Archaeology & History in Your Back Yard

The Plight of the Chiricahua Apache 

Hello Everyone! This is Archaeology and History in Your Back Yard and my name is Dixie. X 88.7 FM and the Torrance County Archaeological Society are pleased to bring you a series of programs designed to acquaint you, our listening audience, with little known people, places and events that took place in the past, right here in your own back yard. For the most part, we will be covering interesting facts, stories and legends about the past, and people that lived right here in the Estancia Valley and surrounding areas here in central New Mexico. Our goal is to inform, educate, and possibly enlist your help in preserving and protecting our past.

Our show today will focus on the Plight of the Chiricahua Apache.

This program was written by Dixie Boyle and produced by Bill Simms. Thank you for joining us today.

The Apache often received a “bad rap” in the history of New Mexico and Arizona, but they were only protecting their land and way of life. They were a warrior society so raiding was considered an honorable activity. The more slaves and horses they could get away with the better they looked in front of their people and children. The names of the Chiricahua leaders are still remembered and even feared in some places and immortalized in others. 
Most historians agree that the best warriors among the Apache were the Chiricahua. The names of their chiefs and warriors have made the pages of history books. The greatest leaders were Mangas Coloradas, Cochise, Victorio and Nana.
The Chiricahua had arrived on the southern plains by 1300 and it took them another two hundred years to settle in what would become the American Southwest and Mexico. They speak an Athapaskan language pointing to their roots on the northern plains.

They claimed the land between the San Andres and Mogollon Mountains in southern New Mexico. In the 1800s when settlement was encouraged by Americans the Apache became relentless in their endeavors to keep people out of their traditional homeland and in the early years were often successful. The Apache name struck terror in the hearts of those settling the isolated land, and early settlers often built their cabins close together with portholes for shooting at the Apache when under attack.

The U.S. Cavalry got off to a bad start with the Apache when they deceived the most respected chief of the Chiricahua—Mangas Coloradas. Not only did they murder him, but they shot him in the back, cut off his head and threw his body into a ditch nearby.

Mangas had approached the group under a white flag and in good faith. This would cause a rift between the cavalry and the apache for the remainder of their exposure to one another. 

A popular paleontologist had his head boiled out and put on display as he traveled throughout the United States. In future Apache raids the bodies of those killed were severely mutilated, because the Native Americans were avenging the death of Mangas Coloradas. The Apache never wanted to start their journey after death with parts of their body missing. They felt they would go through eternity the way in which they died. 
The Mogollon Mountains were a favorite location for the Chiricahua and especially those following Victorio and his sister Lozen. The tribe often camped, hunted and spent part of their yearly cycle enjoying the mountain range. When gold and silver were both discovered within their sacred range, it was inevitable that miners would arrive and this caused problems with the war-like Apache. 

A favorite way in which to get rid of the miners was to wait until they were alone or in a small group and then attack. It might be days or weeks before someone found the body and sent a posse after the Apache.

It was not uncommon for Apache women to take the warrior route, especially during the final years of the tribe’s freedom when they needed every warrior they could find. Those women who decided upon the warrior path left their children with their mothers. The Grandmothers were responsible for protecting the children during a raid. 

The majority of Victorio’s band never remained on the reservation for long, as Victorio could not tolerate the disrespect shown his people by the soldiers or bluecoats as they were called by the Apache. 
In the spring of 1880 his band was surrounded by a superior force of the Mexican army near the Tres Castillos Mountains in Mexico and all but seventeen were massacred. Nana, who had been searching for supplies and ammunition, arrived in time to gather the small group of survivors and escape into the Sierra Madre Mountains until they could tend to their wounded and recover after the heartbreaking battle.

The Apache version of the story differs from the Mexican. Victorio was said to have ordered his warriors to slit their own throats after following his example, when they realized they were surrounded by the Mexicans and saw no way out. Of course, the Mexicans claimed they killed every last Apache that day, but several small groups of the tribe were able to avoid the cavalry and survive. 

Nana would take less than fifteen warriors and evade the American and Mexican armies for the next year and a half in a revenge campaign for the death of Victorio. It was the Apache way, and even though Nana was in his seventies he did not let his people down.

His small band would later join Geronimo and the Apache’s last stand before being the final group placed on the reservation. They surrendered in 1886 and were sent on an endless train ride first to Florida, then Alabama and eventually Fort Sill, Oklahoma where half of the tribe lived out their lives. The other half would settle on the Mescalero Reservation in southern New Mexico. 

This has been Archaeology and History in Your Back Yard, a series that will take you through our area’s history in future episodes.

The Torrance County Archaeological Society meets at 7 PM the first Tuesday of every month from March through November. We meet at the East Torrance Soil and Water Education Building at 700 S. 10th Street in Estancia. Please come and join us.

You can listen to Archaeology and History in Your Own Back Yard Monday at 1 PM, Tuesday at 7 PM, Friday at 10 AM and Saturday at 4 PM. Thanks for listening!

KXNM Archives are all locally produced as MP3 Audio Files. So, you can listen to all of the Archaeology and History shows whenever you choose. Just visit our web site at KXNM.org. 
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