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ABSTRACT

In June, 2001 the New Mexico Office of Cultural Affairs awarded the County of Luna, New
Mexico, a Small Projects Grant to be applied toward an archeological survey that would identify
the location of an Apache War battle site in the Florida Mountains. Several Apaches lost their
lives during this battle, which was fought January 24, 1877. Also, a member of the 9™ Cavalry
“Buffalo Soldiers,” Corporal Clinton Greaves, ultimately won the Congressional Medal of Honor
for his meritorious action that saved the lives of his comrades. Once the battle site is identified
the County plans to establish an educational monument in its general vicinity. The monument
would honor the memory of the Buffalo Soldiers, as well as educating the public that this region
of the state was once part of the homeland, or Apacheria, of the Chiricahua Apaches.

National Park Service (NPS) archeologist Charles Haecker, with assistance from U.S. Forest
Service archeologists Chris Adams, Bob Schiowitz and Gail Firebaugh-Smith, NPS historians
Larry Ludwig and Aaron Mahr, Historic Preservation Division archeologist Gwyneth Duncan,
and Deming resident and avocation archeologist Bill Crawford, conducted the reconnaissance-
level survey that employed metal detectors. An estimated 80 acres were selected for intensive
inspection using this remote-sensing device, and the ground surface of an additional 180 acres
was inspected using conventional archeological methods. Funding from the New Mexico
Historic Preservation Division Small Grants, with matching support from Luna County, made
this project possible. We would like to thank Luna County Manager Scott Vinson, County
Deputy Manager Rheganne Foster, and former County Project Coordinator Larry Truax, as well
as Phillip Butz, Luna County Land Use Director, for their invaluable support. We reserve
special thanks to Mr. Tom Kelly and his wife Dorothy who graciously offered us the use of their
guesthouse at their ranch in the Florida Mountains.

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

THE WESTERN APACHES :

The Apaches played an active part in the events of the Desert Southwest during the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries. They were part of a much larger body of closely related Native
Americans who, by the mid-eighteenth century, inhabited a vast expanse across northern Mexico
and the American Southwest. Apaches were intruders in this region and probably did not enter it
much before the Spaniards. It was in New Mexico that Apaches first began their long history of
raiding and trading with more sedentary peoples. In the 1600s Apaches raided settlements of
Pueblo Indians and Spaniards alike, and violence between Apaches and Spaniards and Pueblos
increased during the ensuing years. After 1692 Apaches began to appear farther south in the
present-day states of Chihuahua (at that time combined with the state of Durango and called
Nueva Vizcaya) and Sonora. They also joined with other Indian tribes in raids on Spanish
settlements and ranches in northern Old Mexico. In southwest New Mexico, Spaniards called all
Athabaskan-speaking peoples “Gila Apaches.” By the end of the seventeenth century the Gila
Apaches were using the mountain ranges of southwestern New Mexico as bases of operation for
conducting raids on Spanish settlements in Chihuahua. Specifically regarding the Florida
Mountains, this range was a stronghold for the Suma Apaches during the last few years of that
century (Figure 1) (Spicer 1962:235).
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By the early nineteenth century four separate Apache bands inhabited southwestern New
Mexico. The easternmost band, the Chihenne (Red Paint people) corresponds roughly to what
Spanish sources labeled Mimbrerios and Mogolloneros. Anglo-Americans called at least some of
these Warm Springs and Copper Mine Apaches. The later territory of the Red Paint People ran
from the Gila River eastward along the Mogollon Mountains as far as the Rio Grande. The three
western bands were usually lumped together by non-Apaches as Chiricahuas. These bands
included the Chokonen, who lived in the Chiricahua mountains up to the Gila River; the
Bedonkohe, who lived north of the Chokonen from the headwaters of the Gila River in Arizona;
and the Nednehi who lived almost entirely in Mexico in the Sierra Madre (Ball 1970: xiv, 22,
45).

Each band was made up of several local groups, termed rancherias by the Spanish, composed of
families of kinsmen by blood or marriage. This was the basic unit of Apache social organization.
Members of a rancheria derived their status, identity, and their rights from their association with
this group. Rancherias had specific relations to each other through ties of kinship since, being
small, their members had to marry into other rancherias. Rancherias kept in touch with each
other by reading each others’ tracks, leaving trail signs for each other, or sending each other
smoke signals. Each rancheria was led by a headman and was independent of all other
rancherias (Ball 1980:102; Opler 1965:012-103).

The freedom of each group from interference by other Apaches reflected the freedom of
individuals as well. Ideally, no one could tell another what to do although social pressure
sometimes goaded a person to act. Since women managed the camp they would encourage their
husbands, brothers, and sons to raid for resources. It was difficult for non-Apaches to understand
the fluidity of Apache leadership, and Apaches found the power and authority of non-Apache
groupings incomprehensible. In turn, Apaches did not comprehend the nature of a political state.
Consequently, Apaches had great difficulty in understanding that a peace agreement made in one
place was also binding in other places and that different towns and villages were not autonomous
as were their own rancherias (Ball 1970: 19, 32, 168; Ball 1980:22; Barrett 1970:121).

Apache camps consisted of several structures that usually faced east. They were often placed at
some distance from each other because of the avoidance taboos between in-laws, but close
enough so that families could assist each other in times of need or danger. Habitation structures,
called wickiups, were made of brush and poles. They were often covered with hides, which were
taken when camp was moved, although the framework was left behind. Apaches camped at
some distance from water but near grass, firewood, and cover for concealment. Camps were
often located in hard-to-reach places and lookouts were posted. Fake camps were occasionally
set up to confuse the enemy (Ball 1970:17, 26, 74; 1980:3, 32; Betzinez 1959:131; Opler
1965:22-24).

The description of a typical Apache camp provides an idea as to the amount and variety of their
possessions. When an Apache band was put to flight by a party of scalpers in the Sierra Madres
of Chihuahua State in 1846, the scalpers found 43 wickiups, 300 hides of both domestic and wild
animals, 30 saddles, plus bridles, sarapes, hatchets, hoes, griddles, livestock bells, sugar, flour,



beans, bolts of cloth, two muskets, and seven cartridge boxes without cartridges. Other such
camps were noted to contain objects similar to these, as well as storage bags and boxes
containing cheese, tobacco, and corn tortillas (Griffen 1988:130).

Traditional Apache subsistence was based on gathering wild plants and hunting. They relied to a
great extent on mescal obtained from the maguey, and the seasonal harvesting of this plant was
intimately connected with their movements. Indeed, Spaniards and Mexicans often planned
attacks where they knew rancherias would be gathering mescal. Mesquite beans, acorns, and the
seeds from wild grasses were ground into meal, and pifion nuts and cactus fruits were also
important plant products. Principal game animals were deer, antelope, and rabbits. Several
eighteenth century sources note that Apaches did supplementary gardening. They sowed plots at
the beginning of a growing season, then left, giving the plants little care, and returned when the
crops, usually corn, were ready for harvest. But crop raising was a minor activity and farming
for an Apache male never became a principal way of life.

Raiding became an important economic activity for Apaches as the Spanish frontier advanced
with the establishment of cattle ranches. Spaniards and Mexicans considered raiding an act of
war but the Apache view was different. They had no concept of war for conquest or the
permanent occupation of enemy territory in the European sense. Raiding parties had two
purposes, sometimes combined, sometimes not: gain and revenge. Revenge was an ethical
commitment to retaliate for the deaths of murdered relatives. It required an elaborate pre-battle
ceremony to prepare one for meeting the enemy. Once on the warpath a special ritual language
with its own vocabulary was spoken (Ball 1980:104-105; Opler and Hoijer 1940).

The principal weapons of the Apaches were bows and arrows, slings and lances. Muskets were
employed to some extent but it was not until rifles with cartridges were available that firearms
could be used extensively, for obtaining sufficient loose powder and storing it properly was
difficult. A bow and arrow had a shorter range than a musket but in the time it took to reload a
firearm an Apache warrior could get off a good many arrows. War parties were led by a
temporary war chief. Warriors left camp in small groups, took care to leave as few tracks as
possible, and met together in the vicinity of the place they were to attack. Even a small war
party could cause great destruction. The speed with which Apaches could travel was a source of
wonder for their enemies. Warriors would split into small parties and cross the most inhospitable
terrain on foot or on horseback. If necessary, they would kill their animals to make good their
escape.

Apaches were expert in choosing the time and place for battle. They ambushed their assailants
by trapping them in narrow canyons or other totally disadvantageous places (Ball 1970:12-15).
Their Hispanic enemies, on the other hand, relied mainly on manufacturers outside the region for
their firearms, balls or bullets, and powder, though lances, heavy leather jackets (cueras), horse
trappings, and the like were made locally. Because of the lack of available resources, Hispanic
militia and their Indian allies also used bows and arrows, and Apaches stole or traded for guns
and powder, as well as knives and other utensils (Griffen 1988:130).

When surprised by their enemy Apaches kept their nerve and always displayed bravery and
disregard for danger. It was noted by an eighteenth century Spanish chronicler that “they fight to



the last breath and usually prefer to die rather than to surrender” (Matson and Schroeder 1957).
But the Apaches also practiced the maxim that discretion was the better part of valor. If they
saw that their attack was to lead to their defeat, they disappeared from battle as fast as they had
appeared. Under assault they would rapidly break camp with men and women cooperating to
move babies, food, and possessions. They made forced marches on foot or horseback until they
could shake their pursuers and reach safety. Women who accompanied war parties remained the
field for extended periods in order to keep camp for the men; however, some women also fought
and were known for their bravery and expert marksmanship (Opler 1965:336-354).

Apache-Hispanic Relations

The story of Apaches in northwestern Mexico and southern New Mexico in the nineteenth
century is rooted in crucial events that took place during the late colonial period. Not only were
both the governmental and the individual relationships between Mexicans and Apaches a
continuation from the last decades of Spanish rule, but the Mexicans themselves relied on, or
tried to rely on, the experiences of Spanish administrators. During the early eighteenth century,
to meet the threat from nomadic Apaches, the Spanish Colonial government extended a chain of
forts, or presidios, across a vast stretch of the frontier, some 800 miles from Tucson, Arizona, to
Coahuila, south of central Texas. After 1750, contact between Spaniards and Apaches had
expanded as Apaches stepped up their raiding and Spaniards responded with increased military
force. At the same time, Apaches occasionally made peaceful visits to presidios, where they
were given gifts of food and trinkets, sometimes including seed corn, and invariably were
admonished by the Spanish authorities to be peaceful.

As time wore on, mutual retaliations—Apache assaults and revenge expeditions and Spanish
punitive campaigns—intensified. Beginning around 1777 Apaches identified as Gilefios kept up
depredations as far south as Chihuahua City, and preyed on the peoples of Zuili and Acoma
pueblos to the northeast, on Socorro to the southeast, and as far west as Tucson and Pima
villages. The Spanish military, based out of Janos Presidio, retaliated with punitive expeditions
against Apache strongholds. As examples, in July, 1777, a military force from Janos Presidio
located and destroyed several rancherias located in the Mimbres and Florida Mountains (Griffen
1988:62). In November 1780, Captain Don Francisco Martinez, leading a punitive force of some
600 men, searched the main canyons of the Floridas but found no evidence of Apaches living
there at that time. In 1784, a Spanish force combed the Floridas, but the resultant report does not
specify whether Apaches were encountered within this specific mountain range (Thomas
1969:216-218).

Throughout the remainder of the eighteenth century and well into the nineteenth century, the
Florida Mountains were identified by Spanish and later Mexican authorities as a stronghold for
several hostile rancherias. Rarely, however, were the Spanish able to locate and defeat the
Apaches based in this mountain range. One exception occurred in 1792. In that year the
rancheria of Mimbrefio Chief Ycujidillin was located within the Florida Mountains, which the
chief was using as a base for conducting raids deep into Mexico. The rancheria was discovered
by Janos presidiales, who killed one warrior and took 23 prisoners (Griffen 1988:76).

The Spanish ultimately realized that the Apaches could not be pacified. During the early 1790’°s
Spanish officials managed to persuade many Apaches to settle at the presidios, which served as



administrative units the Spaniards called peace establishments. At these establishments it was
the military, not the church, that dealt with the Apaches and other Native American tribes.
Within a few years administrators concluded that the peace establishments had fulfilled their
purpose, given that many hundreds of Apaches were living close to the presidios. In fact, the
peace establishment had become too successful: there were often inadequate personnel and
resources needed to administer to the needs of the presidio Apaches. Accordingly, starting in
1794, the Spanish began to decrease the number of Apaches that could be administered at the
presidios, as well as the rewards granted to those who remained. In the meantime, the military
continued their patrols into the hinterland on search-and-destroy missions to handle the
recalcitrant Apaches. The Spanish were counting on those Apaches that were forced to leave the
presidios would nonetheless keep the peace. As it turned out, this proved be the case (Almada
1952:72-74; Stevens 1964).

Up until 1831 Apache depredations failed to increase in proportion to the decline of Spanish and
Mexican military power, and Apache thefts occurred only on a minor, local scale. Raiding rose
dramatically, however, after the Mexicans instituted a major change in 1831 with the
cancellation of all rations for the Apaches, which drove most of them into the hinterland.
Subsequent attempts by the Mexican military to coerce Apaches back to the presidios without
rations merely escalated Apache hostilities. Military operations at the national level proved a
failure because political intrigue and instability paralyzed the national government in faraway
Mexico City. The Florida Mountains were one of several New Mexican mountain strongholds
occupied by at least three hostile Gilefio rancherias, whose warriors raided deep into the state of
Chihuahua during the 1830’s and 1840°’s.

As a result, the governments of the two states most affected, Sonora and Chihuahua, turned to
the use of militia and treaties. These likewise failed, for the militia was incapable of military
victory over the Apaches, and the Apaches made peace only when convenient, with the young
warriors breaking the peace at will. The two states then turned to the previous Spanish method
of paying bounties for Apache scalps. This program committed the states to a policy of total
extermination, for bounties were offered for the hair not only of warriors but also of women and
children. Enterprising Mexicans soon took the field as scalpers, to be joined quickly by
Americans, runaway American slaves, and even other Indian tribes such as the Delawares from
the United States and the Tarahumaras of Mexico. The bounty system had the entire border
country aflame with hatreds and suspicions within a short time, for it proved impossible for
examining committees to tell the difference between the hair of friendly Indians and that of
hostiles. In fact, it was difficult to tell the hair of an Indian from that of a Mexican, and whole
villages of unsuspecting Mexicans were exterminated for their scalps (McGraw 1972). The end
of the Mexican War in 1848 and the conquest of the Southwest by the United States saw no
solution to the Apache problem (Griffen 1988:150-151; 1989:55, 61).

Apache-American Relations

The first wave of American settlers arrived in the New Mexico-Arizona Territory shortly after
the conclusion of the Mexican War in 1848. The Apaches, aware of the recent war between the
United States and Mexico, welcomed them as allies. The leader of the Chiricahuas at this time
was Cochise, born about 1823. He had succeeded his father, Nachi, as hereditary leader of the
band; in addition, by his ferocity on the battlefield, Cochise had become the acknowledged war
chieftain as well, and was widely trusted by both soldiers and civilians in Arizona. Charles D.



Poston, who came to the Territory in 1856, declared in 1859 that “the Apaches have not up to
this time given us any trouble; but on the contrary, pass within sight of our herds, going hundreds
of miles into Mexico on their forays rather than break their (friendship)...with the Americans”
(Faulk 1969:8).

But this relatively peaceful coexistence soon changed. In the fall of 1860 a band of Apache
warriors, returning from a raid in Mexico, were ambushed in the Santa Rita Mountains (near
present-day Silver City) by American loggers who wanted the Apaches’ booty of livestock. A
week later the loggers’ camp was attacked and destroyed by Apaches, and all of its occupants
were killed. Dragoons from nearby Fort Buchanan went in pursuit of the raiders but never
caught them.  Other acts of violence between Americans and Apaches occurred over the
following months, each act demanding that the aggrieved party exact even more terrible
vengeance on the other. Ultimately, Cochise launched a decades-long war, with the intent of
killing or driving out all Americans in Arizona. The outbreak of the Civil War in the spring of
1861 resulted in the abandonment of Arizona by the military, leaving the Territory totally
without protection. Mining came to a standstill, ranchers abandoned their stock, and farmers fled
their homesteads, all of them having moved to Tucson or leaving the Territory entirely. The
arrival of the California Column in 1862 brought little respite, for most of these troops went on
to New Mexico and Cochise continued to exact his revenge (Sacks 1962:277; Utley 1961: 59-
68).

With the conclusion of the Civil War in the spring of 1865, a force of 2800 cavalry and infantry
re-occupied the old posts in Arizona and established new ones. But little was accomplished by
these troops. In 1870 the government launched the so-called “peace policy,” which was based
on the theory that the Indians would best respond to kindness, religious instruction and training
in agrarian methods. Army officers were not to act as Indian agents; instead, these jobs went to
members of the various religious denominations. Peace treaties with the Indians would remove
them to reservations where they would get an annual distribution of presents, a regular issue of
food and gifts of farm implements and seed so they could become farmers. The military in
Arizona adhered to the peace policy by making treaties and establishing reservations with those
Apaches who would accept them, and by feeding the Apaches when they did. Arizona citizens,
however, were enraged at this practice, believing such reservations to be nothing more than
feeding stations for Apaches who slipped away regularly to kill and loot.

On April 30, 1871 a citizen “army” from Tucson, composed of approximately 50 Americans and
100 Papago Indians, attacked a reservation for the Arivaipa Apaches near Camp Grant, killing
108 Apaches—only eight of them men—and carrying off 29 children into captivity. The
perpetrators were arrested and brought to trial in Tucson, but a local jury exonerated them. The
general attitude was that all Indians must be killed, regardless of age or sex. It was also
considered good business for merchants in the Territory when there were Indian problems, both
real or imagined. More troops would come, which meant rations would be bought locally for
them and their horses. The group of merchants in Tucson who actively promoted incidents and
Indian scares were labeled the “Tucson Ring.” They also connived with Indian agents to furnish
sub-standard rations at standard prices, splitting the profits. Very often their thievery involved
furnishing no rations at all and pocketing the money (Bourke 1891:438; Weigley 1967:267).






