
Cooney’s Tomb 

Born in 1840, James C. Cooney was one of the millions of emigrants who arrived from 
Ireland prior to or during the Civil War. While his older brother served in the Union Army, 
young James may have been one of those drawn across the continent by stories of the 
fabulous riches to be had in the Hy-Brasil of Irish myth, where the streets were paved 
with gold. As the song went: 

“… sure I’m sick and tired of working, 

No more I’ll dig the praties, no longer I’ll be poor. 

Sure as my name is Carney, I’m off to Califarnee, 

And instead of diggin’ praties I’ll be diggin’ lumps of gold.” 

In 1866 James Cooney was in California, where he enlisted in the new 8th Cavalry, one 
of the regular Army regiments organized after the Civil War to defend the frontier from 
Indians. More than a few of those who signed up with the 8th were veterans of Gen. 
James Carleton’s “California Column,” the volunteers who had marched east during the 
Civil War to hold New Mexico for the Union. That prior experience may explain why 
Cooney is referred to in some accounts as a “guide and scout.” 

He likely also had some prior experience in mining and prospecting. Carleton had 
encouraged his men to explore for gold and silver  when they were not busy chasing 
Indians, and many of the 8th Cavalry’s recruits were discouraged post-‘49ers who 
arrived on the West Coast after the easy pickings were panned out of the creeks and 
instead found themselves working the claims of luckier men for wages. 

Many who traded pick and shovel for horse and carbine came to regret their choice, and 
nearly half the new regiment deserted over that first year. But James Cooney stood to 
his duty and apparently made a good soldier. 

In 1872, Sgt. Cooney led a patrol out of Fort Bayard, tracking a party of hostiles from 
the Gila River north toward the Warm Springs Apache Reservation at Tularosa.1 Three 
years later, he was in charge of another 8th Cavalry detachment sent to rescue a U.S. 
Geological Survey team under attack by Apaches.2 It may have been on this mission or 
another like it that the sergeant picked up an interesting-looking hunk of quartz in one of 
the canyons draining the western slopes of the Mogollon Mountains. After returning to 
Fort Bayard, he took this rock to an assayer in Silver City, who told him the sample 
contained significant traces of both silver and gold. 

Spaniards and then Mexicans had been mining copper south of the Rio Mimbres since 
about 1800, and shortly before the Civil War American prospectors discovered placer 
gold on Bear Creek, near what became the camp of Pinos Altos. In 1866 silver was 
discovered at what became Georgetown and then near what became Silver City in 
1870. And there had long been tantalizing rumors that there was more gold to be found 
deeper in the mountains. In 1852, one prospector claimed to have encountered a group 
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of Indians who were using golden bullets in their guns.3 But Cooney’s find was solid 
proof that there were as yet undiscovered riches in the Mogollons. 

The sergeant must have been a remarkably self-disciplined and patient man. I would 
have been stopping strangers in the street to share my news, even as I rushed to the 
nearest saloon to celebrate my good fortune. But Sgt. Cooney was apparently made of 
sterner stuff; he guarded his secret for more than a year in the close confines of 
barracks and parade ground.  

He had little choice, for his discovery came with two problems. The first was his 
commitment to the U.S. Army. If he joined the 8th in the latter half of 1866 when the 
regiment was first organized, his original enlistment must have ended late in 1871, and 
his second five-year hitch wouldn’t end until 1876. Desertion was always an option with 
the 8th, as with every other frontier regiment, but Cooney could scarcely hope to go over 
the hill at Fort Bayard and show up as a civilian prospector a few miles away in Silver 
City without being recognized by some old comrade or chance acquaintance.  

His second problem was the Apaches. In the early1870s, bands of hostiles – some led 
by Geronimo, others by Victorio or by Nana himself – were filtering through the 
mountains of southwestern New Mexico on their way to or back from raids into Mexico 
en route to the Warm Springs Apache reservation. These hostiles made the back 
country fatally dangerous even for large parties of prospectors, as the unfortunate Ed 
“Lost” Adams had discovered to his sorrow a decade earlier. 

It wasn’t until after his discharge in 1876 that Cooney took two companions into his 
confidence and persuaded them to accompany him back to where he had found his 
chunk of quartz. In the spring of 1877 Geronimo had been arrested, shackled and 
carted off to the San Carlos reservation in Arizona, together with Victorio and most of 
his followers. With the Ojo Caliente reservation shut down, it seemed that bold men 
might finally penetrate to the heart of the Gila country.  

Cooney and his comrades explored the mountain canyons in the summer of 1877, but 
soon discovered that not all the Apache warriors had been carried off to San Carlos, 
and most of those who had been rounded up didn’t stay there long. Victorio and about 
300 others broke out of the agency in September, raiding along the western flank of the 
Mogollons as some dispersed south to Mexico and others followed Victorio north into 
the Mangas Mountains. The prospectors retreated to Silver City under this threat, but 
returned in greater strength the following year. By 1879, they had staked claims all 
along Mineral Creek in what became known as Cooney Canyon and begun building the 
town named for him at the head of the canyon. 
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Cooney Canyon 

The little mining camp was no more than a haphazard collection of tents, log cabins and 
rough wooden buildings, but it must have been a considerable source of pride to the ex-
cavalry sergeant. He was owner of the Silver Bar Mine, the richest claim in the new 
district, from which he could survey his namesake town in the canyon below and view 
Cooney Peak in the distance. Few men can claim that kind of success in life. 

And then the Apaches returned.  

Victorio and his followers spent nearly two years wandering in the wilderness, alighting 
briefly at Fort Wingate, returning for a few months to Ojo Caliente, and then moving to 
the Mescalero Reservation near Fort Stanton. Finally, in August 1879, Victorio 
abandoned hope of reaching any acceptable resolution with the whites. Spooked by 
rumors that he was about to be indicted and tried for murder in Mesilla, he fled the 
Mescalero Reservation and opened what became known as The Victorio War by raiding 
the cavalry camp at Ojo Caliente, killing eight men and stealing 68 horses and mules. 
Over the next year he and his warriors rampaged across southern New Mexico, west 
Texas and northern Mexico, fighting a dozen battles with the pursuing cavalry and 
slaughtering civilians on both sides of the border. 



In April 1880, after a two-day fight with the troopers in the San Andres Mountains, 
Victorio “moved westward across the Rio Grande and into the Mogollons, killing 
sheepherders, miners, and anyone else who had the misfortune to cross his path.”4  

It’s likely that Nana was with Victorio when the raiders topped the ridge to the east and 
looked down into Cooney Canyon. Their anger and dismay can be imagined at the sight 
of the canyon they had last seen wild and untouched, their sole domain since time out 
of mind, now ravaged by gangs of white men gouging holes in the slopes and heaping 
up ugly piles of spoil, cutting down the trees for firewood and polluting the little creek 
with their waste. 

According to one account, Cooney had “sold his silver mine to go back east to marry his 
sweetheart, who had been waiting for him for years. Victorio’s warriors caught him alone 
in the canyon that now bears his name and killed him.”5  

A classic of the “too good to check” genre, this romantic tale is a sentimental Victorian 
fiction. Fortunately we have a first person account of what became known locally as the 
“Alma Massacre,” thanks to the Depression-era Federal Writers’ Project, which put 
writers and researchers to work collecting oral histories, ethnographies, photos and 
other material all over the country. 

In 1937, one of those teams interviewed an old woman who had vivid memories of 
Victorio’s raid nearly 60 years before. Agnes Meader had been a teenager at the time, 
living with her parents on a farm near the little settlement of Alma, on the San Francisco 
River at the mouth of Cooney Canyon. According to her account, the raiders appeared 
at Cooney’s mine just about quitting time in the late afternoon of April 28. They killed 
two men and wounded a third before drawing off. 

After dark, Cooney and another man, William Chick, rode down the canyon to warn 
local settlers of the danger. To avoid the raiders they rode through the brush rather than 
along the trail. Agnes recalled that Cooney arrived at her family’s farm late that night to 
wake her father and then rode on to spread the alarm. Agnes and her mother spent an 
anxious night molding bullets for her father’s Winchester, but the Indians didn’t appear 
before Cooney and Chick returned the next morning. Believing the raiders had moved 
on, Chick persuaded Cooney to accompany him back to the mine. A couple of miles up 
the canyon the Apaches caught and killed them both. 

Even the most vivid memories fade over time, and the best stories are embroidered as 
they are told and re-told over the years. Recounted more than 50 years after the event, 
Agnes Meader’s tale includes some of these embellishments. But overall her 
recollections have the ring of veracity. She describes a harrowing flight to a nearby 
ranch house, threatening pursuing Indians with an empty rifle as her father drove the 
wagon, and a subsequent overnight siege of the ranch house in which one of the 
settlers was killed. 

Although Agnes claimed the raiders killed another 35 men at a nearby sheepherders’ 
camp, the true death toll was probably about a dozen miners, settlers and shepherds.  
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Leckie may also veer off into melodrama in describing the aftermath of Sgt. Cooney’s 
death: “Among the slain was a miner, James C. Cooney, brother Captain Cooney, 
commanding A Company, Ninth Cavalry. The latter had the sad task of burying his dead 
brother.”6  

Leckie cites a 1912 book by Ralph Twitchell7 for this touching vignette, which like the 
tragic story of Sgt. Cooney as the lover who met an untimely end en route to pick up his 
young bride, seems too “Ben Trovato”8 to be true. It can’t be discounted out of hand, 
however. Twitchell was no fabulist, but a respected amateur “historicist,” and a founding 
member of the Historical Society of New Mexico. His five-volume work “was considered 
authoritative for generations,” according to the New Mexico State Historian.  

Certainly there was a Captain Michael Cooney commanding Co. “A” 9th Cavalry. In July 
1881, he and his troop joined in the pursuit of Nana’s raiders after the Cuchillo Negro 
fight. But this Captain Cooney remained with the 9th until he retired in 1888. 9  

According to other sources, James Cooney’s older sibling didn’t come west until after 
his brother’s death. This Captain Michael Cooney – whose rank was either earned in his 
Civil War service with the 23rd Illinois Infantry or in his capacity as a customs officer in 
New Orleans – stayed to manage his brother’s Silver Bar Mine.10 

With the help of some of his brother’s fellow miners, Michael hollowed out a large 
granite boulder near where James was killed and interred his brother’s remains inside, 
sealing the tomb with ore from the Cooney mine. 
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Although Chick and another victim of the raid named Buhlman were buried in front of the 
tomb, over the years repeated floods have eroded the stream bank and washed those 
graves away. The road up the canyon now runs right next to the boulder, which is 
protected from traffic by a row of jersey bounce barricades. 

In a 2012 posting to a genealogical website, Kevin O’Cooney writes that,  

“My Uncle Hugh and Cousin John were both put in the tomb after their untimely 

deaths. My Uncle died of Diphtheria. His Father was my Grandfather Thomas. 

My father was Thomas’ third child, William Weatherby. I do not know what 

caused John’s death. He was the son of Michael.” 

There were other Cooney’s in the Southwest in the last quarter of the 19th Century. In 
1886, Lummis mentioned an Apache scout called “Sergeant Cooney” and speculated 
that this Indian “may have had some connection with Corydon E. Cooley, famous white 
scout and Apache-man of Arizona, who had married into the White Mountain 
Apaches.”11 C.E. Cooley was a scout for General Crook, a deputy U.S. Marshal and a 
rancher in Arizona, but is best remembered as one of the players in the card game that 
lent its name to the town of Show Low. 
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The plaque beside the boulder notes that two of Michael’s children are interred 

along with their uncle James.  

 

There are a number of other graves behind Cooney’s Tomb, old but not forgotten. 
If you visit, tread respectfully. 

Graves behind Cooney’s Tomb. 

1. Clark; Charley; b Oct 2, 1868; d Aug 29, 

1910   Former deputy and saloonkeeper in 

Mogollon, NM. He was killed by Mounted 

Police when making an arrest. 

2. May, Elza E; b June 29, 1896; d Sept 5, ---

-Son of William and Madie May, who were 

living in Cooney, NM. This grave has been 

mistakenly said to be Elza May, daughter of 

Charley Clark. 

3. Unknown; small rock enclosure with small 

plain cement block at head.    

4. Unknown; large rock enclosure with small 

wooden post at head.   

5. Unknown; post and pipe enclosure; no 

names or dates.  

 



The Cooney property, together with two mines in the neighboring Mogollon District, 
yielded somewhere between $5 and $7 million in gold and silver over the next decade. 
In 1889 the town of Cooney boasted 600 residents, a school, a church, and two hotels. 
But the collapse of silver prices in the 1890s, followed by a disastrous flood that scoured 
the canyon in 1911, finally put an end to the town.  

According to one account, in 1883 Michael Cooney had grubstaked a prospector named 
Turner, who claimed to have found gold deeper in the mountains. Turner disappeared, 
but when his remains were found six years later, there were nuggets among the bones. 
As the Silver Bar’s fortunes faded, Captain Cooney turned his energies to locating 
Turner’s lost mine.12  

In Dobie’s more romantic version of this tale, Michael became obsessed with finding the 
fabled Lost Adams Diggings, or possibly the equally legendary “Lost Boy.”13 Dobie 
offers a long and poetic account of Cooney’s last years spent wandering the mountains, 
accompanied only by a faithful burrow. Whatever he was searching for, Michael 
ultimately died in the quest. In 1914 his skeleton was found in Sycamore Canyon, not 
far from where Turner’s bones had been found a quarter-century before.14  

 
Michael Cooney is buried in Socorro Cemetery, Socorro County, New Mexico 
 

                                            
12 Sherman, p. 59. 
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Died 1914 
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