American soil. “If the world were searched over,” wrote a contemporary witness, “I suppose there could not be found so degraded a set of villains as then formed the principal society of Tucson. Every man went armed to the teeth, and street-fights and bloody affrays were of daily occurrence.” Added another: “Innocent and unoffending men were shot down or bowie-knived merely for the pleasure of witnessing their death agonies.” Cochise’s bloody plans for Tucson might well be abetted by the internecine carnage of the town itself.


Through the fall of 1861, the Apaches luxuriated in their power and freedom. They continued to kill stragglers who had not made their escape from Arizona quickly enough. Then, in the winter, strange news arrived from the east. The word came from those sometime allies of the Chiricahua, the Mescalero Apaches, whose homeland lay on the slopes of Sierra Blanca, far east of the Rio Grande. Mescalero raiders pushing south into Texas had come across a band of White Eyes. Obviously these men were soldiers, yet they wore gray clothes instead of the familiar blue, and they carried a flag no Apache had ever seen before. Within weeks, it became apparent that the White Eyes had divided into two armies—gray and blue—and were fighting each other.


Cochise never fully absorbed the implications of this irony. A decade later, he still believed that his reign of terror had driven nearly all the White Eyes out of Arizona in 1861. His depredations had in fact taken their toll, but more significant in the depopulation of the territory were the mortar shells launched into the air on April 12, 1861, at Fort Sumter, so far east of Arizona that it lay beyond the compass of the Apache cosmos. It was the Civil War that had emptied Forts Breckenridge and Buchanan.


The notion that a people might subdivide into groups to kill each other was not alien to Apaches. Over the centuries, various Apache tribes had made war against one another, and they had all raided against the Navajos, a people ethnically close to themselves. Even within an Apache tribe, factions formed that burst into mutual violence.


Through early 1862, a western campaign of the Civil War zigzagged across New Mexico. Tucson was full of southern sympathizers; with the abandonment of the forts, Arizona declared itself a Confederate Territory, and was recognized as such by Jefferson Davis’s congress in Richmond. In June, to squelch this rebellion, Union troops marched on Tucson from California.


Thus the Apaches had to give up their dream that the White Eyes had withdrawn for good from their homeland. Still, one could hope that the grays and blues might kill each other off in sufficient numbers to leave the survivors too weak to repel Apache attacks. Whatever it ultimately meant, the Civil War seemed at first a good thing for the Indians.


In May 1861, while Cochise was laying waste to homesteads in Arizona, another band of Apaches had begun to devastate the settle merits of western New Mexico. These raiders were close cousins to Cochise’s men, though they preserved a distinct cultural identity. Anglos named them the Warm Springs Apaches. Some ethnographers would eventually lump them with Cochise’s people, calling them all Chiricahuas; others would distinguish between the Warm Springs and the “true” Chiricahuas. The sacred homeland of the New Mexico band encircled a hot spring near the head of the Cañada Alamosa, a small western tributary of the Rio Grande. The Warm Springs Apaches called themselves Chihenne, or “Red Paint People,” after the ruddy clay they found near the spring, with which they daubed their faces. Cochise’s Chiricahuas called themselves Chokonen—a name with no ready translation.


The chief of the Chihenne was Mangas Coloradas, now about seventy years old, or some twenty years Cochise’s senior. Among his people, he was a giant—six feet four inches tall, weighing some 250 pounds. If by 1861 Cochise was the preeminent Apache leader, so Mangas had been in the 1840s. The earliest white explorers who encountered him described him in terms of awe. “As noble a specimen of the Indian race as I had ever seen,” concluded one; “the poetic ideal of a chieftain,” claimed another; “the greatest and most talented Apache Indian of the nineteenth century,” wrote a third.


Uniquely in the known history of the Apaches, Mangas had sought to confederate the separate tribes by allying the Chihenne with the Mescalero, White Mountain, and Coyotero Apaches, and perhaps even with the Navajos. To cement an affiliation with the Chokonen, he had married his daughter to Cochise. As well as being a master of intertribal diplomacy, Mangas was a military tactician of genius. He was also—as an Apache chief had to be to retain the following of his warriors—a champion in one-to-one combat. His relentless torment of white settlers enhanced his reputation for ruthlessness. The same explorer who called Mangas the greatest Apache of the century also wrote, “The life of Mangas Colorad[as], if it could be ascertained, would be a tissue of the most extensive and afflicting revelations, the most atrocious cruelties, the most vindictive revenges, and widespread injuries ever perpetrated by an American Indian.”


Two events in particular had set Mangas against the Americans. The first, which occurred in 1837, when what is now New Mexico and Arizona still belonged to Mexico, was the work of a scalphunter and entrepreneur from Kentucky named John Johnson, “as black-hearted a murderer as ever disgraced the frontier,” in the words of one scholar. Johnson was motivated, not by any injury he had received at Apache hands, but either by a Mexican promise of booty in recovered livestock or by the bounty newly offered by the state of Chihuahua: 100 pesos for the scalp of an Apache man, 50 for a woman’s, 25 for a child’s.


At the head of a party of Missouri fortunehunters, Johnson lured a group of Apaches in to trade near the copper mines at Santa Rita del Cobre. A sack of pinole, or cornmeal, was laid on the ground, and the Apaches were invited to help themselves. As they did so, a concealed cannon filled with scrap metal fired point-blank into their midst, while the Missourians assisted the slaughter with their rifles. At least twenty Apaches were killed, including an important chief.


Not only was Mangas a relative of the chief, but, according to latter-day Apaches, he was present at the Santa Rita debacle. Having hesitated, mistrustful, at the edge of the crowd gathering up the pinole, he fled the massacre on foot, carrying the infant son of the chief in his arms.


The second event, clinching Mangas’s antipathy to whites, occurred fourteen years later, in 1851. At Pinos Altos, only a short distance from Santa Rita (both localities lie within a few miles of present-day Silver City, New Mexico), Anglos had discovered gold. Apaches were bewildered and dismayed by the passion with which Spaniards, Mexicans, and Americans alike grubbed in the ground for the yellow metal. One chief told his people, “The White Eyes are superstitious about gold. Their lust for it is insatiable. They lie, steal, kill, die, for it.”


To the Apaches, this obsession was unfathomable. Gold was too soft to be useful: you could make neither bullets nor arrowheads from it. The substance was, moreover, sacred to Ussen, a symbol of the sun. The same chief explicated the taboo against mining: “We are permitted to pick it up from the surface of Mother Earth, but not to grovel in her body for it. To do so is to incur the wrath of Ussen. The Mountain Gods dance and shake their mighty shoulders, destroying everything near.”


Thus the influx at Pinos Altos, which lay near the heartland of the Chihenne, alarmed Mangas: not only were the miners a threat to Apache sovereignty but their subterranean toil might unleash earthquakes. The old chief took it upon himself to persuade the white men to look elsewhere for gold. One by one he sought out the leading miners, told them of vast deposits he knew of in Mexico, and offered to guide them there. Instead of trusting Mangas, the prospectors took it into their heads that he hoped to lure them off singly and kill them. On his next visit, they seized him, tied him to a tree, and beat him savagely with an ox whip while they filled his ears with taunts. “It was the greatest insult that could be inflicted even on an ordinary Indian,” wrote one historian. “And Mang[a]s Colorad[as] was a great chief.”


In May 1861, Mangas focused his retributive fury on the Pinos Altos area, all but laying siege to the gold camp. In July, Cochise joined him. The two chiefs and their warriors made a base camp southeast of Pinos Altos, on the slopes of Cooke’s Peak, where a vital spring lay. Here they ambushed and slew about one hundred passing soldiers and miners. The Apaches ruled the country; but an all-out attack on Pinos Altos led by Mangas failed to dislodge the stubborn miners.


Even as Mangas and Cochise stood on the verge of driving the last White Eyes from their land, it was becoming apparent that the war between blues and grays would have severe consequences for the Apaches. Not only were they caught, as it were, in the crossfire, but the leaders of both armies, their hearts hardened by warfare, adopted policies toward the Indians that were more stringent than any yet proposed by American officers.


By June 1862, the troops from California had occupied Tucson and reestablished Forts Breckenridge and Buchanan. In order to come to the aid of the beleaguered Union general in New Mexico, they prepared for a long march eastward along the former route of the Butterfield line. By feigning peace with a credulous and talkative lieutenant leading an advance scout along the route, Cochise learned the soldiers’ plans in detail.


The Chiricahua chief plotted his boldest strike yet against the Americans. To ensure victory, he enlisted the aid not only of Mangas Coloradas but of several other of the fiercest Apache leaders. Among them was the young Geronimo, who, as a Bedonkohe Apache, was neither a Chokonen nor a Chihenne. Nonetheless he had led war parties for both Cochise and Mangas, and often acted as liaison between the two great chiefs.


In mid-July, a command of sixty-eight soldiers, followed by a supply train of forty-five men leading 242 head of livestock, left their camp east of Tucson and headed for Apache Pass, as the Anglos had named the gap in the Dos Cabezas Mountains where Bascom had confronted Cochise seventeen months before. Cochise and Mangas watched them come. The Apaches knew that as the soldiers crossed forty miles of desert under the summer sun, they would not find a single drop of water. By the time they reached Apache Pass, they would be desperately thirsty.


Cochise and Mangas let the troops march unimpeded all the way to the abandoned Butterfield station, only six hundred yards short of the spring. Then from scores of stances hidden behind stony battlements piled up on the neighboring hills, the Apaches opened fire. The attacking force, which numbered close to two hundred, may have been the largest single war party ever assembled by the Chiricahuas. (The captain in charge of the supply train later swore that seven hundred Indians had taken part in the fight.)


On the brink of succumbing to a massacre, the Americans managed to deploy a pair of weapons with which the Apaches were unfamiliar. These were twelve-pounder cannons, howitzers mounted on wheels, which launched shells that exploded on impact. In the chaos of the gunfire, it took the soldiers a while to position the howitzers and find the range of the Indian breastworks. Once they did, the shells began to do their work, and the Apaches were forced to flee.


The battle lasted three hours. Two soldiers were killed, with two more wounded. The American commander estimated nine Indians dead. The captain in charge of the supply train claimed that an Apache later told him that sixty-three Indians had lost their lives in the fray—a preposterous number. In the twentieth century, Apache descendants swore that not a single warrior had died at Apache Pass.


It was the first true battle between American soldiers and Apaches. In prospect, it had seemed to Cochise and Mangas a sure triumph; thanks to the howitzers, it turned into a demoralizing failure. Almost a century later, the son of a chief who had fought there said, “After they turned cannon loose on us at Apache Pass, my people were certain that they were doomed.”


As soon as the battle was over, the American commander sent six men back to warn the oncoming supply train. They were intercepted by a mounted party led by Mangas. A private leading a played-out horse was separated from his companions. The Apaches shot his horse; the private lay behind its body, watched the circling Apaches fire at him, and anticipated his death. But he had a good rifle, a breech-loading carbine, and he determined “to kill at least one Apache” before they killed him. He singled out a tall, prominent-looking man and fired what he later confessed was a lucky shot. The carbine ball entered the chest of Mangas Coloradas, severely wounding him. His warriors rushed to his aid, leaving the private to his miraculous escape.


The Apaches carried Mangas all the way to the town of Janos, in Mexico—a distance of 120 miles in a straight line. At Janos resided an Anglo doctor in whose talents, uncharacteristically, the Apaches had great faith. They handed Mangas, who was near death, over to the doctor, and told him that if he failed to save the chief, they would kill everyone in the village. Mangas recovered.


Having seized the spring at Apache Pass, the Union soldiers never again relinquished it. By July they had erected a fortress on the hill overlooking the spring from the south. Fort Bowie would become the headquarters of the American campaign against the Chiricahuas.


The Civil War continued to flare across New Mexico. At first, the Confederates got the better of the struggle. In early 1862, Jefferson Davis appointed John Robert Baylor governor of the new territory. A balding, fanatical Kentuckian, Baylor had forged his ideas about Indians while fighting Comanches in Texas. The Apaches, he insisted, were “cursed pests.” Within weeks of taking office, he issued orders as to how to deal with them:


You will… use all means to persuade the Apaches or any tribe to come in for the purpose of making peace, and when you get them together kill all the grown Indians and take the children prisoners and sell them to defray the expense of killing the Indians. Buy whiskey and such other goods as may be necessary for the Indians.…Leave nothing undone to insure success, and have a sufficient number of men around to allow no Indian to escape.


To his credit, Jefferson Davis eventually rescinded Baylor’s orders and removed the man from the governorship.


Baylor’s Union counterpart was the equally fanatical James Henry Carleton, who had led the troops from California. In the words of a modern historian, Carleton was “a devout Christian, a good family man, and a gentleman” who “had become obsessed with a psychopathic hatred of Apaches.” By the fall of 1862, Carleton was ensconced at Fort Stanton, near present-day Ruidoso, New Mexico, in the heart of the Mescalero Apache country. It was thus against Mescaleros, rather than Chiricahuas, that Carleton crystallized his Indian policy: “All Indian men of that tribe are to be killed whenever and wherever you can find them. The women and children will not be harmed, but you will take them prisoners.” Unlike Jefferson Davis, Abraham Lincoln never canceled Carleton’s policy or fired him because of it.


Carleton’s summary command was addressed to the colonel in charge of his Indian war, Kit Carson. Though privately appalled by the policy, Carson was instrumental in bringing about Carleton’s grandest and most infamous “solution”—the concentration camp at Bosque Redondo, on the plains of eastern New Mexico. To this open-air prison Carson drove the Navajos on their Long Walk; there they sickened and died of smallpox in close proximity to their ancient enemies and fellow captives, the Mescaleros.


Thus within three months after the battle at Apache Pass, both Union and Confederate governments had adopted official policies of extermination. The Chiricahuas took note.


After his recovery, Mangas returned to the vicinity of Pinos Altos, from which the miners had finally fled. In January 1863, a party of gold seekers led by an oldtime mountain man named James Reddeford Walker arrived in the area. Their journey had been under such constant surveillance by the Apaches that the prospectors had developed a hair-trigger agitation. Walker determined to seize an important Apache as hostage against attacks as the party pushed farther west. The giant chief of the Chihenne was an obvious candidate.


According to Geronimo, who told the story half a century later, the prospectors made a preliminary feeler, telling Mangas that they would give his people blankets, flour, and beef in exchange for peace. Mangas promised to return with an answer in two weeks.


None of the other Apache leaders trusted the White Eyes’ offer. All of them, including Geronimo, pleaded with Mangas not to go back to Pinos Altos.


From the distance of more than a century, it is hard to comprehend the old chief’s motives in January 1863. Apaches have carried down the memory that after his wounding at Apache Pass, Mangas had fallen into a mood of depression and decreased energy. Yet for all the wrongs he had suffered from Americans, he still seemed to believe it was possible to live at peace with them.


There had always been, perhaps, a streak of the fatalistic, even of the self-destructive, in Mangas’s character. And the country near Pinos Altos, for which he cared so dearly, seemed to act as a magnet for that flaw. Why else, at around the age of sixty, had he allowed the miners to seize, bind, and whip him there twelve years before? Perhaps there was something of King Lear in him, weary of life and responsibility, longing to surrender his throne. Perhaps something of Socrates, delivering himself up to his enemies and submitting to their punishment.


In any event, with but three or four warriors, Mangas returned to Pinos Altos to parley. Only one reliable account exists of what transpired there, that of a somewhat disaffected member of the Walker party. On the morning of January 18, the prospectors hoisted a white flag. Mangas and his men drew cautiously near. Because the negotiations took place in broken Spanish, it is likely that they embodied serious misunderstandings. “After a long and tedious indulgence of prudential precautions by both parties,” Mangas dropped his guard and drew closer. Suddenly the prospectors raised their rifles, pointed them at the chief, and indicated he was their prisoner.


Mangas was told that his warriors were free to go, and that if the Apaches left the gold seekers alone during the next “ten moons,” the chief himself would be returned in safety. “He talked to his people in gutturals toward the last,” observed the Walker party witness, “so that we could not understand him, and his face wore an air of care and perplexity.”


Whether Walker was sincere in the terms he proffered for Mangas’s release quickly became moot. Under Brigadier General Joseph West, a detachment of Carleton’s California column was camped nearby. West immediately took charge of the valuable captive.


The General walked out to where Mang[a]s was in custody to see him, and looked like a pigmy beside the old Chief, who also towered above everybody about him in stature. He looked careworn and refused to talk and evidently felt that he had made a great mistake in trusting the pale face on this occasion.


West was aware, of course, of the Indian policy Carleton had espoused five months earlier. He let his soldiers know what he expected of them.


On a dark and bitterly cold night, guarded by a pair of soldiers, Mangas lay on the ground beside a campfire, wrapped in an inadequate blanket. The witness, who was on sentry duty, saw what happened next. The soldiers heated their bayonets in the fire, then burned the chiefs legs and feet with them. Mangas rose on his left elbow and bellowed in Spanish that he was no child for them to play with. In response, the guards lowered their rifles and fired six shots into the chief’s body. Mangas died at once.


In the morning, a soldier used the cook’s butcher knife to scalp the chief: wrapping the long hair around his trophy, he put the scalp in his pocket. At noon, Mangas’s body was thrown into a gully and perfunctorily buried. A few nights later, several soldiers disinterred the chief. They cut off his head and boiled it in a pot. The skull was sent to an eastern phrenologist, who measured it and reported the cranial capacity larger even than Daniel Webster’s.


West subsequently reported that Mangas had been shot trying to escape.


The Apaches who had warned Mangas not to return to Pinos Altos waited and waited, but no word came to them. Perhaps the Walker party slew Mangas’s companions as well: so the Apaches came to believe. Eventually, from other sources, vague news of Mangas’s martyrdom filtered back to his people. Somehow the news contained the information that the soldiers had boiled Mangas’s severed head in a big black pot.


This revelation deeply stirred the Chiricahua sense of horror. Apaches believed that a person traveled in the afterlife in the physical state in which he had died. The Chiricahuas pictured their great chief wandering headless through eternity.


Many years later, Geronimo would say that the betrayal and murder of Mangas Coloradas was “perhaps the greatest wrong ever done to the Indians.”





Three
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Torture


In the 1970s, an ethnohistorian who surveyed Chiricahua Apaches living in New Mexico and Oklahoma discovered a remarkable fact: many more of them knew about Bascom’s perfidy to Cochise and the soldiers’ murder of Mangas Coloradas than remembered Pearl Harbor. This, even though the betrayals of the two great chiefs had taken place more than a century in the past, during which span Chiricahua culture had gone through a wrenching upheaval.


The impact of Mangas’s murder and beheading was particularly profound. Three generations afterward, reliable Chiricahua spokesmen swore that mutilation of white victims by Apaches had been rare before Mangas’s martyrdom: it was only in response to the mutilation of their own chiefs body that Apaches began to butcher white corpses. The spokesmen maintained further that Apaches never tortured their victims—that mutilation was performed only after death.


To what extent the Apaches practiced torture and mutilation remains a vexing and inflammatory question, one that scholars have by and large ducked. Yet it is crucial to any understanding of the hatred between whites and Indians in the Southwest.


The testimony of many contemporary white settlers is unreliable. Nineteenth-century Arizonans were convinced, for instance, that Apaches scalped all their victims. Yet in fact scalping was performed infrequently by Apaches, and only as a measure of the bitterest revenge: “There was no greater punishment for one’s enemies.” On the other hand, Mexicans and mountain men scalped Apaches wholesale after 1835, trading their grisly trophies for the bounties offered by the states of Chihuahua and Sonora. Over the decades, Apaches were far more often the victims than the perpetrators of scalping.


Yet the insistence by latter-day Apaches that torture was not performed and that mutilation of the dead largely postdated Mangas’s betrayal is likewise unreliable. There are simply too many firsthand accounts to the contrary.


Ignaz Pfefferkorn, an eighteenth-century German traveler who published a book about Sonora, described Apache life with an accuracy it would take twentieth-century anthropology to confirm. In 1795 he wrote,


In the fury of the onslaught they kill everyone in sight, and their cruelty is so great that they will inflict wound after wound, just as though their lust for blood were insatiable. I have buried victims whose bodies were unrecognizable, so gashed were they from head to foot by lances.


Another eighteenth-century observer of Sonora, a Jesuit whose name has not come down to us, wrote in 1763 of the “savagely cruel” Apaches: “An innocent [Mexican] child five or six years old, that I found, told me that his father had been killed, leaving him tied to a tree.”


Samuel Woodworth Cozzens, an American adventurer who spent much time with Apaches from 1858 to 1860 (three to five years before Mangas’s death) described at second hand an Apache “sacrifice” of a young Mexican girl that had taken place two years before his visit:


After fattening her for several months, keeping her very quiet, and in ignorance of her fate, they brought her, on the morning when the sacrifice was to be made, to the place of torture. Here, placing her between two trees, they suspended her by ropes tied around her wrists, so that her feet, which were firmly fastened together, were about three feet from the ground. A fire was then kindled beneath her, and as the flames reached her flesh, scream after scream issued from the lips of the poor victim. One after another of these brave Apaches plucked a burning brand from the fire and applied it to the quivering flesh of the wretched girl, till finally death released her from her terrible sufferings. The body was then hacked to pieces with sharp stones, the pieces burned upon the fire, and the ashes scattered to the winds.


This sounds like the fevered fantasy of a Victorian romance writer. Yet Morris Opler, the twentieth-century ethnographer of the Chiricahua, was told by an Apache about the traditional treatment of suspected witches:


They find out from the shaman if a person is a witch. Then they force him to tell if he did it.…They string the witch up by the wrists so his feet are off the ground.…I have heard people, when strung up to a tree by their hands, admit that they were witches. They never let them go if they prove it on them. Then a fire is built under the witch, and he is burned. Burning destroys a witch’s power for future harm, but what he has already accomplished is not undone. Witches do not burn up quickly; they keep on living a long time.


Cozzens, who had read no Apache ethnography, reported that the burning of the Mexican girl was “to propitiate the Great Spirit, whose wrath had manifested itself by visiting upon them the small-pox.”


From the Apache point of view, what seemed to whites the gruesome torment of innocent victims was a proper and necessary procedure for dealing with evil loosed in the world. There was nothing sadistic about burning a witch. As Opler’s informant indicated, Apache belief in the reality of witchcraft was so pervasive that, strung from a tree, the accused sometimes confessed—not to solicit pity, for in doing so he sealed his doom. The same thing happened in seventeenth-century Salem, Massachusetts.


Yet the prevalence of torture and mutilation cannot be laid entirely to a vigilance against witches. The anthology of first- and secondhand accounts of Apaches’ brutal treatment of white captives reads like a pastiche of all the “savage redskin” scenes from a generation of grade-B Western movies. As James Tevis saw firsthand, Cochise sometimes hung men head down over slow fires and burned them to death. He also tied them spread-eagled to wagon wheels before burning. And he liked, we are told, to drag naked victims across the ground behind a horse.


Other Apaches, according to whites who found the dead bodies, cut the hearts out of their victims (some insisted the Indians cooked and ate the hearts); staked them out to ant hills with their mouths propped open with sharp skewers; tied them to cactuses with wet rawhide that contracted as it dried in the sun; tied them naked to trees and shot arrows into them; slit their skin in strips from neck to heel; cut their corpses to pieces; cut off limbs one by one until the victim bled to death; smashed heads and testicles with rocks. Wrote one Arizona pioneer who had buried his share of settlers, “A favorite mode of mutilating a dead body is to ornament the mouth with the emasculated priapus.” Sometimes the details were purported to come straight from the Apache who had performed the torture: “Old Eskimi[n]zin says he buried an American alive in the ground once and let the ants eat his head off.”


Apaches often turned captives over to their women, who were reputed to be even crueler torturers than the men. One pioneer maintained that survivors of an 1880 Apache attack “saw squaws stick pieces of wood into [the victims’] bowels while alive, then crush their heads to a jelly with rocks.”


Blinkered by their ethnocentrism, white observers struggled to explain torture in Apache terms. “Their savage and bloodthirsty natures experience a real pleasure in tormenting their victim,” wrote John C. Cremony, a scout and soldier who knew Apaches well. “Every expression of pain or agony is hailed with delight, and the one whose inventive genius can devise the most excruciating kind of death is deemed worthy of honor.”


More than a century later, can we account for Apache torture any more convincingly than Cremony did? The very effort may be naive. During the last several thousand years torture has been far more universal, more “normal,” than we readily acknowledge. One survey of the phenomenon concludes, “Every nation has practised torture at one time or another in its history.”


It bears keeping in mind that although mutilation did not begin with Mangas’s death, it may have grown more vicious in response to decades or even centuries of Apache mistreatment at the hands of Spanish and Mexican intruders. The Apaches’ enemies practiced their own kind of torture. Apache children growing up in the 1870s absorbed the lore of Hispanic atrocities, such as the fate of a Chiricahua named Chinchi, whom Mexicans dragged behind a horse through fields of prickly pear until he died.


Anglo-Americans too came to be known for their ruthless treatment of Apache victims. American soldiers not only scalped Indians, they cut off their ears and genitals. One of their nastier pastimes was to turn body parts into souvenirs: bridles, for instance, braided out of scalped Apache hair, and decorated, according to an early settler, “with teeth knocked from the jaws of living women.” In his first year of army duty in Arizona, John Gregory Bourke, who would become as strong a champion of Apache rights as any American who ever fought against them, was given as a keepsake the scalp and ears of a dead Apache warrior. With the thoughtless bravado of a twenty-four-year-old lieutenant fresh out of West Point, Bourke framed the ears and hung them on his wall and turned the scalp into a lamp mat. One day a friend came into Bourke’s room, saw the trophies, and reacted with horror. Instantly Bourke grasped “how brutal and inhuman I had been,” and had the ears and scalp buried.


White men killed Apache babies, and even justified the killing under the eugenic aphorism, “Nits make lice.” In 1864 a group of Arizonans decided to hunt Apaches on the Verde River. Among their number was an escaped convict known as Sugarfoot Jack. After the party burned to the ground a hastily abandoned village of wickiups—the shelters made of brush in which the Apache lived—this desperado found an infant who had been left behind. He tossed the baby onto the fire, then stood and watched it burn. A little later he found another small child. According to a witness, Sugarfoot dandled the baby on his knee, tickled it under the chin, then pulled out his gun and shot it in the head, “bespatter[ing] his clothes and face with infant brains.”


Throughout the centuries of their contact with Spaniards and Mexicans, captured Apaches—especially women—were often sold into slavery far to the south. To be imprisoned, locked in a small room behind bars, seemed to Apaches a torture every bit as heinous as Cochise’s crueler mortifications may have struck Americans. To be forcibly carried into exile, out of the land that Ussen had made for the Apaches, was comparably odious. Among the most powerfully felt stories handed down from one generation to the next were those of brave women who escaped slavery and made their way on foot, navigating by instinct and memory, hundreds of miles back to the homeland.


The horror white men felt when they came upon bodies mutilated by the Apaches was stirred by the bald evidence of pain—prolonged, acute, ingeniously devised—employed only to shunt the victim toward his inevitable death. The Apache attitude toward pain was altogether different from the American’s. Pain was a fact of life, and to greet it stoically and endure it silently was the mark of character. From early childhood, boys were schooled in pain. They would be taught, for instance, to place dry sage on their skins, set fire to it, and let it burn to ashes without flinching. In winter, they had to go out at dawn and roll a ball of snow with bare hands until called away from the task. In foot races, laggards were lashed by adults.


Along with an incomparable training in endurance and athletic skills, this tutorship in pain turned a boy into a potential warrior. At an early age, boys were paired off for hand-to-hand fights that ended only with the drawing of blood. In teams of four, they shot stones with slingshots at each other. Later they made small bows and arrows with sharp wooden points and played at warfare. (One of Opler’s informants recalled a playmate whose eye had been put out in such combat practice.)


As well as enduring pain, boys were taught to inflict it. They were given captured birds and animals to torture, and their inventiveness was rewarded. The emphasis on torture in Apache life remains shocking to modern sensibilities, despite our latter-day faith in cultural relativism. But from the Indian point of view, an ordeal by pain was part of the order of things.


Revenge, for an Apache, was not a lawless rampage of individual will, but a sacred social duty. Nor was it necessary to kill the particular enemy who had caused the harm: others of his people would do. “When a brave warrior is killed,” one Chiricahua told Opler, “the men go out for about three Mexicans. They bring them back for the women to kill in revenge.” Mutilation intensified the punishment, for just as Mangas must walk eternally headless, a dismembered enemy would travel through the afterlife in that condition.


What we call torture had for Apaches something of the character of a sacramental act. It was a test of the courage of an enemy warrior. Apaches appreciated great bravery in a hopeless cause, and a white man who fought vigorously to the end was sometimes accorded a special honor: his slayers skinned his right hand and his stirrup foot in testimony to his prowess.


Had things always been thus, back beyond the sixteenth century in that uncertain time when an Athapaskan people, with dogs but no horses, flint arrowheads but no iron, had first wandered into the Southwest from their ancestral domain in the Canadian north? Or had the Apaches, the most adaptable of tribes, learned their deadly severities from the descendants of those masters of cruelty, the Spanish conquistadors? The question, in all likelihood, will never be answered.
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The Unknown Cochise


With the demise of Mangas Coloradas in 1863, Cochise stood unrivaled among the leaders of the Chiricahua—not only in Apache hearts, but in the grudging recognition of white settlers. Wrote a pioneer who served as U. S. Representative for the Arizona Territory, “Cochise was undoubtedly the bravest and most skillful Apache leader that the Americans ever had to cope with.” A brigadier general said the same thing in quite different words when he called Cochise “the very worst Indian on the continent.”


Cochise’s biographer, Edwin R. Sweeney, summarizes the chief’s military achievement:


For twelve years he successfully eluded troops and volunteers from four states and two countries [i. e., the territories of Arizona and New Mexico, which were formally separated in 1863, and the states of Sonora and Chihuahua]. His allies were his ancestral mountains and the territorial boundary line, which he used adroitly, leapfrogging back and forth when heavily pressured.…[He] was involved in countless raids, skirmishes, and fights; was surprised and attacked in his camp on occasion; was wounded several times; and allegedly was killed on a dozen occasions, give or take a few. Yet he survived, which was a testament to his stubborn persistence in the face of white subjugation.…On the whole, he seems to have performed better than any other Apache.


Like all great Indian chiefs, Cochise led his men into battle, refusing to shy from personal combat. The Chiricahuas felt only contempt for American generals who led from the rear. Indeed, Cochise fought with an abandon so reckless that whites might have called it arrogance; it seemed to stem from a conviction that his skills made him invulnerable. The duel he proposed against James Tevis—lance against six-shooter—is one instance. After a battle between American troops and Chiricahuas, a scout who had got off many shots at the chief marveled at his riding technique: the shots missed because Cochise would slip to the side of his horse, hang on its neck, and use its body as a shield.


Cochise’s sanctuary was the Dragoon Mountains in southeastern Arizona. A range of low peaks (the highest is 7,519 feet), the Dragoons stand in severe isolation, surrounded on all sides by sagebrush desert and alkali flats. For this reason, the mountains made a perfect stronghold: no enemy could camouflage its approach, since the clouds of dust its horses raised could be seen forty miles away from Dragoon summits. Though small in extent, the range is warped into a labyrinth by thousands of weathered granite spires, cliffs, and crevices, making it an ideal place for hiding and ambush. Army officers sometimes knew that Cochise was camped in the Dragoon Range; because of its natural defenses, they never dared attack him there.


The stronghold’s springs seeped reliably year-round. The slopes were covered with piñón pines, mesquite, alligator juniper, catclaw mimosa, lechuguilla, mountain and banana yucca, and scrub oak. Besides the small game they hunted, the Apaches ate piñón nuts, juniper berries, the fruit of the banana yucca, acorns, and mesquite beans. As he raided, Cochise ranged far south into Mexico or east to the Rio Grande, but he tended to circle back to the Dragoons, as if there, and only there, he might replenish the power that made him invincible against the White Eyes.


By the end of 1862, the last Confederate forces had been routed and driven out of New Mexico. Yet as the Civil War wound on in the East, the Union government formed no coherent policy toward the Apaches. As early as 1860, a far-sighted Indian agent had proposed a reservation for both the Chiricahua and Mescalero Apaches, but his idea was ignored. Neither President Lincoln in Washington nor the territorial governments of Arizona and New Mexico seemed capable of grappling with the Apache question.


In this vacuum, it was Carleton’s policy of extermination that held sway. With no more Confederates to fight, in 1863 the general turned his army loose on the Apaches. In his fanatic optimism, Carleton expected to drive the Chiricahuas for good into Mexico, and he predicted publicly that he would complete the conquest by Christmas.


After all, a single scorched-earth mission under Kit Carson had defeated virtually the whole Navajo nation and sent a demoralized people trudging toward their concentration camp at Bosque Redondo in eastern New Mexico, far from their homeland. Navajos died by the hundreds on the Long Walk. Even more easily, Carleton had forced the Mescalero Apaches to give up their own homeland and to join the Navajos farming the miserable soil at the Bosque. The water of the Pecos River was too alkaline to drink safely; the land was so deforested that women had to walk twelve miles for firewood. But by 1864, with more than nine thousand Mescaleros and Navajos in custody, Carleton could delude himself that he had all but solved “the Indian problem.”


The general underestimated the Apache spirit. Outnumbered at least nine to one by their Navajo enemies, cheated by crooked agents and suppliers, starving on inadequate rations, the Mescalero welded an underground resistance. After the summer of 1865, when the crops failed for the second year in a row at Bosque Redondo, they decided to take action. As C. L. Sonnichsen, historian of the Mescalero, describes it,


In secret councils the plan evolved. No white man knew anything about it, and no white man knows anything about it yet. Just before winter set in, in 1865, they were ready. On the third of November, during the night, every Apache who could travel arose and vanished. In the morning only the sick and crippled were left, and within a few days they vanished too.


Carleton’s pride was mortified. The Mescalero were never again driven back to the Pecos. Three years later, recognizing the failure of the prison camp, officials dismantled Bosque Redondo, and the Navajos were allowed to return to their homeland.


If Carleton misjudged the Mescalero will, he utterly failed to appreciate the tenacity of the Chiricahuas. His extermination policy backfired in another way as well, for it forced peaceful Indians to go on the warpath along with the “hostiles.”


Vigorously though Carleton pursued the Apaches, his tactics were not harsh enough for the white settlers of Arizona, who began to form their own companies of mercenaries and volunteers to hunt redskins. The Yavapai Rangers were a representative group: in 1866 they trailed a peaceful party of Apaches near Prescott, attacked them in their camp, and killed twenty-three; only “a dusky maiden of some twenty summers” escaped. In the same year the cold-blooded murderer of a Walapais chief was acquitted by a grand jury “with a unanimous vote of thanks.”


One of the most effective of these volunteers was a rancher named King Woolsey, who hated all Apaches. An early traveler in Arizona happened to come across some of Woolsey’s handiwork: after killing an Apache chief, the rancher had hanged him from a tree as an exemplum for his tribe.


The body was dried and shrunken, and of a parchment color. One of the feet and both hands had been cut off or torn away by coyotes. The head was thrown back, and the eye-sockets glared in the sun. A horrible grin seemed fixed upon the mouth, and when a slight breeze gave motion to the body I was startled by the ghastly but lifelike expression of the face as it slowly turned and stared at the bright blue sky.
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