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Introduction  

Imposing an international border bisecting the traditional range of those Apache bands 

commonly referred to collectively as the Chiricahua greatly complicated and prolonged the 

difficulties both the U.S. and Mexican governments faced in ending hostilities between their 

citizens and the indigenous inhabitants. 

The rugged and inhospitable terrain and a lack of accurate and detailed maps of the area offered 

a significant advantage to the Apaches, who were intimately familiar with the country and well-

adapted to the harsh environment. 

“One who does not know this country cannot realize what this kind of service means,” wrote one 

U.S. Army officer who campaigned against Apaches in the Sierra Madre. “It is a country rough 

beyond description, covered everywhere with cactus and full of rattlesnakes and other 

undesirable companions of that sort.”1 

Creating an arbitrary political boundary running contrary to the natural trend of the terrain 

significantly compounded this problem from a military standpoint. 

Further subdividing the Chiricahua homeland into two separate U.S. territories and two Mexican 

states, each with its own military command, added yet another layer of complexity to the 

situation. These various actors failed to bring the same level of resources and vigor to bear on the 

conflict at the same time or even to effectively coordinate their respective efforts with their 

neighbors. In addition, rival civil and military authorities were not infrequently working at cross-

purposes within each jurisdiction.  

The Chiricahua exploited these circumstances to sustain a guerrilla war against both the U.S. and 

Mexico far beyond when other indigenous peoples in North America had been forced to submit 

                                                           
1 Utley, Robert M. Frontier Regulars: The United States Army and the Indian, 1866-1890. New York, 1973. p. 198. 
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to the superior force of a national government. The relative ease with which raiders were able to 

move back and forth across the international line frustrated attempts to exert effective control 

over the Chiricahua and ultimately led to the draconian and tragic resolution that exiled the tribe 

from the Southwest altogether. 

By creating detailed and accurate maps illustrating the course of that long conflict, the Apache 

Trails project aims to achieve a better understanding of the influence of topography and 

geopolitical boundaries on events in the Southwest during the latter half of the 19th Century. 

The Terrain  

While the Rio Grande from the Gulf of Mexico to the river’s great bend at El Paso forms a 

natural if highly permeable barrier, the ruler-straight lines of the border from west Texas to the 

Pacific are surveyor’s marks drawn on a map without regard to or even accurate knowledge of 

the topographic reality on the ground.  

Although somewhat flattened along what today is the Interstate 10 corridor through eastern 

Arizona and western New Mexico, the spine of the Americas runs down from the mountains of 

southwestern New Mexico to rise again on the other side of the border in the foothills of the 

Sierra Madre Occidental. While the international line runs east to west, the natural trend of the 

terrain in the area where Arizona, New Mexico, Sonora and Chihuahua meet is north-south. 
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It’s a border made for infiltration, and Apaches, smugglers, bandits and revolutionaries have 
exploited its vulnerabilities for nearly 200 years. Some of the same trails used by Chiricahua 
raiders in the 1880s are still traversed today by drug smugglers. 

The People 

As initially established by the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo in 1848 and later modified with the 

Gadsden Purchase in 1853, the new international border ran through territories inhabited by the 

Chiricahua, the central Apache tribal group generally considered to consist of four closely-

related bands: the Chokonen, Chihene, Bedonkohe and Nednhi. 

Although they had close ties with the Mescalero to the east, somewhat chillier relations with 

their cousins to the west and a more adversarial connection with the Navajo to the north, the 

Chiricahua were more oriented to the south. 
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The Chokonen homeland in southeastern Arizona was astride the border with Sonora, while the 

Bedonkohe and Chihene ranged farther to the north and east. The Nednhi, considered by the 

Mexicans to be the wildest and most intractable of the bands, made their home in the rugged 

mountains along the Sonora-Chihuahua border. Intermarriage was common among these 

different groups and seasonal migrations from the northern mountains to the more temperate 

elevations of northern Mexico were part of their traditional lifestyle from their arrival in the area, 

probably sometime in the early or middle years of the 17th Century. 
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The Conflict 

There was an important element of predation in these excursions from the Spanish Colonial 

period onward, and the violence escalated dramatically in the tumultuous years after Mexico won 

independence from the mother country in 1821.  

"In 1835, Don Ignacio Zuniga, who was the long-time commander of the 

presidios of northern Sonora, asserted that since 1820 the Apaches had 

killed at least five thousand settlers, which convinced another four 

thousand to flee, forced the abandonment of over one hundred 

settlements, and caused the virtual depopulation of the interior frontier.”2 

By the time of Anglo-American penetration into the Southwest the Chiricahua had a well-

established pattern of raiding into Sonora, Chihuahua and the middle Rio Grande Valley in New 

Mexico, withdrawing into their inaccessible mountain retreats when pursued.  

Sonora suffered most heavily from these attacks, while settlements and individuals in Chihuahua 

and New Mexico purchased some degree of immunity by negotiating local truces that allowed 

the Apaches to trade their plunder for food, liquor and even arms and ammunition. This uneasy 

but mutually beneficial relationship was similar to that New Mexico’s Hispanic and Puebloan 

population developed with the Comanches to the north and east. 

The Mescalero and Lipan Apache as well as the Comanche and Kiowa farther east adopted 

similar patterns of conduct during the same time period. As a result, Mexico’s northern frontier 

was already in retreat by the time of the Mexican War. A Mexican government report in 1849 

claimed that over the previous 18 years 26 mines, 30 haciendas and 90 ranches in Sonora had 

been abandoned or depopulated because of Apache depredations.3 

Establishing an international border through this disputed territory created the classic conditions 

for sustained guerrilla warfare by providing a potentially safe haven for irregular forces to use as 

a base of operations against a stronger opponent. 

In Article XI of the Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo the U.S. government promised to prevent or 

punish Indian raids across the border and prohibit Americans from purchasing or acquiring any 

                                                           
2 James L. Haley. "Apaches: A History and Culture Portrait". University of Oklahoma Press, 1981, pp. 50-51. 
3 Schmal, John P. SONORA: FOUR CENTURIES OF INDIGENOUS RESISTANCE, Houston, 2004. 

http://www.houstonculture.org/mexico/sonora2.html
https://www.ourdocuments.gov/doc.php?flash=true&doc=26&page=transcript
https://books.google.com/books?id=RAfJwmMeq5IC&pg=&dq&hl=en#v=onepage&q=&f
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“horses, mules, cattle, or property of any kind, stolen within Mexican territory by such Indians.”4 

The U.S. also obligated itself to recover and return to Mexico any captives taken and carried 

across the border by the raiders. 

But despite deploying 8,000 troops (more than three-quarters of the regular Army) along the 

border, the Americans proved unable to meet those commitments.  

“In the post-1848 period one of the greatest sources of strife arose from 

recurring transboundary Indian raids. As depredations into its territory 

continued year after year, Mexico bitterly protested the seeming 

indifference of the United States to the problem.”5  

In the five years after the treaty was signed the Mexican government presented nearly 400 claims 

totaling approximately $40 million for losses stemming from Apache and Comanche raids 

originating north of the international line. The U.S. settled those claims as part of the price paid 

to Mexico in the Gadsden Purchase of 1853 and at the same time abrogated the commitment 

made in the 1848 treaty, essentially conceding that it could not prevent further depredations. 

Although the Chiricahua were quick to recognize the potential benefits the new international 

border offered in pursuing their war in Sonora and Chihuahua, they were never able to take full 

advantage of their strategic position astride the line. Their long-standing enmity with the 

Mexican people made it impossible to form a sustainable armistice south of the border, while the 

Americans’ insistence on sweeping territorial and cultural concessions ultimately prevented any 

accommodation that would have allowed the Chiricahua to preserve their homeland and their 

way of life in the U.S.  

The increased traffic along the Butterfield Trail beginning in 1849 and the influx of Anglo-

American miners and ranchers into the area in subsequent years multiplied the number of hostile 

encounters on the U.S. side of the border but did little to reduce Apache depredations in Sonora 

and Chihuahua.6 While Apache leaders like Cochise, Mangas Coloradas and Victorio recognized 

the risks inherent in waging war on both sides of the border, they were compelled to resist 

                                                           
4 Martínez, Oscar J., ed. U.S. Mexico Borderlands; Historical and Contemporary Perspectives. Wilmington, Del., 

1996. p.36.  
5 Ibid, p. xiv.  
6 Kühn, Berndt. Chronicles of War. Tucson, AZ, 2014. p. 312.  
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American encroachments on their homelands north of the line but unable to end their hereditary 

war with the Mexicans to the south.  

Within those parameters the Apaches were able to sustain their resistance to white encroachment 

for nearly 40 years after the border was established, however. During that period neither the 

Mexican nor U.S. military forces ever succeeded in completely interdicting Apache movement 

across the border. 

The Maps 

A more detailed study of the terrain in the southwestern U.S. and northern Mexico may yield 

some insight into why both governments found the Apache problem so intractable. 

 

There are a number of historic maps of the Southwest still extant, dating from the Spanish 

Colonial period through the end of the 19th Century. The earliest are vague and nearly mythical, 

drawn largely from hearsay and second- or third-hand information. 
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Later U.S. military and railroad surveys gradually became more detailed and accurate. 

 

The effect over time is very much like standing on a mountain top on a cold morning and 

watching the mist clear out of the canyons to reveal more and more of the terrain below. 

With the aid of first aerial photography and then satellite imagery, the science of cartography has 

made amazing strides in recent years. Detailed and accurate topographic maps are now available 

for all of the Southwestern U.S. and northern Mexico. 
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The Apache Trails challenge lies in reconciling historic with modern maps. Differences of scale 

and units of measurement complicate the problem of accurately locating historic roads, trails, 

military posts and settlements on modern topographic maps.  

Today’s network of roads and trails provides important clues in identifying traditional Apache 

travel routes, however. In general, the more modern a road is the less it conforms to the terrain, 

while back roads and Forest Service trails are more likely to follow the natural shape of the land.  

 

For example, in looking at this map of the Peloncillos it’s easy to understand why Geronimo 

chose Skeleton Canyon for his surrender talks with General Miles in 1886. Today’s Forest 

Service hiking trail leads up the canyon to connect finally with Forest Service Road 63, known 

as the Geronimo Trail, which runs southwest to the border. Not surprisingly, the same route is 

still used today by smugglers seeking to avoid the Border Patrol. 
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The scarcity of reliable water sources in the border country is another important factor in tracing 

traditional travel routes. While the Chiricahua were justly famed for their stamina and ability to 

travel over the roughest country on little or no water, returning raiding parties were constrained 

by the herds of stolen livestock they were moving with them.  

Driven hard in hot weather a mule needs 10-12 gallons of water a day, a horse 15 and a cow 20 

or more to keep going. While the Apaches were always ready to kill or abandon stolen livestock, 

just as today’s human traffickers are callously indifferent to the fate of the people they are 

moving across the desert, enough had to get through to make the passage worthwhile. 

While once abundant resources like the famous spring in Apache Pass and Cooke’s Spring 

beside the ruins of old Fort Cummings are now little more than seeps, 19th Century military maps 

are an excellent guide to locating historic springs and tanks. There is sometimes evidence of 

Apache occupation in the vicinity of these sites. The Apache rarely camped directly on a spring 

or stream but preferred to locate somewhere nearby that was both more sheltered and defensible, 

with a convenient escape route in case of surprise. These sites may still be identified by the 

presence of old fire pits together with traces of the characteristic rock circles the Apaches used to 

anchor their brush wickiups. 

According to long-time local residents there are similar sites on the peaks of the Peloncillos and 

Animas Mountains in the New Mexico Bootheel. Returning from a raid a prudent war leader 

would send scouts up to vantage points along the route from which they could survey the country 

ahead and report back to the main party with mirrors and smoke signals. Some of these same 

sites are still in use today by the drug cartels, which post observers equipped with satellite 

phones and high-powered binoculars to warn the smugglers of Border Patrol activity in the area. 

Finally, by drawing on military reports and newspaper accounts from the period we can roughly 

plot reported encounters between the Chiricahua and their Mexican and American opponents. 

Locating engagements where the Indians were attacked by pursuers or clashed with patrols may 

help identify travel routes. Because the names of canyons and prominent landmarks have changed 

over the years, however, it is frequently difficult to identify these sites with any accuracy. 
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Conclusion 

Viewing the topography of southwestern New Mexico, southeastern Arizona, northwestern 

Chihuahua and northeastern Sonora as a whole, it’s clear there are several broad, natural 

corridors running north and south across those geopolitical boundaries. From west to east these 

include the Sulphur Springs Valley west of the Chiricahuas, the San Simon-San Bernardino 

Valleys between the Chiricahuas and the Peloncillos, and the twin Animas and Playas Valleys in 

the Bootheel. All feed into the rising foothills of the Sierra Madre. 

There were basically two types of routes the Chiricahua used when traversing the international 

line. Departing on a raid the warriors would frequently travel on foot through the high country. 

What might be termed “the high road” was virtually anywhere through the canyons and along the 

crests of the parallel mountain chains running southward. Army officers were astounded again 

and again by the Apaches’ seemingly superhuman ability to cross rough country on foot.  

Many of these same paths are still in use today by drug couriers, or “mulas,” who carry 50 lb. 

packs of marijuana across the border, equipped with nothing more than a plastic water bottle. 

Not surprisingly, some of these drug mules are Tarahumara, the Sierra Madre tribe famous for 

their marathon runs through the mountains. 

The raiders were more limited in their mobility returning with herds of rustled livestock. 

Generally they moved through the valleys, hugging the shoulders of the mountains so that they 

could quickly drop the animals and disappear into the rocky heights above if surprised. 

Military forces on both sides of the line found pursuit of the raiders was frequently futile, 

occasionally disastrous and always dangerous, as the hostiles were expert in both evasion and 

ambuscade. Despite deploying elements of two and sometimes three regiments of cavalry and 

two of infantry in the area, the U.S. Army was unable to do more than randomly punish the 

Chiricahua in the years after the Civil War. Until Gen. Porfirio Diaz assumed power in 1876, the 

central Mexican government was too distracted by its own internal problems to provide effective 

assistance in controlling the border. 

U.S. authorities attempted to solve the raiding problem by restricting the Apaches to reservations 

and regulating their relations with the civilian population, thus eliminating the market for stolen 

goods. The short-lived attempt to establish a Chiricahua Reservation contiguous to the 
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international border was well-intended but ill-advised because neither the agent nor the principal 

chief was willing or able to prevent continued raiding into Sonora.  

Closing the Chiricahua Agency shifted the focus of the problem to the northeast, where the Ojo 

Caliente Reservation served as a base and the local civilian population a market for the raiders. 

Ojo Caliente was closed and the Apaches moved north to Tularosa in an attempt to end what one 

agent termed “this unhealthy intercourse.” When the Chiricahua obstinately refused to accept 

relocation the authorities resorted to consolidating the bands on a reservation in central Arizona. 

On the other side of the border the Mexicans pursued an even more ruthless policy: all male 

Apaches were to be killed and any captive women and children moved south to be distributed to 

haciendas where they would be acculturated and absorbed into the Hispanicized mestizo 

population. 

The result of these misguided national policies on both sides of the border was a bloody war of 

attrition that ended with the exile of the surviving Chiricahua to Florida and the extermination of 

the remaining holdouts in the Sierra Madre. The raiding and punitive expeditions continued until 

after the turn of the century, only to be replaced ten years later by the turmoil of the Mexican 

Revolution.  

The Chiricahua are gone from their homeland, but the border problem remains today. Drawing 

lines on a map with a ruler is a dangerous business. 
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