
Chapter 4: The Sacred Mountain  

“Those who seek it go alone, that they may be tested for worthiness. It is a gift to be 
bestowed not only for virtue but for prayer and courage.” 

Led by Chihuahua and his scouts, Guilfoyle and his buffalo soldiers doggedly trailed Nana through the 
San Andres for the next six days. Nana had a lifetime’s acquaintance with those rugged mountains and 
knew the terrain like the back of his hand. Although bone dry much of the year, in a wet July there would 
have been a dozen springs flowing in the canyons; Nana knew where each one was and which were 
poisonous and which safe to drink.  

But it’s difficult to understand why he would waste valuable time playing cat and mouse with his pursuers 
in the San Andres, when his real goal was across the Rio Grande. In 1880, Hatch had almost succeeded 
in trapping Victorio between three converging columns in the San Andres; Nana must have recognized 
that the longer he stayed in the area, the more likely the soldiers would draw a similar net around him.  

Once he had broken contact at Arena Blanca, there was little risk his pursuers could have caught up with 
him had he ridden directly west to the Rio Grande. Chihuahua and his scouts might have kept pace with 
the old man, but the buffalo soldiers, mounted on their heavy cavalry horses, certainly would have been 
left far behind. 

Why did Nana linger for a week in the San Andres Mountains? I can imagine three possibilities. The first 
is that Guilfoyle’s arrival at Dog Canyon had thwarted a planned rendezvous with the Mescalero 
renegades the lieutenant and his scouts had been sent to find in the first place. At some point on the raid 
Nana was undoubtedly joined by Mescalero warriors, but it’s not clear who they were or how many, and 
when and where they met up. They may have joined Nana at Dog Canyon – or that appointment may 
have been prevented by the arrival of Guilfoyle and his men. A prudent guerrilla leader might have set an 
alternate rally point in the San Andres to guard against just that possibility.  

A second less likely possibility is that Nana was making for a secret cache of weapons and ammunition 
left in the San Andres by Victorio the previous year. The Apache were in the prudent habit of stashing 
food, weapons, ammunition and other necessities as well as plunder in caves and crevices to be 
recovered later, and there were undoubtedly such caches in the San Andres. (One of them was the basis 
for the fabulous “Lost Treasure of Victorio Peak,” one of the West’s greatest tall tales.)  

But I believe Nana’s ultimate destination in the San Andres was Salinas (“Salt Flats”) Peak, the “Sacred 
Mountain” of the Chihene. It was there that men went to seek Power. “Those who seek it go alone, that 
they may be tested for worthiness,” Kaywaykla said. “It is a gift to be bestowed not only for virtue but for 
prayer and courage.”

1
 

On the Sacred Mountain, Nana would have been able to renew his Power, pray to Ussen and commune 
with the Mountain Spirits, gathering his strength for the next phase of the raid. 
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At 8,965’ Salinas Peak is the highest point in the San Andres Mountains and is said to offer superb 
360˚ views over much of central New Mexico. A road climbs to the summit, now crowned with a 
cluster of antennae towers, but unfortunately the mountain is now on White Sands Missile Range 
and public access is strictly forbidden. 

 



 

Sweetwater Spring, at the southern base of Salinas Peak, was a favorite Apache camping place. 



 

 



 
Apache Scouts by Frederic Remington 

After a weary week of searching the rocky, barren mountains, Guilfoyle finally caught up with the hostiles 
on July 25 in a canyon at the north end of the San Andres, somewhere near the pass that separates that 
range from the Oscuras. As always, there is some variation in the details offered in different accounts. 
Wellman reports that the soldiers surprised Nana’s band encamped, captured 14 horses as well as 
blankets and provisions, and wounded two of the hostiles.
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According to Thrapp, the “Negro soldiers captured a couple of horses, twelve mules, all of Nana’s camp 
supplies, and believed they had killed two hostiles.”
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 According to Sweeney, “the fearless Chihuahua 

had proved his worth by shooting one Indian.”
4
 If so, that should have assuaged any doubts the young 

lieutenant might have been entertaining about the reliability of his Apache scouts.  
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Whatever the actual casualty count, Nana and his band were not badly hurt by this skirmish. A wounded 
man (if there were any) would either keep up or drop off into the mountains, where he would either heal 
himself or die alone. “March or die,” is the (unofficial) motto of the French Foreign Legion, but Nana and 
his men would have recognized and respected the hard truth beneath it. There was no room in their world 
for weak sentiment. As to “camp equipment,” the raiders carried little more than a few blankets and 
perhaps a cooking pot, all of which they could do without. Whether horses or mules, the animals captured 
by the soldiers were likely broken down by hard travel in the mountains, and would have proved a 
hindrance rather than an asset to the Apaches in their flight. 

 

Guilfoyle must have felt profoundly discouraged as he watched Nana’s band melt back up into the mountains. 
Two prospectors who encountered the lieutenant’s command after the fight found him “hatless, coatless, weary 
and worn,” while scout Bennett “had been thrown by his horse and could hardly sit up.”
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Chihuahua and his Apache scouts were still combat effective, but tough as they were, most of Guilfoyle’s 
black troopers were probably close to the end of their endurance. It’s worth remembering that cavalrymen 
walked as much as they rode. On an expedition like this a prudent commander had his men dismount and 
lead their horses half the time. Even with that routine, the grain-fed cavalry horses were certainly broken 
down by a week of hard work on the scant graze available. The rations drawn at Fort Stanton must have 
been almost exhausted, and water, as always, was a constant worry. The springs in the San Andres were 
dangerous; a whole company had been laid low by gypsum poisoning during the chase after Victorio the 
previous year. 

Despite all this Guilfoyle doggedly continued the chase, following the hostiles trail across the Jornada del 
Muerto, crossing the new railroad tracks near Round Mountain and through the pass between the Fra 
Cristobal and Caballo Mountains to the banks of the Rio Grande. 
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