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Tough terrain breeds tough men.


—HERODOTUS





FOREWORD
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IN THE SPRING OF 2009, I traveled to Lubbock, Texas, to interview Mike Leach for a cover story I was writing about him for Texas Monthly. The preceding fall, he and his Texas Tech football team had electrified the nation with their dramatic run at a national championship. Though they had fallen short, for a few dazzling weeks the attention of America’s football fans had been riveted on the high plains of West Texas. I was going there to try to figure out how a team with players few or no other elite football programs wanted could possibly have pulled off such a season. How Leach’s scrappy, underdog Red Raiders could conceivably have knocked off the Nos. 1 and 8 teams in the country on successive weekends. If this had been his only such exploit, he might not have merited the cover story. But he had been working this sort of dark magic for twenty years at five different schools in three collegiate athletic divisions. His teams came as close to unstoppable as anything the college football world had seen. It was hard to find anyone who did not think Mike Leach was a certified football genius.


Which was why it was odd, half an hour after I landed in his office at Texas Tech, that Mike and I found ourselves deep in conversation about Native Americans. I was working on a book at the time about the Comanches that would become a national bestseller a year or so later as Empire of the Summer Moon, so I was very current on Indian history. So, as it turned out, was Mike. I had heard that he was smart and had eclectic interests—that included the history of piracy, surfing, Winston Churchill, chimpanzees, and the philosophy of John Wooden—but I wasn’t prepared to encounter a scholar of the American West. We talked about Comanches, about whom he knew a great deal, and we talked about his own childhood in Cody, Wyoming, and his lifelong interest in Native Americans. Then we got around to Apaches, who turned out to be his true love. I knew a little bit about them. Mike knew a lot about them, especially their war leader Geronimo. I listened, enraptured, much longer than I should have. I was there as a reporter and was supposed to be interviewing him about football, not talking about General Nelson Miles and Geronimo’s renegade Chiricahuas. I had wasted valuable time. But it was fun just listening to him. I found out later that he used some of his Apache material in his talks with his players. Indians were an interest of mine. For Mike, they were a coaching tool.


It didn’t occur to me at the time why Mike would be so interested in the character of Geronimo. But when he told me a couple of years later that he was working on a book about the Apache leader, it suddenly made perfect sense. Mike is not just a football coach. He is a renegade football coach, a man who has always done things differently, always operated on the margins of what the football world considered acceptable. That began with his decision, after having graduated in the top third of his law class at Pepperdine University, to attend a sports academy and then take a $3,000-a-year job coaching football at Cal State, San Luis Obispo. It continued in the form of his football teams, which did things that no one else did. I can remember moving to Austin and watching Mike’s teams at Tech do things that seemed—back then—to stop just short of lunacy. He would spread his linemen out, four feet apart, leaving apparently giant gaps that just beckoned to defenders. He would empty out the backfield and cover the field with receivers. He threw almost every down. He never huddled. He rarely even punted, preferring to go for it—the ultimate football madness—on fourth down deep in his own territory. He didn’t much like to kick field goals, either. Much of this is common in college and pro football today. Almost none of it was when Mike started out.


This sort of radically original behavior is what Geronimo: Leadership Strategies of an American Warrior is all about. Geronimo’s brilliance was both his eclecticism—he was a war leader, shaman, translator, negotiator, healer, and mentor, among other callings—and his defiance of conventional wisdom. With the entire post–Civil War world stacked against them, Indians were not supposed to be able to continue fighting past the mid-1870s. There was no way to win. Even the über-warriors of the Comanches, Cheyennes, and Sioux had surrendered. That did not deter Geronimo, who fought longer than anyone, finally tying up fully one-quarter of the active American army just to hunt down him and his band of Apaches. By the 1880s, write Leach and Levy, “only Geronimo and the Chiricahua were still free and fighting.”


Thus Geronimo, the great—if brutal—war leader, becomes a classic paradigm of leadership. The book rightly focuses on how he was able to do what he did, on the parts of his character that led him to achieve greatness. Mike is ably helped in this endeavor by Buddy Levy, a historian who has written two excellent books about the Americas and who is steeped in the histories of Native Americans in the nineteenth century. Together they have written an enthralling little history that I found very hard to put down.


S. C. Gwynne


Gwynne is the author of Empire of the Summer Moon, a finalist for the Pulitzer Prize. His book Rebel Yell: The Violence, Passion, and Redemption of Stonewall Jackson will be published by Scribner in 2014.





CAST OF CHARACTERS
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Key Apache Warriors


Cochise—one of the great Chiricahua (Chokonen) chiefs. Born c. 1805. No known pictures exist but he was said to be very tall and imposing, over six feet and very muscular. Son-in-law to Mangas Coloradas. Died in 1874, probably from stomach cancer.


Chihuahua—chief of the Warm Springs band (Red Paint people) of the Chiricahua. Fought alongside Geronimo in the resistance. Died in 1901.


Fun—probably a cousin to Geronimo and among his best, most trusted warriors. Fun committed suicide in captivity in 1892, after becoming jealous over his young wife, whom he also shot. Only slightly wounded, she recovered.


Juh—pronounced “Whoa,” “Ho,” or sometimes “Who.” Chief of the Nedhni band of the Apache, he married Ishton, Geronimo’s “favorite” sister. Juh and Geronimo were lifelong friends and battle brothers. Juh died in 1883.


Loco—chief of the Warm Springs band. Born in 1823, the same year as Geronimo. Once was mauled by a bear and killed it single-handedly with a knife, but his face was clawed and his left eye was blinded and disfigured. Known as the “Apache Peacemaker,” he preferred peace to war and tried to live under reservation rules. Died as a prisoner of war from “causes unknown” in 1905, at age eighty-two.


Lozen—warrior woman and Chief Victorio’s sister. She was a medicine woman and frequent messenger for Geronimo. She fought alongside Geronimo in his long resistance.


Mangas Coloradas—Born in 1790, he was the most noted chief of the Bedonkohe Apache. A massive man for his era, at 6'6” and 250 pounds, he was Geronimo’s central mentor and influence. He was betrayed and murdered by the U.S. military in 1863. Geronimo called his murder “the greatest wrong ever done to the Indians.”


Mangas—son of the great chief Mangas Coloradas, but did not succeed his father as chief because of his youth and lack of leadership. Died as a prisoner of war in 1901.


Naiche—Cochise’s youngest son. Succeeded older brother Taza after he died, becoming the last chief of the free Chiricahua Apache.


Nana—brother-in-law to Geronimo and chief of the Warm Springs band. Sometimes referred to as “Old Nana.” Died as a prisoner of war in 1896.


Victorio—chief of the Warm Springs band. Noted and courageous leader and a brilliant military strategist. Brother and mentor to warrior woman Lozen. Slain by Mexicans in the massacre of Tres Castillos in 1880.


Key Apache Adversaries—U.S. Military Figures and Civilian Apache Agents


Clum, John P.—born 1851. Civilian Apache agent at the San Carlos and Fort Apache reservations. Nicknamed “Turkey Gobbler” by the Apache for his strutting nature. Later became mayor of Tombstone, Arizona. His claim to fame was being the only person to successfully “capture” Geronimo. Died in 1932.


Crook, General George—born 1828. Called America’s “greatest Indian fighter.” He was the first to use Indian scouts and was crucial in ending the Apache Wars. Called Nantan Lupan (“the Tan Wolf”) by the Apache, he advocated for Apache rights while at the same time becoming one of Geronimo’s greatest adversaries. Crook negotiated Geronimo’s “surrender” at the Cañon de los Embudos. He died in 1890.


Gatewood, Lieutenant Charles B.—born 1853. A latecomer to the Apache Wars, Gatewood used scouts but failed to bring in Victorio. However, Gatewood would ultimately negotiate the terms of Geronimo’s final surrender to General Nelson A. Miles in 1886. He died in 1896.


Miles, General Nelson A.—born in 1839. Civil War veteran best known for accepting Geronimo’s final surrender. Fought Sioux and Cheyenne Indians after the Battle of Little Big Horn. He died at the age of eighty-five in 1925 and was buried with full honors at Arlington National Cemetery.


Sieber, Al—born 1843. A German-American, he served as the army’s chief of scouts during the Apache Wars. Died in 1907.
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Warrior, shaman, negotiator, and war leader Geronimo riding a warhorse in Apache country.








INTRODUCTION
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Geronimo and the American Spirit


WHEN I WAS A KID growing up in Wyoming, there were cowboys and Indians, and I always wanted to be an Indian. We played to see which tribe was the toughest, which lasted the longest, which put up the most resistance. And because historically the last to surrender were the Apache, I viewed them as having the highest level of achievement. The Apache offered steady resistance and held out the longest. That started my interest. Geronimo was the best of them—he possessed a kind of greatness. Greatness is well respected by everyone in all cultures; people just want to be able to see it and feel it and be in the presence of it, even if just for a short time. Geronimo personified a life-way of excellence, and others around him rallied behind that excellence and followed him. It’s compelling. In his life he was a living example of greatness, and people—even his adversaries—could feel it.


I admire his commitment to being the best. He possessed great integrity and commitment because of his pride in being an Apache. He was committed to his religion. He had for a long time an extremely high level of success—and, whether rational or irrational, he felt this was his destiny. Like he was a man of destiny. He believed it was what he was put on earth to do, and he pursued his convictions vigorously. He personified independence and assertive action. Geronimo and the Apache epitomize the American Spirit. There is much for us to learn from the man and his people—and insights to take away from his remarkable times.


The Geronimo story taken as a whole is a tragedy. It’s tragic that the Apache were not allowed to continue to live as they had for centuries, but things change. Times change. In the end, the way the United States handled the Indians was not done in a fair and proper fashion, and the episode remains very much a black eye on this country. We weren’t fair and true and right in the way we handled a proud people. It’s tough to yank a people out of their time and setting. We took traditional nomadic hunter-gatherers and tried to turn them into sedentary farmers—how in the hell did we think that was going to turn out?


The triumph in this story, however, is in the process rather than the final destination, in the incredible feats that Geronimo and his people accomplished and how they pulled them off. I want to consider Geronimo’s story and ask: What is greatness and how do we attain it? I hope you enjoy the story, the commentary, and the lessons.


Origins of the Apache: Who Were “The People”?


ONE THING THAT fascinates me about history is how hard it is to pin down. Example: The name Apache itself is unclear. It might be a Spanish pronunciation of the Zuni word apachu, which means “enemy.” I like that explanation because I like the idea of enemies, and the Apache had their share. It’s a fact that the Apache traded with the Zuni, the pueblo dwellers of northern New Mexico, and raided them whenever they could. Now, let’s get something straight right out of the gate. The Apache were raiders. “Raiding” means stealing. Pillaging. Taking from others what you want or need. The Greeks did it. The Vikings did it. The Huns did it. Pirates did it. Let’s face it: The American pioneers and settlers did it. They stole the Indians’ land. I’m not saying raiding is right, but it’s a historical tradition, and some people were expert raiders. The Apache were expert raiders. In Apache, the word raiding meant literally “to search out enemy property.”1
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LESSON: Be curious about everything. Read everything you can find about your obsessions.
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There’s another theory that the term Apache comes from the Ute name for the tribe, Awa’tehe, which means “people of the mountains.”2 My favorite explanation is that the word Apache comes from the Spanish verb apachurrar, “to crush,” referring to the Apache tendency to turn enemy captives over to the women and children of the tribe, who then pounded them to death with stones. It was best NOT to get captured by Apaches.


What we do know is that the Apache called themselves N’de, meaning “The People” (also spelled Tinneh, Dine, or Tinde).


Conventional wisdom (plus linguistic and DNA evidence) suggests that they arrived via Canada and Alaska as early as the thirteenth century.3 The thing is, I’m not that conventional. There are other theories. I’ve never liked the theory that the Indians came over the Bering Strait land bridge. I have thought that theory absurd since I was a child. If that was such a good idea, why didn’t the Europeans do it that way? Also, where are all the skeletons and artifacts that verify such a notion? In 1947 Norwegian researcher/explorer Thor Heyerdahl sailed his handmade balsa-wood raft Kon-Tiki 5,000 miles over 101 days from South America to Polynesia. His journey showed that ancient South American mariners had the capability of sailing great distances—which questioned accepted theories about the peopling of the Americas. Maybe the earliest Americans came from Asia by boat and landed in North America. Heyerdahl showed that the continent’s inhabitants didn’t necessarily come to North America via the Bering Strait land bridge and may have come from a variety of directions.4


Anyway, before contact with the Spaniards and their discovery of the horse (the Spaniards brought the horse back to North America after it had become extinct here—but that’s another story), the Apache roamed on foot, following buffalo herds, using domesticated dogs to carry their belongings with packs, or towing travois (tepee poles wrapped with hides to make a kind of trailer). The Spanish conquistador Coronado came to North America in search of the Seven Cities of Gold and was probably the first Anglo to see “The People” (Geronimo’s ancestors) wandering New Mexico in 1541. He called them “Querechos,” a name he learned from the pueblo dwellers of Tiguex (originally twelve pueblos on the eastern Rio Grande of central New Mexico, which are now the Sandia Pueblo).


Coronado said that the Querechos had the most impressive physiques he had seen in the New World. They lived at that time off of the buffalo, making their tepees with their hides, wearing their skins, sewing with thread from their sinew, making awls and knives from their bones. They even made drinking jugs from the animal’s bladders or intestines, and relied on its blood as a sustaining beverage. Coronado was fascinated by their technique. He said, “They clean a large intestine, fill it with blood, and hang it around their necks, to drink when they are thirsty. Cutting open the belly of an animal, they squeeze out the chewed grass and drink the juice.”5 I like that kind of ingenuity and resourcefulness.
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MONGOL WARLORDS AND STEAK TARTARE: A DIGRESSION


I once heard that thirteenth-century Mongol warlords like Genghis Khan rode around with meat under their saddles to tenderize it before they ate it—and I wondered if that was true. I also wondered if the Apache did it too. Turns out that while the Mongols (and Tartars) actually DID in fact put strips of raw meat beneath their saddles, the reason was to protect their horses’ skin and also heal their saddle sores. According to The Cambridge Medieval History, 1924, after a day of riding with the meat under the saddle, the meat would have been downright inedible—rank and soaked with horsehair and horse sweat.


Despite the historical truth, the lore continues that “steak tartare” got its name from the Tartar peoples of central Asia—when in fact the dish originated in France in the twentieth century, named not for the Tartars who ate raw meat but for the sauce (tartar) served with it.


And no, there’s no evidence that Geronimo and his Apaches rode around with strips of meat under their saddles (or under their butts when they were riding bareback). But they did carry their dried pemmican with them as they rode.


Source: Craig S. Smith, “The Raw Truth: Don’t Blame the Mongols (or Their Horses),” New York Times, April 6, 2005.





They survived on buffalo meat, eating it slightly roasted or raw, depending on the situation. They dried the meat in the sun to make pemmican, or jerky, which made it highly portable. They were proud, fiercely independent, and dangerous. You did not want to fight them. But Coronado also said if you left them alone they were a “gentle people.”6 As we’ll see, with the arrival of the white man, “The People,” the Apache, would become less gentle.





CHAPTER ONE
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The Making of a Warrior (Discipline)


They Called Him Geronimo: What’s in a Name?


GERONIMO WAS BORN in 1823 at the headwaters of the Gila River east of the border of present-day Arizona and New Mexico.I His Bedonkohe (pronounced Bed-on-koh-hey) Apache name was Goyahkla, meaning “One Who Yawns.” But he wasn’t bored or boring. He was defiant, independent, and exceptional. The story of how he got his later name is a good one. In a revenge attack against the Mexicans, the young warrior Goyahkla fought like a fiend, rushing in repeatedly from cover, killing an enemy with every charge, and stealing the dead man’s rifle. Each time he came at them, the Mexicans cried out in terror, “Look out, Geronimo!”—mispronouncing his given name or calling out for the help of Saint Jerome (which translates in Spanish to “Geronimo”). His Apache people took up the battle cry, and “Goyahkla” became “Geronimo.”1


During his raids and escapes across the American Southwest, the mention of his name had the power to enrage the highest brass of the U.S. military—including presidents—and to terrify white settlers who bolted their doors and windows and scribbled frantic letters to the White House begging for protection. Over time, Geronimo’s name has come to symbolize courage, daring, wild abandon, and leadership. Revering his courage, World War II paratroopers shouted “GERONIMO!” as they leaped from airplanes into battle.


The first time I ever heard the name “Geronimo” was as a small child watching Bugs Bunny. I think it involved Yosemite Sam yelling “GERONIMO!” as he was preparing to pull one of his courageous and daring stunts. The last significant time I heard the name Geronimo was when U.S. Navy SEALs moved in to kill Osama bin Laden. The mission was code-named “Geronimo,” which caused considerable controversy. I can’t think of another historical figure whose name has withstood the test of time and been used in as many contexts as Geronimo’s. His name is consistently associated with courage, ingenuity, and resourcefulness.
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THE CHIRICAHUA APACHE BANDS AND THEIR RANGE


Geronimo was a member of the Bedonkohe band of the Chiricahua Apache. The Chiricahua—the most warlike of all the Apache tribes—were split up into local bands, each band following one or more chiefs. Before the whites came, the Chiricahua range included what is today called southeastern Arizona, southwestern New Mexico, and the northern parts of the Mexican states of Sonora and Chihuahua.


Geronimo’s Bedonkohe band was flanked by three other Chiricahua bands. Farthest south, below the border that in 1848 would divide the United States and Mexico, dwelled the Nednhi (Ned-nee) band. They inhabited the harsh, rugged terrain of the Sierra Madre in northern Sonora—a place Geronimo would come to deeply love and where he would spend much time. Southwest of the Bedonkohe—comprising the Dragoon and Chiricahua mountains and valleys in southeastern Arizona—lived the Chokonen (Cochise’s band—he would become their greatest chieftain). The Chihenne (Chee-hen-ee) band lived to the east, between the Mimbres River and the Rio Grande. They were called the “Red Paint People.”


The main bands were allies, and if necessary, they banded together in wartime when large numbers of warriors were needed. There were also subgroups within these main groups, with the Warm Springs band the most prominent of many Chihenne subgroups. All of the bands had similar life-ways, cultural practices, and language.


Not all the Apache tribes were friendly, however. The White Mountain Apache to the west—the largest division of the Western Apache—sometimes scrapped with the Chiricahua Apache; they raided each other’s lands and even stole each other’s women.


But throughout most of Geronimo’s life, these groups all got along peacefully. During Geronimo’s lifetime, the entire Chiricahua tribe at its height—including all bands—numbered just three thousand people. (There were probably never more than ten to twelve thousand Apache living at any one time in their entire history.) The population in Geronimo’s day became severely depleted due to warfare, and later, as they succumbed to incarceration and disease.


Sources: Mails, The People Called Apache, 11–17, 207–210. Opler, An Apache Life-Way, 1–4. Sweeney, Cochise, 4–6. Utley, Geronimo, 7. There’s also a great summary from remaining Fort Sill Apache members on their tribal history: http://www.fortsillapache-nsn.gov/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=5&Itemid=6.





WARRIOR TRAINING—ONLY THE STRONG SURVIVE


>>Pre–Warrior Training and Apprenticeship


GERONIMO GREW UP on the middle fork of the Gila River, near the famous Gila cliff dwellings in southwestern New Mexico. Geronimo and his people camped there, protected by towering canyon walls. By now the buffalo were all but gone, and the Apache had become mountain people, tough and adaptable, able to thrive in mountains other humans found unlivable. In winter they’d move to the lower valleys to hunt. Though nomadic, the Apache did tend small tracts of beans, corn, melons, and pumpkins, stashing their harvest in secret caves for the lean, harsh winters. Geronimo’s family lived in clusters of dome-shaped brush houses called wickiups, roofed with yucca-leaf strands. They also sometimes slept in taller, peak-shaped tepees like those used by Plains Indians.


Geronimo recalled his childhood fondly: “As a babe I rolled on the dirt floor of my father’s tepee, hung in my tsoch [Apache name for cradleboard] at my mother’s back, or suspended from the bough of a tree. I was warmed by the sun, rocked by the winds, and sheltered by the trees as other Indian babes.”2 His mother taught him the legends of his people, stories about the sky and stars; his father told him of the brave deeds of their warriors, about hunting, and about the “glories of the warpath.”3


From Geronimo’s earliest memories he was a warrior. He and the other boys played hide-and-seek among the rocks and cottonwoods along the river, pretending to be warriors. They practiced sneaking up on made-up enemies—rocks or trees—and hid for many hours, utterly silent, practicing the stealth and patience they would need when they became warriors. This early practice would pay dividends later.


Geronimo’s entire boyhood was a long and rigorous apprenticeship in hunting, gathering, physical fitness, mental toughness, horsemanship, and warfare. To develop their deadly accuracy, the boys cut willow branches, then rolled little mud pellets in their hands and stuck them on the ends for spear points; these were whipped at birds on branches and rodents on the ground. They made slingshots from animal hide and sinew, and they shot bows and arrows from an early age, practicing hours on end for distance and accuracy. They were so into shooting their arrows that they sometimes stayed out all day, never stopping, not even to eat.4
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LESSON: Serve an apprenticeship to develop excellence and a useful set of skills.
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Geronimo could shoot a bow and arrow with skill by age five. He learned to hunt from his father and elder warriors, who taught him to crawl silently along the ground, snatching prey with his hands. To celebrate his first kill, he ate the animal’s raw heart, showing it respect and gaining his adversary’s strength. To stalk larger game like deer and antelope, he learned how to crawl along the ground for hours wearing the hide, head, and antlers of a deer or antelope as a disguise. He studied his prey’s habits, knew what they ate and where they grazed, knew their different tracks. He hunted rabbits, squirrels, turkeys, and grouse too. Geronimo learned to build small fires at night to lure bats, then heave his moccasins at the creatures in flight with enough accuracy to knock them to the ground—he’d then pounce on them and kill them with his bare hands.5


I really like the Apache technique for hunting ducks—it’s innovative. In early winter, when ducks tend to flock in huge numbers on lakes, the Apache would take hundreds of gourds—dried and hollowed-out pumpkins and big squash—and set them afloat on the lakes. The gourds would blow across the lake and the Apache would go over and retrieve them, then repeat the process. At first the gourds would startle the ducks and they’d fly off. But over time the ducks would get used to the gourds bobbing along the water and floating past. Once the ducks had learned not to fear the gourds, the Apache would take gourds and cut holes for the eyes, nose, and mouth. Then they’d wade neck deep into the water, with only their gourd-head poking out above the surface. They’d sneak up on the ducks while imitating the bobbing gourd motion with their heads; when close enough, they’d drag the ducks under water by their feet and stuff them in a bag. It was ingenious and highly effective.6
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LESSON: Be physically better than others and take pride in your physical and mental well-being.


[image: Images]


>>Warrior Training


WARRIOR TRAINING WAS brutal. Geronimo had to wake up well before dawn and run up to the top of a mountain and back before sunrise. The goals were discipline, a strong mind, and legs and lungs so developed that no enemy could outrun the Apache warrior. These goals were realized. One elder put it this way to his young son: “Your mind will be developed. . . . Getting up early in the morning, running to the top of that hill and back will give you a strong mind, a strong heart, and a strong body.”7


Running was essential for the Apache way of life, and they worked at it endlessly. They were on foot more than on horseback because there were rarely enough horses to go around, and because they could sneak up on enemies better on foot. As they trained, the runs got longer and more difficult. Sometimes they had to carry heavy packs on their backs and, to prove their endurance and mental tenacity, remain awake continuously for a day and a night or even longer, without food. Part of this training included running many miles before daylight, then an icy morning plunge in a frozen stream in only their breechcloths, all before they were allowed to build a fire.


One of the training tactics I found most interesting was this: Young boys had to run more than ten miles, up and down mountains, carrying water or rocks in their mouths the entire time; they could spit out the rocks or water only at the end of the run. This proved their endurance and toughness. The exercise also taught them to breathe through their noses.8 If they failed, they had to do it again—and again, and again—until they got it right. Geronimo did not fail. Later, as a trainer, he would teach this skill to others.
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LESSON: The best are those who know they are tougher than their competition.
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The Apache were tougher—much tougher—than we are today. Apache warrior training was often a matter of life or death, and only the strongest survived. Besides running for miles and miles in the heat and cold with a mouthful of water or rocks, apprentice warriors were encouraged to fight until they bled. Teams of four stood across from each other in rock-slinging competitions. It was like playing dodgeball with stones. The object was to teach quickness and evasiveness—boys had to duck and dodge to keep from being hit. There were casualties. If a rock hit you in the head, you were often severely injured or died. If one hit you in the arm, the bone often broke. Such training developed nimble, evasive warriors.9


Rock slinging progressed to arrow shooting in the training regimen. The trainer placed teams of boys about fifty feet apart. On the trainer’s command, they started shooting. The arrows were too small and light to be fatal, but sometimes they’d become embedded in their bodies. I like this quote from anthropologist Morris Opler, who lived among the Apache and studied their way of life and training: “I tell you they have fun too! They hardly ever hit each other. But I remember one boy who had been shot in the eye, and it put his eye out.”10 You just have to admire and revere such training, commitment, and dedication—especially at such a young age. Even this early, training was life or death.


Apache Weapons


BEFORE THEY GOT modern firearms, warriors used traditional weapons. They made five-foot-long bows from flexible wood like mulberry. The strings were stretched and dried deer sinew. They made arrows from three-foot cane shafts and fletched them with eagle or hawk feathers. The tips were sharpened and fire-hardened, then armed with obsidian or flint arrowheads. The Apache sometimes used poisoned arrowheads. There were a few ways of doing this. One was by cutting the heads off of rattlesnakes and squeezing venom from the fangs. Or they’d get poison juice from insects. My favorite is this one: They’d take a deer’s stomach, fill it with a mixture of animal blood and poison plants, and then bury it long enough for the contents to ferment and become toxic.11 The Apache were so well trained that warriors could fire up to seven arrows at an enemy before the first hit its target—at a range of more than 150 yards.12 You did not want to be hit with one of these. An informant noted, “A man hit with an arrow dipped in poison turns black.”13 He also died a horrible death.II The poisoned arrows were so toxic that the Apache had to be very, very careful handling them, making sure not to stick themselves while riding or running into battle. They usually waited until they were stationary and settled before busting out the poison and applying it.
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LESSON: Always have the right tools for the job and know how to use all of them precisely.
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THE NOVICE COMPLEX


Before an Apache could become a full-fledged warrior, he had to participate in four raids under the strict guidance of elders. It was a vital initiation period. There were very particular rules about the novice’s conduct and treatment. He had to learn specific warpath language that only warriors knew, and on his novice raids he was not allowed to do any of the stealing of horses or cattle, or any of the fighting if it broke out. He had to remain away from the enemy camp, usually up on a hill or bluff where he could watch what went on and learn how things were done. An elder—a guide or trainer—stayed with him to explain the raid’s tactics and strategies. During the raid, the novice was supposed to speak only when spoken to, and just listen. He could eat only cold food, and he had to stay awake until given permission to lie down and sleep. The novice did all the camp chores on a raid: fetched water, collected and cut wood, took care of the horses, and cooked all the food. The novice helped guard the camps too. The warriors watched the novice carefully—as did the elder in charge of his instruction. The novice wore a special cap or headdress with the feathers of four birds in it: quail, eagle, oriole, and hummingbird. The hummingbird feathers were to make him run fast and be hard to see as he moved, like a hummingbird. After returning from his fourth raid as a novice, if there was no objection from the warriors and if the novice performed all his duties with excellence, then he became a man and a warrior. On his fifth raid, he was sent to the front and allowed to participate fully. He could also now take a wife.


Sources: Opler, An Apache Life-Way, 137–139; Goodwin, Western Apache Raiding, 288–98; Mails, The People Called Apache, 260–262.





The lance (or spear) was made from a fifteen-foot-long agave stalk, sometimes wrapped with skin from deer legs, then sharpened to a fine point or tipped with knives or bayonets taken from enemies. Warriors also armed themselves with war clubs and stone knives for hand-to-hand combat.14


Every aspect of Apache learning and apprenticeship systematically trained men for warfare: shooting; dodging and hiding; tracking; learning to map their surrounding terrain mentally; and remembering geographic features, landmasses, and rivers in order to find their way back to camp. Apprenticeship hardened the young warriors and prepared them for raiding and war—which was a life-or-death proposition every time out.


Geronimo Becomes a Warrior


BY AGE SEVENTEEN Geronimo was so skilled he could shoot poisoned arrows with deadly aim while dangling from a pony’s neck. By then he had also completed four raiding expeditions, and because of his skill and bravery in attacking Mexicans and stealing their horses, he earned full warrior status. Geronimo had developed into an impressive young man—some described him as handsome, while others called his face mean-looking and scowling.


Warriors could take wives, so he courted Alope, a girl of the Nednhi Apache whom he’d been eyeing for a long time. Geronimo described her as “slender and delicate,” adding that “as soon as the tribal council granted me the privileges of a warrior, I went to see her father concerning our marriage. He asked many ponies for her. I made no reply, but in a few days appeared before his lodge with the herd of ponies and took with me Alope. This was all the marriage ceremony necessary in our tribe.”15 Geronimo didn’t say so, but he had most likely stolen the ponies from Mexico, his favorite raiding area.


Geronimo brought Alope back to his tepee. The Apache women built and maintained the tepees and wickiups, kept the camp organized, and did much more: They gathered food like piñon nuts, acorns, juniper berries, and mesquite beans; they collected and carried firewood, sometimes for many miles; they wove baskets and bowls from grasses and reeds (the Apache, being nomads, made very little pottery); they sewed saddlebags; and they made tiswin, their important corn liquor that they drank at major celebrations. The women were also skilled in medical treatments, from using chewed mescal to stop bleeding to making bone-fracture splints with slats cut from sotol cactus; these they wrapped around the break with buckskin strips.16
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SEXUAL PRACTICES AND RELATIONS BETWEEN THE SEXES


The sex lives of the Chiricahua, like all aspects of their existence, were dictated by long-standing customs and traditions. The Chiricahua were modest and undemonstrative when it came to sex, though obviously you have to account for individual differences. Sex two to three times a week was thought “normal” for married people—less when the men were hunting or raiding or warring. Adultery was a serious offense, though more so for the women than men—and there were repercussions on both sides. Relations between the sexes on this matter got very combative and violent, even fatal. If a woman cheated, the husband sometimes resorted to violence, even beating her or, in extreme cases, snipping the end of her nose off to mark her as an adulteress (the idea was to make her undesirable to other men). Wives who caught their husbands usually just scolded them, though some punished their husbands by stabbing them while they slept. It’s said that Cochise’s youngest wife, jealous of his first wife, bit him on both hands and left big teeth-mark scars. If they couldn’t work it out, the couple would divorce. The Apache word for divorce meant “they walk away from each other.” If the woman wanted the divorce she just put her husband’s things outside the wickiup. He’d grab his belongings and start looking for another wife. If the husband wanted out, he told his wife he was going hunting and never came back to her. Neither had to have a very good reason for divorce, though some causes were sterility or frigidity. If the woman was frigid or sterile, the husband would leave. If the man couldn’t get an erection, it was thought caused by witchcraft. If he couldn’t be “cured,” the woman would divorce him.


Sources: Opler, An Apache Life-Way, 401–426; Stockel, Chiricahua Women and Children, 9–15; Sweeney, Cochise, 377.





Family and community were deeply important in Apache culture, and Geronimo’s tepee was right near his mother’s, whom he had cared for and supported since his father’s death. “Inside my tepee were many bear robes,” Geronimo said, “mountain lion hides, and other trophies of the chase, as well as my spears, bows, and arrows.”17 Alope decorated buckskin with beads traded for or stolen from the Mexicans, and she drew pictures on the inside walls of their home.


Soon they had three children and were living well in the Apache way, just as their ancestors had always done. They traded peacefully with some of the Mexicans as well as raided them when they needed food or horses. But the American Southwest was a contested area. Geronimo’s Apache territory bordered northern Mexico and the states of Chihuahua and Sonora to the south, and for centuries the Apache had raided the Mexicans when they needed food or horses.


Raiding versus War


RAIDING HAD BEEN the Apache way of life since the days before the Spanish conquistadors came. The Apache prided themselves on the stealth and speed of their raids, swooping silently through the darkness taking only enough food, provisions, and horses for their people to survive, then vanishing like wolves into the night. To the Apache, there was a huge difference between raiding and war. I like these distinctions and the different tactical approaches to each. Raiding meant “to search out enemy property,” and war meant “death to the enemy.”18 Raids were used to steal what was needed, usually livestock, but also guns and ammunition. War was waged to avenge the death of kin who’d died at the hand of an enemy. Before a raid, the men who were going would meet in a sweat lodge to discuss their plans. Raiding parties were small and efficient—usually just five to fifteen warriors. Using smaller parties was really smart. It allowed the Apache to avoid being seen or heard, either coming or leaving. Stealth and silence were crucial. The raiders crept slowly and quietly until they reached enemy territory. Then they ducked behind trees, rocks, or cactus—anything they could hide under or behind.


[image: Images]


LESSON: Have a purpose in everything you do.
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Geronimo and some of his warriors ready for war or raid. From right to left: Geronimo, Fun, Chappo (Geronimo’s son), and Yahnoza.





Once in striking distance of their target, they stayed silent and motionless until just before dawn. Two or three warriors then crept up to the enemy’s horses or cattle, picked out the animals they wanted, and, whistling quietly and using switches and rope and their outstretched hands, herded them to the other warriors at a chosen spot. There, mounted or on foot, they all drove the stolen animals toward home at breakneck speed, rarely stopping. To get away safely, they sometimes had to run and ride for days without stopping. If the Apache could conduct a raid without bloodshed, they would. Their strategy was to get in, then get out. They were tremendously efficient and successful at these raids.


[image: Images]


LESSON: Be smart and disciplined, and develop the ability to communicate.
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War was different. War parties were larger—up to a few hundred men if required and available. Sometimes different bands teamed up. The object of war was to kill for revenge. War parties brought along a shaman or medicine man to advise the war leaders and sometimes even convince them to retreat if victory wasn’t likely. Warriors were too valuable a resource to squander. The shaman also treated the wounded.


Warriors typically attacked a town or village where they were sure a kinsman had been killed. The war strategy was simple and efficient: scouts located the target and reported back to the leaders. Quietly, during the night, the entire force surrounded the target—and at first light the warriors launched an all-out attack, shooting arrows as they rode in hard, throwing spears, bashing with war clubs, and fighting hand to hand to the death. The object was to kill as many of the enemy as possible as quickly as possible, take any spoils, and then get out of there. Fast.19


Victorious war parties returned to celebrate and dance with their bands, breaking out the tiswinIII and partying for four straight days.


Massacre at Janos


IN 1846, WAR erupted between Mexico and the United States. The U.S. victory resulted in the 1848 Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo and gave much of the Spanish Southwest—including California, New Mexico, and Texas—to the United States. The problem was, the Apache already lived there.


Geronimo’s tribal homelands (called Apacheria) fell within the new boundaries. The treaty between the United States and Mexico stipulated that the U.S. authorities would restrain the Indians in the newly acquired lands from raiding Mexico. That turned out to be easier to agree to than accomplish. Without any say in the matter, Geronimo and his Apache had had their land taken from them. The Apache hadn’t signed any treaty, and the new boundaries were arbitrary to them. The Apache felt no allegiance to the U.S. and Mexican governments who’d made the deal. But these boundaries would end up lassoing and eventually tying a noose around their lifestyle, as they’d soon find out.


While the Americans and the Mexicans made deals and drew borders, the Apache continued to roam and raid and trade. The Mexicans also tried to make deals with Geronimo’s Chiricahua Apache to stop their incessant raiding. The Mexicans offered free food at “feeding stations” in northern Chihuahua—encouraging the Apache to use these rather than raiding.


But the state of Sonora refused to set up feeding stations, so many Chiricahua raids were focused there. Often these raids went uncontested, but sometimes the Sonorans resisted and fought back. Then there was fighting and bloodshed, and death on both sides. It created a raid-revenge cycle that went on for decades, broken only by brief periods of peaceful trading.


In 1851,20 when Geronimo was twenty-eight years old, his band went south into Mexico on a peaceful trading mission. On such missions the Apache sent messengers ahead to a town, explaining that they came in peace and only wanted to trade. If the town’s officials agreed, then the Apache would come in and trade. It was a handshake agreement for a peaceful exchange.


The Apache camped outside a village called Janos; the men went into town to trade, leaving their horses, weapons, and the women and children under a small guard. When they returned to the camp after trading, Geronimo and the other men were met by wailing women and children. They cried that Mexican troops from some other town had killed the guard, captured their horses and supplies, and massacred many of their people. Stunned, Geronimo found that his aged mother; his young wife, Alope, and his three small children had been brutally slain.


Though Geronimo wanted to perform a proper burial ceremony, there wasn’t time—the attacking Mexicans were still nearby, and the Apache were greatly outnumbered. The great chief Mangas Coloradas ordered a retreat to the north, to their homes in Arizona. They needed to leave the dead where they lay. Geronimo hurriedly cut his long hair and spread the strands by his family as a sign of his mourning, then turned away. As the warriors and survivors retreated, Geronimo stood and stared, as if dead himself. “I stood until all had passed,” he remembered. “I did not pray, nor did I resolve to do anything in particular, for I had no purpose left. I finally followed the tribe silently, keeping just within hearing distance of the soft noise of the feet of the retreating Apaches.”21


The massacre of his family was one of the defining moments of his life. During the first march and while they camped that night, Geronimo spoke to no one, and no one spoke to him, for, as he put it, “There was nothing to say.”22 The Chiricahua considered showing one’s emotions to be a sign of weakness, and they believed that deeply felt feelings, if shown, might later result in hasty actions.


After three days of walking, they arrived back at their settlement. Geronimo entered his tepee. “There were the decorations that Alope made—and there were the playthings of the little ones. I burned them all, even our tepee. I also burned my mother’s tepee and destroyed all her property.”23 The Apache did not keep any of the property of a deceased relative. Their unwritten tribal customs forbade it, because they believed that otherwise the children or other relatives of one who had much property might be glad when their father or relatives died. The practice also avoided ugly family feuds over spoils.


Geronimo’s heart ached. He traveled alone deep into Chiricahua country and prayed. After a long time he heard a voice calling his name, “Goyahkla!” Four times it called to him. Then it spoke: “No gun can ever kill you. I will take the bullets from the guns of the Mexicans, so they will have nothing but powder. And I will guide your arrows.” Geronimo knew that he had been given a form of Power, something the Apache believed in deeply and accepted without question. Power was bestowed on certain people as special gifts—some got the gift of healing, some could predict weather, some understood animals, and some could foretell when enemies were coming before they arrived.24 Geronimo had the Power to foretell events and even to know details of specific events that were happening great distances away. He also had the Power of healing and, of course, the useful Power that no bullet could kill him.
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APACHE POWER


Much of Apache religious life centered around the all-powerful Ussen, the Life Giver, the supreme maker of the world, creator of their Apache lands and source of all supernatural power. Within that supernatural power, the Apache had access to particular kinds of individual abilities, which often came to them through four-day fasts that induced hallucinations and dreams that bestowed Power. Those who gained their Power in this way—through visitation via fasting, prayer, an important event (like the massacre of Geronimo’s family)—became highly revered and respected by their peers. Power was meant for doing good: to heal the sick, to “see” enemies approaching, to “know” when it was time to leave. Power was beneficial—to heal, warn, or guard. There were other types too. The warrior Juh had the Power to handle and organize his men—he had leadership Power. Chief Chihuahua had Power over horses: He was said to be able to calm and ride the wildest of all horses easily, and he could heal wounded ones—he once cured a horse dying from a rattlesnake bite. Geronimo had multiple aspects of Power, and these helped him become the great leader he was.
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“Geronimo is a wonderful study of character and power: getting it, wielding it,
keeping it.” —S. C. Gwynne, author of Empire of the Summer Moon
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