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Tumacacori sits at a cultural crossroads in the Santa Cruz River 
Valley. Here O'odham, Yaqui, and Apache people met and 
mingled with European Jesuit and Franciscan missionaries, 
settlers, and soldiers, sometimes in conflict and sometimes in 
cooperation. Follow the timeworn paths and discover stories 
that connect us to enduring relationships, vibrant cultures, 
and traditions of long ago. 

The O'odham 

Tumacacori's Franciscan church 
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Long before the arrival o f European settlers, 

t he Santa Cruz Valley was home t o people 

w h o called themselves " O ' o d h a m . " They 
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native crops, inc luding corn, beans, squash, 

and co t ton . Their homes were sturdy, dome-

shaped structures made of bent saplings 

covered w i t h brush and mud . 

Padre on Horseback 
Jesuit missionary Eusebio Francisco Kino 
traveled the Pimeria Alta for 24 years, 
establishing missions and supply routes, 
and mapping the area for New Spain. 
His willingness to understand the O'odham 
ways and his lack of dogmatism won their 
trust. He mixed practical help—introducing 
wheat, livestock, and fruit trees—with 
impressive pageantry and church ritual. 
Although never a resident priest at 
Tumacacori, he is forever linked wi th 
the missions of the Pimeria Alta. 

O DENNIS COELLO 

Whi le each vi l lage had a leader, government 

was by consensus. Dur ing armed confl icts, a 

war chief t ook absolute command. Vil lages 

were ^o l i t ica lh ' self conta ined but ne ighbor 

ing sett lements w o u l d sometimes uni te against 

a common enemy. They also came toge ther fo r 

games, song, dance, and rel igious observances. 

Rituals recreated the harmony o f nature wh ich 

was the core o f the i r spir i tual l i fe. 

Frontier Missions 

O'odham basketry uses bundled 
bear grass woven in a continu­
ous spiral w i th strips of white 

and green yucca leaves, red 
yucca root, and the black 

1 pod of the "devil's claw." 
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As Padre Kino and his party approached the 

O'odham sett lement of Tumacacori in January 

1691, they rode the wave of a century o f ex­

pansion nor thward a long New Spain's west 

coast. Padre Kino founded mission San Cayet-

ano de Tumacacori on the east bank of the 

Santa Cruz River and next f ounded Mission 

San Gabriel at Guevavi, 15 miles upriver. Af ter 

Guevavi was made cabecera (mission head­

quarters) in 1701, its resident priest t raveled 

t o serve Tumacacori and other visitas (visiting 

stations) 

In 1751 some of the O'odham people in the 

Al tar Valley t o the southwest at tacked Span­

ish sett lements k i l l ing t w o priests and over 

100 Spanish, Yaqui, and O'odham people. 

Fol lowing the revolt , a 50-man presidio (mi l i ­

tary post) was f ounded at Tubac, three miles 

nor th o f Tumacacori. The mission communi ty 

moved to its current locat ion, possibly t o ben­

ef i t f r o m protect ion of fered by the presidio. 

In 1767 King Charles III of Spain abrupt ly 

banished the Jesuits f r om all his realms. The 

Franciscans, w h o t ook over the missionary 

efforts in the Pimeria Al ta, soon moved thei r 

cabecera f r o m Guevavi t o Tumacacori. The 

Franciscans inher i ted dif f icult ies tha t had 

f rustrated the Jesuits: restless neophytes, 

Apache raids, disease, encroaching settlers, 

and lack o f government support . By 1787, 

Guevavi and the newly established mission 

of Calabazas were bo th abandoned. 

A round 1800, Fray Narciso Gutierrez began 

construct ion of a large church to replace 

Tumacacori's modest structure, but his mis­

sion's poverty and the Mexican wars for inde­

pendence slowed progress on the bui ld ing. 

When a decree by the new nat ion of Mexico 

forced all Spanish-born residents t o leave the 

country in 1828, Tumacacori lost its last resi­

dent priest. The Indians and a f ew settlers 

hung on, but a series of Apache raids and a 

harsh w in te r drove the last residents f r om 

Tubac and Tumacacori in1848. 

Pimeria Alta, "place of the upper Pimas," was 
the name given by the Spanish to this land in 
what is now southern Arizona and northern 
Sonora, Mexico. The Spanish called the 
O'odham who lived along rivers "Pima." 

Missions and Presidios in Pimeria Alta 
1690-1850 



Exploring Tumacacori 

Building a New Church 

A l t h o u g h it was never f in ished, the church in 

progress must have been a str ik ing landmark 

w i t h its co lor fu l facade, bell tower, and 

wh i t e dome. The inter ior was even more 

co lor fu l , especially t he sanctuary and al tar 

( left). As you entered the nave, the choir lo f t 

overhead w o u l d have sounded w i t h voices 

and instruments. Baptisms occurred in a 

domed room beneath the bell tower. Rich 

imagery of Cathol icism—Mexican baroque 

statuary, symbolic paint ings, depict ions of 

the Stations o f the Cross—adorned the walls 

and was designed to capture the imagina­

t i on of mission residents. 

The original cross-shaped plan -" . !. 
(above left) called for a barrel-
vaulted nave and transepts, w i th 
domes covering the crossing and 
bell tower. Lack of funds forced the 
Franciscans to scale back twice, first 
eliminating the transepts, then 

replacing the barrel vault over the 
nave wi th a f lat roof (left). The 
bell tower dome was never built. 
Weathering, looting, and vandalism 
during a 60-year period of aban-

. donment destroyed many of the 
original finishes. 
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Corridor of Life Visiting Tumacacori 
Villages and missions l ike Tumaca­
cori were established a long areas 
o f the Santa Cruz River whe re ' 
water was f o u n d year- round. Fish, 
trees, and large mammals near the 
river prov ided f o o d and materials 
fo r c lo th ing and housing, sustain­
ing t he people w h o called this • 
the i r home. 

The Santa Cruz River meanders 
through the cottonwood and 
wi l low habitat. 
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The Santa Cruz River passes 
t h r o u g h Tumacacori. The rare 
c o t t o n w o o d - w i l l o w r ipar ian 
forest provides habi ta t fo r a rich 
communi ty including endangered 
species, l ike the Gila t o p m i n n o w 
and Yel low-bi l led cuckoo. ., 

The Tumacacori mission uni t of the 
park lies 45 miles south of Tucson 
and 19 miles nor th of Nogales, at 
1-19, exit 29. The park is open daily 
9 am to 5 pm, closed Thanksgiving 
and December 25. 

For f irearms, pet, and safety regu­

lations check the park website. 

Tumacacori The remains of the 
mission church and associated 
structures can be visited via a 
guided or self-guiding walk ing 

tour, along w i t h a reconstructed 
O'odham ki (house) and heritage 
orchard. The adobe visitor center, 
bui l t in 1937, includes a museum, 
video, and courtyard garden. 

Calabazas and Guevavi are accessi­
ble by guided tours only. 

Santa Cruz River and Juan Bautista 
de Anza National Historic Trail can 
be accessed f rom inside the mission 
grounds and at t w o trailheads on 
the park boundary. Please note 
posted safety regulations. 

Accessibility 
We strive t o make our facilities, 
services, and programs accessible 
t o all. For in format ion go to the 
visitor center, ask a ranger, call, 
or check our website. 

More Information 
Tumacacori National Historical Park 
PO Box 8067 
Tumacacori, AZ 85640 
520-377-5060 
www.nps.gov/ tuma 

Tumacacori is one of over 400 parks 
in the National Park System. Learn 
more at www.nps.gov. 

•
National 
Park Foundation. 

Join the park community. 
www.nationalparks.org 

A depiction of the ornate altar 
and sanctuary wall (left) before 
the mission was abandoned. 
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