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Such is the peace of the barbarians in an old one’s expression: When they have
reduced the settlements to the silence of the deserts, this they call peace.

—“Aster Phylos,” El Ancla: Seminario de Matamoros, March 1, 1841



This page intentional ly left blank



CONTENTS

A Note on Names xi
Introduction. A Little Door  xiii

Prologue. Easy Stories 1

Part One. Neighbors
ONE Danger and Community 35
Two Buffalo-Hide Quiver 61
THREE Plunder and Partners 86

FOUR The Politics of Vengeance 114

Part Two. Nations
FIVE Indians Don’t Unmake Presidents 141
six Barbarians and Dearer Enemies 165
SEVEN An Eminently National War? 194

EIGHT How to Make a Desert Smile 226



Contents

Part Three. Convergence
NINE A Trophy of a New Kind in War 253

TEN Polk’s Blessing 274

Epilogue. Article 11 297

Appendix. Data on Comanche-Mexican Violence, 1831-48
Introduction to the Data 313
Table and Figures 317
Data 320
Notes 341
Bibliography 425
Acknowledgments 457

Index 461

311



A NOTE ON NAMES

Like everyone else, the people who populate this book had multifaceted iden-
tities. Depending on context, they might have identified themselves in refer-
ence to their immediate family, gender, occupation, linguistic or ethnic group,
age, social circle, religion, or nation. Sometimes a whole framework of identi-
ties could shift radically, as when a person was taken captive by enemies. It is
impossible to talk about other people, especially those outside of one’s culture,
without doing damage to the subtleties of their lives. In this book I discuss many
groups of people and often have to refer to them in broad terms.

Sometimes I discuss views that one group held about another. When, for ex-
ample, I examine Mexicans referring to native peoples as “savages” or Americans
referring to Mexicans as “mongrels,” I follow the lead of the people doing the
talking. Insults like these reveal little about the people they refer to but can speak
volumes about those who invoke them.

[ usually refer to the citizens of the United States as Americans. Latin Ameri-
cans rightly object that the Yankees unilaterally monopolized this term that the
rest of the hemisphere had long laid claim to, but, alas, there is no elegant alter-
native. | use the more precise term Anglo-American when referring to the ac-
tions of or the racial arguments made by Americans of English descent, and
norteamericano when discussing Mexican concerns about or perceptions of
U.S. citizens. Tejanos here refers to residents of Texas whose main language is
Spanish, and Texans refers to the colonial newcomers, most from the United
States, who began arriving in 1821 and won political control of Texas in 1836.
Northern Mexico’s sedentary population consisted of Indians from different
backgrounds (most Hispanicized in important regards by the 1830s), Spanish-
Americans, some Africans, and especially people of mixed Indian, African, and
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xii A Note on Names

European heritage. Occasionally I refer to a particular subset of this population
by an ethnic affiliation. Usually, though, I refer to those who recognized the pre-
eminence of Mexican secular and religious authorities as Mexicans, northern
Mexicans, or northerners or as residents of particular states.

Most difficult have been terms of reference for indigenous communities.
Many of the native peoples discussed in this book are commonly known by
names given to them by other peoples, often enemies. Apaches, Navajos, and
Comanches are examples. Moreover, in the early nineteenth century, the people
now referred to as Comanches were far more likely to identify with smaller so-
cial units, for example, a band or a division (tribe), than with their larger linguis-
tic community. I use the more specific terms when possible. Most often I refer
to the division we know the most about for this period: the Hois, later known as
Penatekas. For Comanche names, [ follow Thomas W. Kavanagh’s Comanche
Political History (1996).

While I endeavor to be as precise as possible when identifying Indian peoples,
much of this story concerns Indian raids upon Mexican settlements. The Mexi-
can sources that describe these activities almost never identify raiders with pre-
cision. Attackers are described as “Comanches,
even vaguer terms like “Indian,” “enemy,” “savage,” or “barbarian.” In most cases,

” o«

Navajos,” “Apaches” or with

therefore, it has been impossible to refer to the groups of men who carried out
raiding activities in terms that they themselves would have found most meaning-
ful. I console myself with the conviction that, for all these actors, actions reveal
more about identity than names.



INTRODUCTION: A LITTLE DOOR

The U.S.-Mexican War ended with a handshake on May 30, 1848, when rep-
resentatives of the two republics exchanged ratifications of the Treaty of Guada-
lupe Hidalgo. The treaty spelled out terms for the withdrawal of the U.S. Army,
the new boundary, the money Mexico would receive for surrendering territory,
and the promised rights of Mexicans living above the new border. The first time |
read the treaty it all seemed straightforward, until I got to article 11. Article 11 ex-
plained that since lands transferred to the United States through the treaty were
occupied by “savage tribes” whose “incursions within the territory of Mexico
would be prejudicial in the extremel,] it is solemnly agreed that all such in-
cursions shall be forcibly restrained by the Government of the United States.”
Moreover the treaty’s authors bound the U.S. government to rescue any Mexi-
cans held captive by these tribes, and, most surprising, felt compelled to make it
illegal for inhabitants of the United States “to purchase or acquire any Mexican
... who may have been captured by Indians inhabiting the territory of either of
the two Republics.” I later learned that Mexico’s minister to the United States
worked tirelessly to see article 11 fulfilled, calling it “the only advantage” in the
treaty that could compensate Mexico for its vast losses in the war

This all struck me as curious and fascinating. As someone interested in both
nation-states and native peoples, I immediately wanted to learn more about the
international alarms over Indians. Yet making sense of article 11 turned out to be
harder than I expected. Over the past generation historians have done a great
deal of work recovering the roles native peoples played in interimperial conflicts
in eastern North America. Sometimes native peoples influenced these conflicts
directly, by lending military support to particular European powers. But one of
the chief virtues of the groundbreaking recent work on this subject has been an
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xiv Introduction

insistence that Indian polities could just as often influence imperial designs and
colonial realities indirectly, by pursuing independently their own complicated
and shifting agendas. Over the course of the eighteenth century, however, the
geopolitical significance of North America’s autonomous Indians supposedly
wore away, peaking with the Seven Years” War, declining with the American
Revolution, and all but disappearing after the War of 1812 Thus historians in
the United States who have written about westward expansion, Manifest Des-
tiny, and the U.S.-Mexican War have ignored Indian raids in northern Mexico
and say almost nothing about the native peoples that so preoccupied the archi-
tects of article 11 Indians are more visible in Mexican than in U.S. history, by
a matter of demographic necessity. Indigenous peasants are increasingly promi-
nent, for example, in the literature on early nineteenth-century Mexico. But
the tens of thousands of independent Indians who controlled the vast northern
borderland region rarely make it into books about Mexico’s early national period
or into Mexican scholarship on the War with the United States.*

Of course scholars who specialize in this region have had much to say about
independent Indians and their conflicts with northern Mexicans. Violence be-
tween native peoples and colonizers has long been a major theme of the lit-
erature on Spanish borderlands. But three gaps in this work, having to do with
place, period, and connections, left me still puzzled that relations between
native peoples and northern Mexicans would have been of such concern in
Mexico City and Washington. First, borderlands historians tend to read the
modern border backward into history. Though this is now changing, scholars of
the borderlands in the United States have generally focused on the present-day
Southwest while those in Mexico concentrate on states south of the Rio Grande,
despite the fact that the border did not exist before 1848. This approach has hid-
den from view important historical problems, including those that concerned
the architects of article 11. Second, though a generation has passed since David
Weber’s pathbreaking book The Mexican Frontier invited more scholarly atten-
tion to the era of Mexican rule in what would become the American Southwest
(1821-46), relatively few writers since have concentrated on the period except
as part of much longer chronological studies. Finally, while regional specialists
have been sensitive to the ways in which outside forces shaped the lives of the
region’s communities, they have been less inclined to ask whether the influence
ever went the other way around. The state is conspicuously absent from much
of the recent work on borderlands and native peoples, and, despite calls from
prominent scholars of American foreign relations to take Indians and border-
lands more seriously, few specialists in international history do so. Consequently,



Introduction xv

except for the Texas rebellion, events in northern Mexico prior to 1846 are rarely
analyzed in terms of their national, let alone international, significance.’

But, as the authors of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo well knew, many
things happened in the Mexican north during these years that had national and
international ramifications. As I made my way through sources from the states
of Tamaulipas, Coahuila, Nuevo Leén, Durango, Texas, and New Mexico and
from Mexico City and Washington, I came to realize that article 11 was a little
door into a big story, one told only in pieces by borderlands anthropologists and
historians and forgotten altogether by the broader national and international
histories of the era.

In miniature, the story goes like this. In the early 1830s, for a variety of reasons,
Comanches, Kiowas, Apaches, Navajos, and others abandoned imperfect but
workable peace agreements they had maintained with northern Mexicans since
the late eighteenth century. Men from these Indian communities began attack-
ing Mexican ranches and towns, killing and capturing the people they found
there and stealing or destroying the Mexicans” animals and property. When able,
Mexicans responded by doing the same to their indigenous enemies. The con-
flicts intensified through the 1830s and 1840s, until much of the northern third
of Mexico had been transformed into a vast theater of hatred, terror, and stagger-
ing loss for independent Indians and Mexicans alike. By the eve of the U.S. in-
vasion these varied conflicts spanned all or parts of ten states. They had claimed
thousands of Mexican and Indian lives, made tens of thousands more painful
and often wretched, ruined northern Mexico’s economy, stalled its demographic
growth, and depopulated much of its countryside. The consequences were far-
reaching. I argue that the bloody interethnic violence that preceded and con-
tinued throughout the U.S.-Mexican War influenced the course and outcome
of that war and, by extension, helped precipitate its manifold long-term conse-
quences for all the continent’s peoples.®

Thoughtful northern Mexicans living through the insecurity of the 1830s and
1840s recognized a unity in their many struggles with groups of independent
Indians, despite the fact that the struggles unfolded in a thousand encounters
throughout the north. I follow the lead of those observers who referred to their
conflicts collectively as a war. They had different names for it: the Indian war,
the war of the savages, the barbarian war. I call it the War of a Thousand Deserts.
The name comes from something Mexicans recognized as an alarming but in-
evitable consequence of ongoing Indian raids: the creation of man-made deserts
where once there had been thriving Mexican settlements. In this context the
term referred not to aridity, but to emptiness, silence, fruitlessness, desolation,
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to the absence of industry and improvement and of human mastery over na-
ture. A prominent author from Chihuahua, for example, said that raiders had
“destroyed the haciendas, the temples, the cities, all the work and glory of many
generations, in order to recreate the desert which the Apache eye delights in.”
Likewise Mexico’s minister of war, who referred to once-rich properties depopu-
lated and destroyed by Mescalero Apache and Comanche raids as “immense
deserts.””

Northern Mexicans rarely described these deserts in writing, perhaps because,
to their sorrow, they came to see them as drearily familiar. But occasionally for-
eigners passed by abandoned places and, being struck, wrote about them in stark
detail. In the autumn of 1846, with the U.S.-Mexican War raging elsewhere in
the north, a young British traveler in Durango named George Ruxton set out
to visit “a tract of country laid waste by the Comanches, and but little known,

Ruxton
and his companion rode thirty-six miles from the town of Mapim{ to the small,

and which is designated, par excellence, ‘los desiertos de la frontera.

silent settlements of Jaral Grande and Jaral Chiquito. Entering Jaral Grande,
they wandered through a “perfect forest of crosses, many of them thrown down
or mutilated by the Indians.” They found flowers still growing in the gardens,
struggling skyward from a carpet of weeds and melon vines. Most of the town’s
small houses had fallen into ruin, though a few remained intact. In front of one
house they frightened oft a rabbit from a doorstep and saw several more scamper-
ing across the earthen floor inside. The walls of the “ruined houses were covered
with creepers, which hung from the broken roofs and about the floors.”®

Passing through another derelict home, Ruxton found something that gave
him pause: a warm fire-pit, some arrows and drinking gourds, and a discarded
human scalp—evidence that raiders had revisited the place only a short while
before. One can imagine that Ruxton’s paid companion began regretting the
trip at this point, no matter the coins in his pocket, and that even the super-
humanly confident young Englishman might have heard his heart beating in
his ears. Still, the nervous pair continued on to Jaral Chiquito and found the
humble settlement “entirely burned by the Indians, with the exception of one
house which was still standing, the roof of which they had torn off, and from the
upper walls had shot down with arrows all the inmates.” Inside, Ruxton saw the
skeleton of a dog and a confusion of human bones. “A dreary stillness reigned
over the whole place, unbroken by any sound, save the croaking of a bullfrog in
the spring, round which we encamped for a few hours.””

The houses of Jaral Grande and Jaral Chiquito were not the only homes in
northern Mexico to lose their voices, to have “a dreary stillness” replace the
sounds of roosters, mules, and barking dogs and of women and men at work, the
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chatter of children, the hushed conversations of parents before bed. As the War
of a Thousand Deserts progressed, Mexicans across the north, from Tamaulipas
in the east to Sonora in the west, and from New Mexico in the north to San Luis
Potosi in the south, fled their farms, ranches, haciendas, and small towns for the
relative safety of larger cities and settlements to the south. These refugees left
deserts behind them. For Ruxton, a man happily risking his life for thrills and for
glimpses of someone else’s misery, these deserts were curiosities, fodder for his
memoirs and his expansive ego. But northern Mexico’s ruined communities had
more complicated and more consequential meanings for the Mexicans, Ameri-
cans, and independent native peoples in this book.

Collectively, those meanings form a story that is, at its heart, political. For
Mexicans, the War of a Thousand Deserts was both a life-and-death struggle
against Indian enemies and a political struggle between Mexicans over how best
to confront los indios bdrbaros. As deserts multiplied throughout the north, the
region’s beleaguered residents began asking a number of basic questions: Who
was a Mexican? what did Mexicans owe local, state, and national governments,
and what did these governments owe them? what did Mexicans owe each other?
These remained open questions throughout the 1830s and 1840s, and fierce
disagreements, even armed rebellions, failed to settle them. The violence ate
away at fragile connections that bound Mexicans to one another at local, state,
regional, and national levels, and, by 1846, northerners found themselves di-
vided, exhausted, and embittered in the face of another, very different kind of
invasion.

Politicians in the United States took a keen interest in Mexico’s troubles with
independent Indians and, like their Mexican counterparts, used the term desert
to describe much of northern Mexico. But in American mouths the term be-
came an indictment rather than a lament. When they looked at places like Jaral
Grande and Jaral Chiquito Americans saw perversion and opportunity: perver-
sion because Mexican settlers seemed to be reversing the arc of history by fall-
ing back before Indians, and opportunity because, characteristically, Americans
thought they could do better. Throughout the late 1830s and early 1840s, edi-
tors, diplomats, congressmen, and administration officials invoked Mexicans’
manifest inability to control Indians in order to denigrate Mexico’s claims to
its northern territories, first in Texas and, later, across the whole of the Mexi-
can north. These fateful attitudes reached their logical conclusion in 1846 and
1847, when the United States invaded Mexico and exploited the tensions and
tragedies of the ongoing war with Comanches, Kiowas, Apaches, and Navajos
to conquer the north and to frame the dismemberment of Mexico as an act of
salvation. Americans had come to conquer not Mexico, but a desert—to defeat
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the savage Indians and redeem the Mexican north from what they saw as the
Mexicans’ neglect.

So Mexicans and Americans had much in common. They both sought infor-
mation about the crisis in northern Mexico, they both engaged in public dia-
logues about its significance, and they both argued about what their respective
national communities ought to do in response. These political processes un-
folded through various means and to very different ends in the two republics,
but each began in response to the actions of independent Indians. In this regard
both republics seemed to be reversing the arc of history. Thanks to a generation
of careful scholarship, we now know much about the complicated struggles of
native peoples to resist, cope with, and even profit from the activities of Euro-
peans and their descendents. This book reverses that now-familiar pattern, ex-
ploring the efforts of Mexicans and Americans to resist, cope with, and some-
times profit from the activities of Indians.’

Thus the starting place for making sense of article 11 is to ask why and how
northern Mexico’s independent Indians did what they did. The answers to these
questions are also part of a political story, though Mexicans and Americans from
the period almost never thought of Indians as political beings. Mexicans vari-
ously conceived of los salvajes as disorganized, psychotic animals with “no more
policy than robbery and assassination” or as disorganized, wayward children in
need of paternalistic instruction. Americans, too, held disparaging views of Indi-
ans generally, but, in comparison to the “civilized” Indians they were just then
forcibly removing from eastern North America, U.S. observers held Comanches,
Apaches, and others across Mexico’s far north in special contempt. It is true
that at the time most of North America’s indigenous communities lacked the
formal, overtly coercive political structures that characterized European-style
politics. But that means only that Indians and Europeans had diverse political
traditions, not that politics was any less important to Native American than to
European life. Modern writers are far more likely to stress the cultural and, espe-
cially, economic context of native activities than the political mechanisms that
helped bring them about. And yet if one defines politics broadly, not as a matrix
of particular institutions, positions, or mechanisms, but rather as a process, one
of establishing and pursuing public goals, then it is clear that, despite their dif-
ferences, the Americans, Mexicans, and independent Indians in this story were
all engaged in political endeavors."

Understanding the interplay of those endeavors is a central goal of this book.
My aim is not to argue for the incidental significance of Indian activities to
Mexico and the United States, but to demonstrate that Mexican, American,
and indigenous politics came together in a forgotten nexus that reshaped North
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American boundaries for all of its peoples. The trouble is that historians know
much less about the workings of native politics in the 1830s and 1840s than they
do about political maneuvers in Mexico and the United States, where editors,
diplomats, representatives, and administration ofhcials wrote about the nature
and significance of northern Mexico’s security crisis. The vast majority of sources
from the period were written by Mexicans, Texans, and Americans who had little
insight into the dynamics of native political cultures. But, when used carefully,
the written evidence can reveal a great deal about what native peoples did. Once
enough evidence has been gathered about actions, it is then possible to turn to
other, more intimate sources to try to explain them.

This method of getting at politics through actions requires too narrow a lens to
allow an investigation of all of northern Mexico’s many indigenous protagonists.
For that reason, I have narrowed my analysis of native politics to a loose coali-
tion of peoples on the plains: Kiowas, Kiowa Apaches, and, especially, Coman-
ches. Men from these societies raided across all or part of eight Mexican states,
becoming by the 1840s the archetypal bdrbaros in the minds of Mexican and
American observers alike.* More important, from the historian’s perspective,
Plains Indians generated an enormous amount of anxiety and hence an enor-
mous amount of documentation throughout the Mexican north. Long ignored,
the Mexican source material on raids by Comanches and their allies has recently
drawn the attention of careful scholars, most from Mexico, who have begun trac-
ing out local and regional consequences of raiding in close detail

[ have integrated and extended this innovative work in an attempt to recon-
struct the broader history of what southern plains Indians did in northern Mexico
during the 1830s and 1840s. Sometimes Comanches and their allies engaged
Mexicans in huge, pitched battles. But often encounters were small and quick.
Collectively, these interactions generated thousands of documents, mostly cor-
respondence between local and state officials describing in spare language sight-
ings of or hostilities with raiders. I have extracted data from northern Mexican
newspapers and archival materials as well as from the scholarship of Mexican
and American researchers to assemble a quantitative picture of the larger war.

While the Mexican materials indicate what happened, they say little about
why or how Comanches and Kiowas did the things they did. I address the dual
questions of motivations and politics by combining the quantitative data from
northern Mexico with other, more qualitative sources produced north of the
Rio Grande. Mexican ofhicials during these years usually wrote about southern
plains Indians at war, but the traders, agents, army officers, Texan officials, diplo-
mats, and travelers who met with them in peace tended to offer more revealing
insights into the workings of their communities. I have also relied upon cap-
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tivity narratives, several remarkable descriptions of Comanches written during
the late 1820s, a few invaluable native sources, and important ethnographic ma-
terial gathered among Comanches and Kiowas in later years. These materials
have helped me make sense of the striking patterns visible in the Mexican data
and to reconstruct a far richer picture than either type of source could reveal on
its own.

The result of the larger exercise, of following a single drama across geopolitical
boundaries and across the intellectual boundaries separating American, Mexi-
can, and Indian histories, implicates all three peoples in the midcentury transfor-
mation of the continent. Including Texas, the United States wrested away more
than one-half of Mexico’s territory in the 1840s. The war with Mexico helped
make the United States a world power, made possible the eventual American
dominance of the Pacific basin, and, through the immense and varied resources
of the conquered territory, would contribute in perpetuity to the prosperity and
might of the United States. Critics from the period would have added that the
war poisoned the nation’s republican soul and fixed it on a path of insatiable
economic imperialism. “Contemplating this future,” one contemporary critic of
Manifest Destiny predicted, “we behold all seas covered by our fleets; our garri-
sons hold the most important stations of commerce; an immense standing army
maintains our possessions; our traders have become the richest, our demagogues
the most powerful, and our people the most corrupt and flexible in the world.”
Now as then such judgments depend on one’s politics, but it is objectively the
case that America’s feast upon Mexican land in 1848 helped bring about the
redemptive cataclysm of the Civil War thirteen years later

The consequences for Mexico were equally momentous, though more dif-
ficult to talk about. The war produced an immediate and lasting psychologi-
cal shock, as every new map testified to a great failure of the Mexican national
project. Eventually the trauma of the war would help forge a newly coherent
nationalism in Mexico, an energized sense of collective purpose. But in the
short and medium term the conflict only contributed to troubles that fed de-
cades more instability and serial crisis. And whatever the odd blessings of loss
for Mexico’s national identity, they are poor consolation for the incalculable ad-
vantages that its citizens could eventually have wrung from their far north had it
not become the American southwest. It is in fact nearly impossible to speculate
about what Mexico would be like had it not lost half its territory because the
exercise quickly produces too many what ifs to sort through. However dense the
tangle of historical possibilities, the indisputable fact that Mexico would have
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been quite different is annually attested to by the great numbers of Mexicans
who are literally dying to get to this place that was once their patrimony.

The native peoples who lived in the territories that the United States and
Mexico warred over eventually had their own lives transformed by the outcome
of that war. Comanches, Navajos, Apaches, and others who enjoyed dominion
over millions of acres of land before the American invasion would, within a few
decades of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, be living impoverished, bounded
lives on policed reservations. In their raids of the 1830s and 1840s, Indians helped
conjure up this transformation. By shattering northern Mexico’s economy, de-
populating its countryside, and opening up great wounds in Mexico’s body poli-
tic, by giving Americans more reasons to despise Mexicans and be contemp-
tuous of their claim to North America, by indirectly facilitating the conquest
and occupation of the Mexican north in 1846 and 1847, and by creating for the
invaders a noble cause in which to dress their territorial ambition, indigenous
peoples were indispensable in the reshaping of the continent.

This is a shared story. This is American history, Mexican history, and Indian
history. To stress that point and to set the stage for the unfamiliar, I begin on the
outside looking in—with the ambitions and anxieties of empires and nation-
states, with a hopeful meeting, and with a proposition.



This page intentional ly left blank



Prologue

EASY STORIES

Aaron Burr helped kindle Andrew Jackson’s enduring interests in wine and
Texas. In 1805, a year after killing Alexander Hamilton in their infamous duel
and just months after ending his term as Thomas Jefferson’s vice president, Burr
traveled to Nashville, Tennessee, seeking support fora conspiracy to wrest Florida
and Texas from Spain. Westerners liked Burr. He had championed Tennessee’s
statehood, and, insofar as Hamilton had supposedly promoted eastern aristo-
crats over western farmers, the blood on Burr’s hands only greased his entry
into Nashville society. He lodged with Jackson and his beloved wife, Rachael,
and extended sly feelers in search of men, material, and money for his grand
but shifting plans against the Spanish. Andrew Jackson knew Burr from Wash-
ington and had been introduced to the civilizing charms of fine wine at one of
Burr’s parties. He reveled in having such an esteemed and cultivated guest and
became accomplice to Burr’s scheme, identifying recruits and securing supplies.
But he distanced himself from the conspiracy shortly before it collapsed, aborted
by rumors that the former vice president had treasonously planned to seize New
Orleans as well as Spanish territories. Still, Jackson never lost his taste for good
wine. In later years his Tennessee mansion, the Hermitage, became known as
“the wine center of the west,” and, after his presidential election in 1828, Jackson
built a wine cellar underneath the state dining room in the White House*

Jackson never lost his interest in Texas either, and one wonders whether he
had wine on hand on August 13, 1829, when he summoned Secretary of State
Martin Van Buren and Anthony Butler to his office to help him buy Texas from
Mexico. Years before in Tennessee, Jackson had become guardian to Butler and
his siblings after their father’s death. Now grown, the ward shared with his old
patron a passion about western land and a settled contempt for the “Spaniards”
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who for so long had stopped American citizens from getting at it. At a time when
few in Washington knew anything about Texas, Butler represented expert opin-
ion at the meeting. The trio set to work talking about what they wanted from
Mexico, why they wanted it, and how they were going to get it. Or, rather, get it
back.?

MORE THAN TWENTY FLORIDAS: THE ALLURE OF TEXAS

Like many westerners, Jackson maintained that the United States had a long-
standing claim on Texas. In 1685, the French explorer René-Robert Cavelier,
Sieur de La Salle had shipwrecked on the Texas coast and thrown up a few ram-
shackle buildings before being murdered by his starving men. It was anxiety over
La Salle’s presence that had prompted Spain to establish missions and settle-
ments in Texas in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, and by
the time Jackson convened his meeting some of the missions and settlements
were more than a century old. Still, like Jefferson before him, Jackson insisted
that La Salle gave primacy to France’s claim and that the United States had ac-
quired that claim through the Louisiana Purchase. Spain thought this argument
absurd, but the U.S. government clung to it until signing the Adams-Onis Treaty
in 1819. John Quincy Adams had negotiated the agreement in his capacity as
James Monroe’s secretary of state and considered the treaty a triumph because
it secured U.S. sovereignty over the Southeast, extinguished Spain’s lingering
claims to the Missouri country, and finally gave the United States unquestioned
overland access to the Pacific?

Andrew “Old Hickory” Jackson initially approved of the treaty, unsurprisingly,
since he had done more than anyone else to pave its way. Even before the fiasco
with Burr, Jackson had dreamed of obtaining for the United States all of Spanish
Florida (divided into East and West Florida, roughly present-day Florida state
and coastal Alabama, respectively) and driving the “dons” out of the Southeast
forever. During the War of 1812 the United States obtained de facto control of
West Florida, but Jackson was forbidden from pushing east. As more and more
Seminoles, free blacks, and runaway slaves converged there after the war, Jack-
son insisted that these confederated threats could be vanquished only if the ter-
ritory belonged to the United States. This argument gained traction with the
inauguration of the first Seminole War in 1817, when American militia destroyed
an Indian town north of the Florida border and Seminoles responded by killing
a boatful of Americans on the Apalachicola River. Secretary of War John C.
Calhoun put Jackson in command of U.S. forces, and Jackson entered the field
determined to seize Florida. “The Spanish government is bound by treaty to
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keep her Indians at peace with us,” he reasoned. “They have acknowledged their
incompetency to do this, and are consequently bound, by the law of nations, to
yield us all facilities to reduce them.” Jackson’s forces moved through Florida de-
stroying Seminole towns, capturing and killing Hillis Hadjo and other prominent
Creek leaders, and then evicting Spanish authorities from their fort at Pensacola.
Spain was outraged, naturally, and critics in Washington denounced Jackson as
a would-be despot. The hero defended himself by invoking butchered frontier
women and babies whose “cradles [were] stained with the blood of innocence.”
Minus the hyperbole, Adams embraced Jackson’s logic about rampaging Indians
and the right of self-defense to persuade his counterpart Onis to sign the trans-
continental treaty.*

So in securing Florida the Adams-Onis Treaty achieved one of Jackson’s main
goals. Before long, however, Old Hickory joined Thomas Hart Benton, Henry
Clay, and others who denounced Adams for surrendering Texas. These critics
bemoaned the loss of a region where a single league of land was supposedly “of
more value to the U. States . . . than the whole territory west of the Rocky Moun-
tains,” an ideal region for producing export commodities such as sugar and cof-
fee, a place “worth more than twenty Floridas.” As the language suggests, Ameri-
can advocates of “regaining” Texas had optimistic and rather narrow ideas about
what and where Texas was. Jackson’s Texas was what today would be thought of
as east Texas, part of the Mississippi drainage and an ecological extension of the
American Southeast. The president therefore wanted to “regain the Territory as
far south and west as the great Desert.” Butler concurred, observing that as it ran
through a desert, the Nueces River would be the ideal southern U.S.-Mexico
border’

The Jackson administration’s desire for east Texas was motivated by a set of
interlocked concerns that all harmonized with a coherent national project. Most
broadly, Jackson saw himself as champion of the common man. He believed that
the federal government’s first obligation was to expand opportunities for white
Americans to improve their situation in life, most especially through owning and
developing land. Acquiring Texas would obviously advance that aim. Second,
Jackson wanted Texas for reasons of security. Like many public men, he con-
tinued to see Europe, especially England, as a threat to the United States and
viewed Mexican Texas as a point of insecurity from which an enemy, perhaps
allied with Indians, could menace the Mississippi Valley. Moreover, the absence
of a natural boundary between Mexico and the United States, of the kind Butler
recognized in the desert surrounding the Nueces, would sooner or later bring
the two republics into disagreement. According to this logic, the United States
needed Texas to ensure future harmony with Mexico.®
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Jackson’s third rationale for acquiring Texas had to do with his convictions
about who did and did not belong in the republic. Most Indians did not belong,
as far as Jackson was concerned, and the tens of thousands still residing east of
the Mississippi would need somewhere to go. The president himself had inspired
previous Indian exoduses when he and his men crushed the Red Stick Creeks at
the Battle of Horseshoe Bend in 1814 and afterward forced Creeks to surrender
half of their territory. Later campaigns against Seminoles and coercive treaties
with native peoples throughout eastern North America convinced thousands
to abandon their homes for good. By the 1820s, large numbers of Shawnees,
Delawares, Kickapoos, Creeks, Cherokees, Choctaws, and Chickasaws had re-
located west of the Mississippi. Some had even immigrated to Spanish and then
Mexican Texas. In 1825, with “voluntary” removal proceeding apace, the federal
government formally established Indian Territory where refugees from the East
would supposedly enjoy permanent sanctuary from the insatiable American
appetite for land.”

Several months into his first term as president, Jackson knew that removal
had run into problems. Relocated families had become embroiled in conflicts
with western Indians, with Osages and Pawnees from the prairies and, increas-
ingly, with Wichitas from the southern plains. Jackson had reason to intervene
because negative reports from Indian Territory would likely dissuade other Indi-
ans from moving west. Indeed, the bilingual newspaper the Cherokee Phoenix,
whose editors opposed voluntary removal, ran excited reports of attacks by sav-
age Plains Indians precisely to discourage more Cherokees from migrating. With
comprehensive removal in the works (Jackson would set the Indian Removal
Bill before Congress in December), the acquisition of Texas could help solve
two problems. The purchase might include some marginal lands suitable for
native emigrants. More important, if the United States possessed Texas it could
more effectively manage conflicts between western and immigrating Indians®

If Texas figured into Jackson’s vision of how to keep the wrong people out of
the republic, it also had something to do with keeping the right people in. In
1821, just months before losing their continental possessions to Latin American
independence, Spanish officials had approved a request by Moses Austin of Mis-
souri to relocate three hundred norteamericano families to Texas. Authorities in
newly independent Mexico extended the offer to Austin’s son Stephen follow-
ing his father’s death. Austin and many other early immigrants sought to maxi-
mize their advantages in Texas by nominally becoming Catholic, learning Span-
ish, and embracing Mexican citizenship. What began as a trickle had become
a deluge by Jackson’s presidency, and it is easy to see why. During the 1820s it
could have been said that Mexican Texas was more Jacksonian in the opportuni-
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ties it offered ambitious men than the United States. Above all, Mexican Texas
offered cheap land. Coahuila y Texas’s colonization law of 1825 (the two prov-
inces were fused into one state in 1824) provided immigrant families with nearly
4,500 acres of grazing land and 177 acres of farmland, all for nominal fees and
no payments for four years. Moreover, the financial panic of 1819 had ruined
families throughout the western United States, and Texas offered a haven from
steadily increasing taxes, rapacious bankers, and debtors’ prisons.’

Jackson surely knew this. And yet soon after taking office (presumably before
his meeting with Butler and Van Buren), the president scribbled a note in his
personal memorandum book that “early attention” needed to be given to alter-
ing the unsatisfactory boundary line between the United States and Mexico,
“as by it part of our citizens are thrown into the province of Texas.” The lan-
guage here is instructive. Even in a note to himself he insisted on the fiction
that English speakers in Texas were loyal Americans overtaken by events rather
than enthusiastic émigrés seeking a better life under a different flag. In fact, just
months after Jackson’s meeting, Austin expressed his view that annexation to the
United States would be “the greatest misfortune that could befall Texas at this
moment.” Still, requited or no, Jackson wanted Austin and the other émigrés
back.'

By regaining Texas, therefore, the president thought he could expand the area
of opportunity for white men, inoculate the United States against the intrigues
of the British and future conflicts with Mexico, advance his project of excluding
Indians from the republic, and redeem good Americans languishing under alien
government. The remaining question was how to convince Mexico to sell.

I SCARCELY EVER KNEW A SPANIARD:
JACKSONIAN CONFIDENCE

Van Buren and Butler helped Jackson settle on a set of complementary strate-
gies to play on Mexico’s anxieties, exploit its problems, and bribe its leaders. In
an unofhcial, solicitous way, the American negotiator was to point out the inevi-
tability of colonial insurrection in Texas. In fact, American colonists had already
attempted rebellion in late 1826, when an ineffectual and disgruntled empresa-
rio (colonization agent) named Hayden Edwards reacted to the cancellation of
his grant by rechristening most of Texas the independent Republic of Fredonia.
Edwards enlisted a prominent mixed-blood Cherokee trader and promised that
masses of discontented American and Cherokee immigrants would “make this
government shake to its centre.” Bold talk, but in truth neither man enjoyed
their peoples’ support. Austin denounced Edwards’s scheme and his “unnatural
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and bloody alliance with Indians,” and the movement collapsed in early 1827, as
soon as Mexican forces arrived on the scene. Fredonia had been desperate, even
comic, but, with the American colonial population surging, Jackson could argue
that a more serious rebellion was only a matter of time. Prompt sale would res-
cue Mexico from this fate, along with the complications rebellion would natu-
rally create for U.S.—Mexico relations™

Moreover, Jackson and his collaborators knew that Mexico was at that moment
under attack from a Spanish force intent on reconquering its former colony. Still
refusing to recognize Mexican independence and possessed of the curious if not
uncommon idea that they would be greeted as liberators, Spanish authorities
had landed thirty-five hundred men near the port of Tampico at the end of
July. At the time of Jackson’s Texas meeting the outcome of their campaign was
unknown. So, in a novel interpretation of his responsibilities under the Monroe
Doctrine, Jackson reasoned that the threat ought to make Mexico welcome a
quick infusion of dollars from the sale of Texas."?

Finally, if impending rebellion or national emergency would not motivate
a sale, personal remuneration might. Jackson cast his thoughts back to his days
dealing with the Spanish in Florida. “I scarcely ever knew a Spaniard who was
not the slave of avarice,” he later wrote Butler, “and it is not improbable that
this weakness may be worth a good deal to us, in this case.” Though the presi-
dent and his supporters would later express shock at accusations of improper
conduct, Butler sensibly took this note as instruction to bribe Mexican ofhicials
and, inspired, scrawled across the back of the letter, “Gen. Jackson —remarkable
communication.””

After the session adjourned and Jackson had dismissed his two confidants,
it fell to Secretary Van Buren to craft a letter of instruction to the U.S. minis-
ter in Mexico, Joel Poinsett. As he did so, he added an argument that seems
to have received slight attention at the meeting: that if the United States pos-
sessed Texas, it could do Mexico the favor of subduing the Comanches. This
was not a new strategy. Four years earlier, when President John Quincy Adams
had attempted to buy Texas, his secretary of state, Henry Clay, hastily made the
same argument. Van Buren’s version had more color, thanks to a letter he had
recently received from Poinsett. It included parts of a report that a prominent
general had written for authorities in Mexico City concerning the dismal con-
dition of Texas’s defenses. Van Buren worked the general’s anxieties into the
instructions he sent Poinsett in late August. “The Comanche Indians,” the sec-
retary noted, “a numerous and daring tribe, have, for years, been a scourge to
Texas. They have, more than once, swept every article of livestock from their
owners, and killed the inhabitants of San Antonio, on the commons, in front of
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the public square.” Such threats had forced Mexico to maintain an expensive
but ultimately ineffective military presence in the region. “It is said that the
soldiers are insulted by the savages at the muzzles of their guns; and that, when
complaints are made, the officers frankly acknowledge their inability to give re-
dress.” The secretary asserted that Indians had long since stopped attacking the
American newcomers in Texas because, unlike Mexicans, Americans invariably
punished Indian raiders. Indeed, local Mexicans had grown jealous, imagining
that the peace Americans enjoy, peace “attributable solely to that hardihood,
courage, and enterprize which distinguish our border men, arises from a sinister
understanding with the Indians.” By relinquishing Texas, he concluded, Mexi-
cans would not only be relieved of these misunderstandings and a costly, inter-
minable military obligation, “but will secure protection to their own territory, by
interposing the United States between the Indians and their eastern frontier.”**

The secretary’s confidence came easy. Born just months after his country
achieved independence from Great Britain, Van Buren came of age watching
(from afar) as the United States vanquished and displaced native peoples across
half a continent. This outcome may have seemed steady and inevitable looking
backward from 1829, with America’s greatest Indian fighter in the White House
crafting a comprehensive removal plan. Success is easily read into the past. In
fact, as a child, Van Buren would have heard of great calamities in his coun-
try’s Indian wars. When he was seven, Miamis and Shawnees forced Brigadier
General Josiah Harmar into a humiliating retreat from the Forks of the Mau-
mee in Northwest Territory. A year later the brilliant Miami leader Little Turtle
killed at least six hundred American soldiers under Major General Arthur St.
Clair, losing only twenty-one of his own men. In 1794 American forces finally
gained a narrow victory over the region’s Indians at the Battle of Fallen Timbers
(in present-day Ohio) and in so doing appropriated much of the Northwest for
American settlement.”

But at the same time Americans in Tennessee and Kentucky, embroiled in
bloody feuds with southeastern Indians, denounced the federal government for
its inability or unwillingness to save them from savages. Indeed, Washington’s
failure to protect southerners as they encroached on Indian lands encouraged
many southern men to talk incautiously about leaving the Union and courting
Spain or England instead. “This Country is Declining [fast],” went a typical
complaint in 1794, “and unless Congress lends us more am|ple] protection this
Country will have at length [to break] or seek a protection from some other
Source than the present.” This from an ambitious and impatient young lawyer
named Andrew Jackson !¢

Even in the War of 1812, the conflict that turned Jackson from a courtly fron-
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tier tough with uncertain loyalties into the towering patriot of his age and that
supposedly placed the seal on American triumph and native defeat—even here
contingencies and narrow victories betrayed the fragility of American dominion
over native peoples. Early in the war, militia leaders from Tennessee, Alabama,
and Mississippi waged successtul campaigns against the towns of the Red Stick
Creeks but by the end of 1813 began to be abandoned by their men. Hungry,
weary, concerned about their families and interests, and convinced they had
fulfilled their duty, southern militiamen deserted in droves. By early January,
an apoplectic Jackson sat in Fort Strother with fewer than 150 men to complain
to. Had the Red Sticks seized the moment, Andrew Jackson would have been
little more than a footnote in Tennessee’s history. More broadly, had events in
Europe not dissuaded Spain and England from doing more to support their
native allies in the South and the North, Hillis Hadjo, Tecumseh, and Tens-
kwatawa might have sustained their movements and defended their rights to
land and autonomy. Such a victory, even a temporary one, could have fractured
the Union and revived European power in the continent by convincing frontier
Americans, especially in the South, that the hapless U.S. government could not
defend their interests and that they did indeed need to seek protection “from
some other Source than the present.””

In other words, had Van Buren reflected on his own country’s fragile, lurching
struggle against Indians in the first decades after independence, he might have
managed some sympathy for Mexico and its troubles with Comanches. After all,
Mexico had been independent for all of eight years when the secretary sat down
to write his letter. Eight years after America won independence Little Turtle was
slaughtering U.S. soldiers in heaps and turning Washington’s cheeks red with
rage. But as he bent to his task Van Buren had less use for the road his republic
had traveled than for the destination it had reached. What mattered was that
Jackson did get his reinforcements in 1814 and that he took them to Horseshoe
Bend, where he famously “glutted” his vengeance by killing perhaps 850 Indi-
ans. His soldiers helped keep count by slicing off the noses of the dead. British
forces failed their native allies on the battlefield in the North, and Kentucky
militia shot Tecumseh and left his body to trophy seekers who tore strips from
his “yellow hide” to use as souvenirs and razor strops.®

Whatever the war’s ambiguous international consequences, Van Buren and
other like-minded Americans could henceforth rest easy in the knowledge that
prior frontier humiliations had been anomalies; that the native peoples of east-
ern North America were “their Indians” to do with as they would. In the years
after the War of 1812, this meant negotiating more and more treaties for land and
convincing more and more Indians to move west—activities in which Jackson
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and his allies assumed leading roles. “Once a formidable and terrible enemy,”
the famed explorer William Clark observed in 1825, Indians in the East had
seen their power broken, “their warlike spirit subdued, and themselves sunk into
objects of pity and commiseration.” By the time Jackson occupied the White
House, these outcomes seemed inevitable to many Americans. In his lifetime
Van Buren had seen his countrymen defeat and dispossess the most powerful
native peoples in eastern North America. Why should Comanches be any differ-

ent??

IMAGINARY DOMINIONS: THE LATE BOURBON INSIGHT

Van Buren knew little about Texas, less about Mexicans, and nothing about
Comanches. He was groping. But when he linked his republic’s territorial de-
signs to northern Mexico’s troubles with independent Indians, he hit a nerve.
For more than two centuries, the administrators of New Spain had endured con-
siderable distraction, cost, and embarrassment as they sought to protect scattered
northern enclaves amid a host of unconquerable Indians. The predicament the
secretary sought to exploit had been long in the making.

Throughout the Americas, European powers relied on the private ambitions
of their subjects to extend empires. In this way Spanish power leapt north from
the shattered capital of the Aztecs to dominate and often enslave Indians, open
silver mines, and found cities farther and farther away. Silver translated into
investment, ranches, slavers, armies, and a sustained will for war—things that,
combined with unceasing epidemics, wrecked many native societies and forced
others into a wary “colonial pact.” Over the decades and centuries of colonial
rule northern New Spain underwent a profound transformation as peoples in-
digenous to the area declined, fled, submitted, or assimilated, and newcomers
moved in. Critically, the crown convinced thousands of Indians from central
Mexico to move north to new mines, ranches, and towns. These Tlaxcalans,
Tarascans, Otomis, and others were joined by growing populations of Spanish
descent, enslaved and free Africans, and other migrants of mixed heritage. As
a result, the provinces of Sonora, Nueva Vizcaya (including the present-day
state of Durango, most of Chihuahua, and part of Coahuila), Nuevo Ledn,
and Nuevo Santander (present-day Tamaulipas) developed quickly. They also
had remarkably diverse populations. Across most of this huge region peoples of
mixed Indian/African and Indian/European descent predominated by the late
colonial period, followed by Indians indigenous to the region, native peoples
from elsewhere in Mexico, “full-blood” Spaniards, and relatively small numbers
of Africans. The conquest of indigenous populations, the development of the
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mining and ranching economy, and the rise of such a mixed regional society all
testified to Spain’s capacity to transform the New World ?°

When the crown pushed far north of the mining frontier, however, into what
is today the American Southwest, it discovered places that broke European am-
bitions. To the northwest Spaniards found deserts and dry, dificult mountains,
to the northeast an eternity of grass, and in both directions mobile indigenous
peoples who used the arid land and eventually Spanish horses to extraordinary
tactical advantage. Spain managed to colonize the sedentary Pueblo villages on
the upper Rio Grande and to establish missions and even modest civilian settle-
ments in Texas and, less so, in present-day Arizona. These remained islands of
royal power, disconnected from each other and encompassed by dangers. Ag-
grieved by Spanish slave raids, alienated from their customary trade with the
now-colonized and diminishing Pueblos, and empowered by Spanish horses
and occasionally firearms, the mobile Athapaskans, whom Spaniards came to
call Apaches and “Apaches del Navahu” (Navajos), became skilled raiders and
helped to confine Spanish power. Lacking huge native populations to exploit
and significant exportable resources to excite and sustain individual aspirations
and investment, the vast majority of the territory Spain claimed in the far north
would remain immune from European conquest.*

Spain’s frustrations in the far north were not simply a matter of imperial ex-
haustion or preoccupation with other realms. Even in the inordinately confi-
dent atmosphere of 1820s United States, imaginations staggered and ambitions
shrank before the arid west. Americans moving beyond the Appalachians had
long used trees to gauge the agricultural possibilities inherent in any new land-
scape, so it is little wonder they responded to the Great Plains with such pessi-
mistic awe. In 1810, the publication of Zebulon Montgomery Pike’s report of
his trek across northern New Spain advertised the region as rich in commercial
possibilities but utterly unsuited to agriculture and hence unsuited to American
life. This was supposed to be a good thing. For Pike, this dry, alien, nearly tree-
less expanse would ensure “a continuation of the Union” by preventing a fatal
overextension of the United States. Stephen H. Long, who explored parts of the
Trans-Mississippi West in 1818-19, thought much the same and dubbed the re-
gion “the Great American Desert.” Authors high and low, including such lumi-
naries as James Fenimore Cooper and Washington Irving, concurred. Jackson’s
desire for the relatively well-watered east Texas resonated with their views. Well
into the nineteenth century, most Americans thought it probably impossible and
certainly undesirable for their country to expand into the arid west.*?

In this light, New Spain’s limited accomplishments in its own arid north seem
impressive, even audacious. But these accomplishments were fueled more by
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anxiety than by ambition. The crown submitted to the expense and the indig-
nity of maintaining unprofitable settlements amid people it could not control
because it feared other states. Though specific anxieties changed over time, the
perennial worry was that another empire would align with independent Indians,
move through northern New Spain, and seize what mattered most in Mexico,
the silver mines in places like Zacatecas and Chihuahua. France was first to set
off alarms, as its agents made alliances with native peoples throughout much of
the Mississippi Valley in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries.
Realists in the Spanish administration had wanted to abandon the useless and
troublesome colony of New Mexico for good after Pueblo Indians orchestrated
a devastating rebellion in 1680, killing hundreds of Spaniards and driving sur-
vivors out of the region. But news of French activities west of the Mississippi
worried enough Spaniards that their European enemies planned to “settle as far
as New Mexico and make themselves Lords of many Kingdoms and Provinces.”
Preventing these imagined landgrabs justified a permanent royal commitment
in New Mexico, and La Salle’s mishap activated the same thinking in regard to
Texas?

Once Spaniards returned to the upper Rio Grande in the early 16gos, they soon
learned that their colonial endeavor was indirectly transforming native commu-
nities throughout western North America. In the summer of 1706, Pueblos and
Apaches complained to Spanish officials that their people had endured devastat-
ing attacks from new mounted warriors they called Comanches, a term probably
deriving from the Ute word komdntica (meaning “enemy” or, literally, “anyone
who wants to fight me all the time”). They called themselves Namunus, the
people. Originally Northern Shoshones living in small kin groups in the Great
Basin, the people embarked on an economic and cultural revolution once they
obtained horses. Emerging onto the plains, Comanches displaced horticultural
Apaches from the Arkansas Valley and soon began probing bison-rich grasslands
below that river. Comanches forged partnerships with allied tribes collectively
known as the Wichitas. Wichitas were farmer-hunters who occupied a strategic
position on the Red River between French traders in Louisiana and Indians on
the plains. Armed with French guns, Comanches and their Wichita allies spent
the next decades forcing most Apaches out of the hunting grounds on the plains
and onto the margins of the Rio Grande, where the refugees increasingly stole
Spanish animals to survive. Meanwhile, Spain’s inconsistent policies, under-
funded military, and, not least, the slaving, thefts, and aggression that its sub-
jects directed against Indians led to mounting conflicts. By the 1760s Spanish
authorities found themselves submerged in ruinous wars with Comanches and
Apaches alike**
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All sides suffered. In just six years, between 1771 and 1776, Spanish authorities
calculated that in the province of Nueva Vizcaya Apaches killed 1,674 people,
took 154 captives, seized more than 66,000 head of cattle, and forced the aban-
donment of more than a hundred ranches and haciendas. Between 1767 and
1777, Pedro Fermin de Mendinueta, the governor of New Mexico, recorded 106
attacks by Comanches, 77 by Apaches, and 12 by Navajos. Together these raids
resulted in the captivity of 94 Spaniards and Pueblo Indians and the deaths of
382 others. Raiders stole so many horses that too few remained to effect pursuit.
Maps from the time show abandoned settlements throughout the upper Rio
Grande. Casualties among independent Indians are harder to estimate, though
Mendinueta claimed to have killed hundreds of Comanche men and to have
sold into slavery over 100 Comanche women and children. Everyone in the re-
gion had cause to seek peace”

Mounting losses contributed to shifts in Spanish policy. Spain’s energetic King
Carlos III (1759-88) took a keen interest in his American possessions, under-
stood the connection between frontier security and interimperial rivalry, and,
as early as the 1760s, had empowered several able subordinates to be creative in
an attempt to end the Indian wars. One of these, the Marqués de Rubi, traveled
overland seventy-five hundred miles visiting nearly the whole of New Spain’s
northern frontier. This tour convinced Rubi that the crown had wasted its finite
resources trying to exert power over “imaginary” dominions in the north, those
places claimed by Spain but controlled by Indians. The marqués suggested mea-
sures to better defend New Spain’s real dominions, and ofhicials experimented
with and refined Rubi’s suggestions over the next two decades. Critically, new
regulations centralized military command and institutionalized coordination
of resources and policies throughout northern New Spain. Just as important,
this centralized command began adopting more flexible policies inspired by the
French—policies stressing trade over war and deception over confrontation. At
the close of the Seven Years” War, Spain took possession of Louisiana west of the
Mississippi from France. It did so lest the English have it and because it wanted
an unambiguous boundary—the Mississippi—to keep off Anglo-American en-
croachments and minimize the possibility of a future war with England. The
transter gave Spanish administrators an intimate look at how the French had
been interacting with native peoples in North America and inspired a new gen-
eration of administrators to shift course.?®

The French influence found its most important expression in 1786, with the
publication of the Instructions for Governing the Interior Provinces of New Spain,
by Viceroy Bernardo de Gdlvez. A former governor of Louisiana and a man with
experience fighting Apaches at the frontier, Gilvez ordered that Indians be
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courted through gifts, diplomacy, and trade: “It is my intention to establish with
the Indians a commerce which will attract them to us, which will interest them,
and which in time will put them under our dependency.” On the other hand, the
viceroy instructed frontier officials to continue waging war against those who re-
fused entreaties and in doing so to side with certain native communities against
others: “I am certain that the vanquishment of the heathen consists in obliging
them to destroy one another” Once intransigents sought a respite from attacks,
they were to be forgiven and made dependent through gifts, for example, low-
quality firearms in hopes that skills with bow and arrow would diminish and that
want of ammunition and repairs would keep Indians tractable.?”

The viceroy’s reforms were well timed because far to the north Comanches
had been rethinking their positions as well. In 1779, Governor Mendinueta’s
able successor Juan Bautista de Anza led an attack that killed the feared Coman-
che leader Cuerno Verde, organizer of numerous deadly assaults on New
Mexico. Cuerno Verde had championed continued war with the Spanish, and
his death presented an opportunity for Comanches with different views. A year
later smallpox killed one-fifth or even a quarter of New Mexico’s population
and took a grave toll on Comanches as well. Considering their losses from the
epidemic and the war as well as the potential diplomatic and economic benefits
of a Spanish alliance, proponents of peace began to push the case. They took the
extraordinary step of calling a huge, multidivisional meeting and electing one of
their leaders, Ecueracapa, to represent Comanches in peace talks with Gover-
nor Anza. The two signed a peace treaty in 1786. Comanches in the east signed
a similar treaty in San Antonio, though the peace would never be as firm with
Texas as with New Mexico. Spanish authorities tried to police trading to ensure
that Comanche families were treated fairly and respectfully when they came
into towns. Anza and his counterpart in Texas also honored Comanche leaders
with gifts, including imported cloth, blankets, clothes, colored capes, medal-
lions, hats, cigars, metal tools, pipes, candles, sugar, and gear for horses. Such
presents were indispensable for forging and maintaining diplomatic and per-
sonal relationships between Indians and non-Indians. Just as important, regular
gifts provided Comanche leaders with crucial resources that they in turn would
redistribute to their kin and followers.?®

For their part, Comanches agreed to help Spaniards destroy Apaches. This
was hardly a concession, as it furthered the long-term project of driving Apaches
from the plains and thereby monopolizing access to bison and to markets in
New Mexico and Texas. Together the allies managed to coerce Navajos into
joining their new coalition, and then all three groups launched unforgiving cam-
paigns against Apaches. By the 179os, desperate Apache families began seeking
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asylum at Spanish peace establishments, where military authorities promised
to feed and protect them if they foreswore raiding. Many stayed away but re-
mained relatively quiet and obtained rations indirectly from relatives. Raiding
never ceased entirely anywhere in the north, but thefts became far rarer than
they had been and kidnappings and killings rarer still. In the 1780s, then, New
Mexico and Texas entered a new era of security, growth, and prosperity. The
same was true for provinces further south by the 179os. None of this would have
happened without Comanche leaders such as Ecueracapa who saw more advan-
tage in peace with New Spain than in war. Prominent Comanches expended
considerable energy over the coming decades to police the relationship, restrain
their young men, and smooth over the inevitable disagreements.*’

But the enduring peace also represented a triumph for New Spain’s adminis-
trators. By financing frontier defense and infrastructure, by thinking creatively
and flexibly, by centralizing command, and by acting respectfully toward native
allies and treating them as sovereign peoples, they left the frontier in remarkable
shape on the eve of the nineteenth century. These administrative accomplish-
ments all emerged from an insight that Carlos III realized more keenly than
other Spanish monarchs. In a world of competitive states and shifting bound-
aries, New Spain’s security depended upon the security of the thinly populated
northern frontier; and the security of the frontier hinged on good relations with
the real masters of that vast, difficult realm —Apaches, Navajos, Wichitas, and,
especially, Comanches. In North America, interimperial rivalries were inextri-
cably bound up in relations with independent Indians.*

Spain would be reminded of this logic as its fortunes changed in the early
nineteenth century. When Carlos III died, his weak son Carlos IV took the
throne and soon came under the spell of audacious but inept advisors. Spain
started and quickly lost an ill-conceived war against Republican France and,
in defeat, had to abandon an alliance with England. England’s navy responded
by cutting Spain oft from its American markets. In 1800, with Spain’s economy
in shambles, Carlos IV bowed to pressure from Napoleon Bonaparte to return
Louisiana to France—on the condition that Napoleon would never sell it to
the Americans. Four years later, he did precisely that. Jefferson’s administration
immediately launched its belligerent campaign to see Texas included in the pur-
chase, and U.S. and Spanish forces nearly came to blows on the Texas-Louisiana
border*!

In 1805, in the midst of these tensions, General James Wilkinson warned
the American secretary of war that the United States would have to consider
Comanches in its calculations regarding Texas. Wilkinson was many things—
the ranking general in the west, a double agent for the Spanish crown, partner
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to Aaron Burr, and the man who finally betrayed Burr to Jefferson —all of which
meant he knew much that other Americans did not. He considered Comanches,
with whom he had traded horses in Texas, “the most powerful nation of savages
on this continent.” The general insisted that it was “in their power to impede our
march to New Mexico, should such movement ever become necessary.” Wilkin-
son likened the current standoff with Spain over Texas to the standoff with En-
gland over the Ohio Valley, where mighty native peoples controlled strategic ter-
ritory between the two powers. From his perch in Louisiana, he doubted that the
United States could take Texas as it had the Ohio country: “The Theatre before
us is much more extensive—we are here feeble and far removed from substan-
tial succor—The Savages are as ten to one—They are known to the Spaniards
and unknown to us—and their Habits of Life [their nomadism], put it out of our
Power to destress or destroy them.”*

This was sound counsel. Spaniards and Comanches had both suffered greatly
during their intermittent conflicts, and in the years since had come to place con-
siderable value on each other’s friendship. Indeed, when news about Meriwether
Lewis’s and William Clark’s expedition set oft alarms in New Spain, a Coman-
che party traveled as far north as the Missouri River seeking news of “Captain
Merry” for their anxious allies. And when they learned of New Spain’s brewing
border dispute with the United States in 1806, thirty-three Comanche headmen
and more than two hundred warriors came to San Antonio and reaffirmed their
support for the crown. The Comanche-Spanish alliance seemed sufficiently ro-
bust to withstand Jefferson’s pressure.”

Once the king’s subjects started killing each other, however, things got com-
plicated. Quiet New Mexico remained virtually untouched by the War of Inde-
pendence, but because men and materials could be obtained from neighboring
Louisiana, royalists and insurgents fought fiercely over Texas. Some Comanches
initially sided with royal officials and even campaigned against insurgents in
Coahuila in 1811. But the logic of the old alliance quickly unraveled as experi-
enced frontier soldiers deserted their posts to fight for or against the uprising,
as military commanders and administrators switched sides depending on who
seemed to be winning, and as funding for Indian diplomacy vanished. Groups
of Comanches, Wichitas, and Lipan Apaches began raiding settlements in Texas
and Coahuila, and campaigns were particularly intense in 1814 and 1815. The
region became even more volatile after smallpox arrived in 1815 and 1816. One
influential leader reportedly claimed he had lost four thousand of his people,
though it is unclear whether he spoke only of his own division or of all Coman-
ches. The epidemic of 1780-81 had surely contributed to the political consoli-
dation and reorientation that resulted in the seminal peace with the Spanish in
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that decade. This time smallpox disrupted and fragmented Comanche politics
instead of uniting it. The disease killed many of the men who had forged and
regulated the Spanish peace, including four principal chiefs in Texas. For the
moment, New Spain’s civil war left other influential men with little reason to
rebuild the alliance. The late colonial system had broken**

TO ALL BE BROTHERS: MEXICAN INDEPENDENCE

After Mexico finally achieved independence in 1821, it fell to Anastacio Bus-
tamante to rebuild the broken system. Like most prominent men of his time,
Bustamante made a name for himself fighting for the crown during Mexico’s
War of Independence. When Father Miguel Hidalgo y Costilla issued his fa-
mous Grito de Dolores in 1810, Bustamante and most others of his class viewed
the padre and his allies as criminal zealots turning indigenous peasants against
their betters. A medical doctor by training, Bustamante became an officer in the
royal army and, as the movement fractured into regional insurgencies following
Hidalgo’s capture and execution, spent the next decade killing insurgents. By
1821, however, continued instability in Spain seemed to threaten the very social
privileges Bustamante and his contemporaries had been fighting to maintain.
They turned on the king. General Agustin de Iturbide brokered a compromise
with the rebels, helped defeat the remaining royal forces, and secured for Mexico
an independence safely devoid of any sweeping social reforms. According to the
compromise plan, Mexico was to be a constitutional monarchy. In early 1822
Iturbide and his followers convinced a sufhicient number in Congress to make
him the monarch, Emperor Agustin [.*

Bustamante had been an early supporter of Iturbide’s plan and served as a key
lieutenant in the final military campaigns. Soon after independence Iturbide
rewarded him with the highest rank in the Mexican army and appointed him
captain general of the eastern and western internal provinces, jurisdictions that
embraced California, New Mexico, and Texas as well as the present-day north-
ern tier of Mexican states. Before he even assumed this position Bustamante
began making inquiries about the independent Indians of the frontier and taking
steps to reopen lines of communication. In August of 1821 he sent circulars to
frontier officials urging them to dispatch “envoys to the pueblos of the bellig-
erent nations of the North, that they may be instructed, by way of captives or
emigrants that exist among them, of our happy political regeneration.” The time
had arrived, Bustamante continued, “to all be brothers, to put away arms, return
prisoners,” and restore peace and harmony.*®

Frontier officials had anticipated the order, and within a year Bustamante
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finally got to meet some of his proud “brothers” face to face. Lipdn Apache rep-
resentatives traveled from the lower Rio Grande to Mexico City for Iturbide’s
coronation in July 1822 and afterward sat down with Bustamante to sign a peace
treaty. A few months later Comanche delegates arrived in the capital in the com-
pany of a remarkable tejano named José Francisco Ruiz. Educated in Spain, Ruiz
had been a teacher in Texas around the turn of the century and in 1813 joined
the insurgents against the crown. When royalists gained the upper hand and
placed a five-hundred-peso bounty on his head, he fled to Louisiana. Thereafter,
Ruiz made a living trading with Indians. By independence he probably knew
more about the native peoples of the southeastern plains than any of his con-
temporaries and was the obvious choice for frontier officials seeking a cultural
intermediary. Ruiz convinced southern Comanche leaders to send delegates to
Mexico City and, once they arrived there he helped the lead Comanche rep-
resentative, Guonique, conclude a treaty. Among other things, the agreement
provided for peace, return of prisoners, trade, the education of select Comanche
youth in Mexico City, and defense of Mexican territory against rival states.*”

Guonique stayed in the capital for weeks. He impressed his hosts as “enterpris-
ing, truthful, observant, prudent, and resolute” and also proved to be a man with
an eye for opportunity. Somehow he heard that a trio of prominent generals had
initiated a rebellion against the emperor. The delegate slyly informed Iturbide
that if need be, he and a Comanche counterpart named Paruakevitsi could put
twenty-seven thousand armed men at the emperor’s disposal. Communicating
through Ruiz, Guonique insisted that the “Comanche nation of the East” and
its subordinates and allies “know how to keep their word; they destroy the ene-
mies of the Empire with the rifle, the lance, and the arrow, in the same way that
they destroy the wild beasts.” The capital press enjoyed the idea that the exalted
hero of Mexican independence might need saving by savages. But Guonique’s
inflated claims about Comanche manpower (probably exaggerated by a factor of
ten) were likely meant as a gentle threat to an ally who obviously knew too little
about northern Indians. Only a few months earlier, Iturbide had hosted a man
calling himself Botén de Fierro, or Iron Button, and claiming to be a Coman-
che chief who could broker a lasting peace. A few months after Iron Button
earned the emperor’s enthusiastic confidence it came to light that he was really
José Rafael Guadalupe del Espiritu Santu Iglesias y Parra, a carpenter from Alta
California with a very long name but no connection whatever to Comanches.
Bustamante’s energy and initiative notwithstanding, newly independent Mexico
was a long way from recapturing Bourbon New Spain’s informed and effective
Indian policy*®

Still, while the new government might confuse carpenters for Comanches
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and be hoodwinked by imaginary Indian legions, at least it was taking indepen-
dent native peoples into account. As influential Mexicans set about debating,
imagining, and constructing a sovereign state in the early 1820s, part of the con-
versation proceeded from the old Bourbon insight linking security against rival
states to frontier security and frontier security to Indian relations. At the same
time, Mexicans saw colonization as the long-term solution. In 1822 a committee
on foreign relations submitted a report suggesting that foreign colonization of
the north could help with the pacification of the “barbarian nations.” Such a
solution was particularly urgent in Texas, the committee concluded, because
Texas was the buffer between Mexico and the United States, and it was norte-
americanos, not native peoples, who posed the greatest threat in the long run.
In the early 1820s it was still an open question, though, just who those colo-
nists should be. Some insisted on recruiting from elsewhere in Mexico or from
Catholic Europe. Others thought these hopes unrealistic, arguing that most
colonists must inevitably come from the United States with its booming nearby
population of mobile, land-hungry farmers.*

As to whether norteamericano colonists could be trusted, several would-be
empresarios traveled to Mexico City to convince the emperor and his people
that they could. Stephen F. Austin, always the shrewdest of the lot, arrived in the
spring of 1822 and immediately set about cultivating allies. Soon after unpack-
ing his bags he wrote Bustamante a long letter seeking favor and offering opin-
ions on Texas Indians. Austin dwelt on the American markets that encouraged
Comanches to steal horses and mules and insisted that increased population
would be necessary to interdict the trade. If the government approved his coloni-
zation plan, Austin concluded, “I will obligate myself as stated in my memorial
to organize the settlers into Rifle Companies and arm them, and to hold them
in readiness at all times to march against the Indians within said Province when-
ever called on.” At the dawn of independence, then, Mexican policy makers and
would-be empresarios alike understood Texas to be a point of special vulnera-
bility for Mexico, and that they had to view Indian relations, colonization, and
potential threats from foreign powers—especially the United States—as inter-
locked issues.*°

Bustamante would go on to play an important role in this delicate intersec-
tion, but not in quite the way he or his would-be client expected. The brewing re-
bellion that Guonique found so interesting forced Iturbide from power in early
1823. In October of the following year congressional delegates approved the
Constitution of 1824, making Mexico a federal republic. As one of the few high-
ranking officials to stick with the emperor to the end, Bustamante felt compelled
to relinquish his captain generalship following the abdication. After a time in
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state government the general became involved in a plot allegedly aimed at re-
turning Iturbide to the throne, which led to his arrest, imprisonment, and finally
release in early 1825 as part of a general amnesty for political criminals. Unsure
what to do with this able but suspect man, the government of President Guada-
lupe Victoria got him out of the capital by appointing him commander general
of the eastern internal provinces (comprised of Coahuila y Texas, Tamaulipas,
and Nuevo Leén).*

When he arrived to take up his responsibilities Bustamante experienced first-
hand the complexity of Indian affairs in postindependence Mexico. Initially the
treaty Guonique had signed in Mexico City seemed to inaugurate a new era of
peace, and for the next few years Comanche leaders were regaled by individual
towns in Texas and along the lower Rio Grande. In 1825 the leader Hoyoso re-
ceived a Mexican tricolor flag as a personal gift from President Victoria, and he
and two others were made honorary officers in the Mexican militia. But during
the same year and into the next other Comanches, Wichitas, and Kiowas stole
and slaughtered animals and occasionally even killed Mexicans in Texas, Coa-
huila, Chihuahua, and New Mexico. Peoples on the southern plains evidently
disagreed about how to treat Mexicans. The inconsistencies and contradictions
confounded Mexican authorities, who expected clear distinctions between ene-
mies and friends. By 1825 one exasperated official despaired of sorting it out
and denounced all Comanches as “a class of people that know no . . . other
occupation than to roam the deserts, robbing and killing.” Solicitous Comanche
leaders responded apologetically to the raids, returned livestock and captives,
and blamed Kiowas or ungovernable youths. A large mixed party of hundreds
of Comanche men, women, and children came into San Antonio in July 1825
secking trade and a reafhrmation of the peace, and Comanches signed new
treaties in Santa Fe and in Chihuahua City in late 1826. Meanwhile, hostilities
continued in Texas, where Austin and others expressed alarm over rumors that
Comanches and Wichitas were “going to make a grand effort” at a massive, co-
ordinated assault.*?

Then in late 1826 Bustamante seized an opportunity to confront the Indi-
ans from a position of strength. Though eventually a fiasco, Hayden Edwards’s
Fredonia Rebellion began in a manner serious enough to warrant the mobili-
zation of military and civilian resources from across Texas and the lower Rio
Grande. Once the rebellion collapsed, the commander general pivoted to chal-
lenge Comanches and Wichitas. Bustamante wrote Austin congratulating him
for his loyalty during the rebellion and enlisting him in the next step. “What now
remains[,] my friend,” he wrote, “is to pacify the Comanches and other tribes
that threaten our settlements.” Bustamante had local officials organize defenses,
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sought to recruit Texas Cherokees in the effort, and declared the necessity of
fighting Comanches “in their own villages with an energy equivalent to the per-
fidy and cruelty of their outrages.”*

A small victory in the field and the general threat of Mexicans, colonists, and
possibly Texas Cherokees campaigning across la comancheria worked to the ad-
vantage of Comanche leaders who had been trying to restore a broad consensus
for peace. That summer Comanche representatives signed an armistice, and in
the following year the peace was formalized in San Antonio by the prominent
leader Paruakevitsi. He stated that he had spent the year “examining the inten-
tions of the different tribes of his nation” and insisted that they all supported
peace. The ceremony at San Antonio echoed the historic peace ceremonies of
the 1780s. The assembled Comanche leaders came together in a circle, swearing
“in the presence of the sun and the earth, that they would do no more harm to
the inhabitants of Mexico.” They dug a hole in the center of the circle, deposited
broken arrows, daggers, gunpowder, and ammunition and covered the weapons
with dirt “to signify that henceforth weapons would be buried forever between
their people and the Mexican nation.” While Paruakevitsi could not speak for all
Comanches, he was undoubtedly one of the most influential men on the south-
ern plains and he invested considerable energy in peace. He maintained contact
with high-ranking Mexican officials and, accompanied by Ruiz, traveled to New
Mexico and helped arrange conferences between other Comanche leaders and
Mexican officials in an attempt to prevent raids into Chihuahua and along the
lower Rio Grande. Comanches and Mexicans enjoyed a basically cooperative
relationship for the rest of the decade and into the early 1830s, one fortified by
trade, gift giving, and energetic diplomacy. In August 1830, the military com-
mandant of Texas noted that Comanches had made no incursions for at least
two years, nor behaved badly in any way. The only thing the commandant and
his colleagues had to complain about was the mounting cost of regaling Coman-
che visitors.**

The peace gave Mexican authorities an opportunity to assess the increasingly
complicated situation in east Texas. Mexico’s Congress appropriated funds for a
comisién de limites to travel to Texas, determine its precise boundary with Louisi-
ana (something left undone from the 1819 Adams-Onis agreement), investigate
its natural resources, and gather information about its diverse peoples. Busta-
mante welcomed the commission in early 1828, three hundred years after the
first Spaniard set foot in Texas. Drawing on their observations, on conversations
with Indians, Mexicans, and Texans, and on the deep knowledge of key figures
such as Bustamante and, especially, Ruiz, the commission members eventually
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1. Comanche Family. Watercolor by Lino Sdnchez y Tapia after a sketch by José Maria

Sénchez y Tapia. Courtesy of the Gilcrease Museum, Tulsa, Oklahoma.

produced a trove of information about Comanches and other native peoples.
José Maria Sdnchez, a military man and the draftsman for the commission, kept
a detailed diary and produced sketches of Indians that, while now lost, guided
another artist, José Marfa Sdnchez y Tapia, who painted an invaluable series of
extant watercolors depicting all of the major native cultures of Texas in the late
1820s. A remarkable Frenchman named Jean Louis Berlandier accompanied
the commission as a botanist and distinguished himself through his focused and
learned curiosity about indigenous peoples. Berlandier gained tremendous in-
sight from Ruiz and others, made a brief sojourn hunting with Comanches (an
experience he wrote about for Mexican audiences), and collected examples of
native material culture. He married a Mexican woman and spent his remaining
years in Matamoros, refining a manuscript destined to be the greatest border-
land ethnography of the first half of the nineteenth century.*

Finally, the leader of the expedition, General Manuel Mier y Terdn, wrote a
report and several influential letters about Texas that alarmed important people



22 Prologue

2. Comanches in War Dress. Watercolor by Lino Sdnchez y Tapia after a sketch by

Jean Louis Berlandier. Courtesy of the Gilcrease Museum, Tulsa, Oklahoma.

in Mexico City. Terdn was an intense patriot worried about the future of his
nation. He had been a member of the congressional committee that submitted
plans for the colonization of Texas in 1822 and had long felt uneasy with the
virtually unregulated immigration of American citizens. His tour of Texas only
deepened these worries, hence the letters that interested so many in the capi-
tal, including Joel Poinsett. It was Terdn’s writing that Poinsett sent to Secretary
of State Van Buren in August 1829 and that Van Buren hastily drew upon to
argue that if Mexico sold Texas, the United States would control the Coman-
ches. Having just helped coordinate a fragile but hopeful alliance with Coman-
ches and other Indians in Texas, Bustamante might have taken exception to Van
Buren’s portrait of the ravaged and helpless Mexican frontier. And as it turned
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out, by the time Jackson’s proposition received a hearing in Mexico City Busta-
mante would occupy his republic’s highest office.*

THE POLITICAL EXISTENCE OF OUR COUNTRY:
MEXICAN POLITICS

The commander general was able if uninspired. Few begrudged Bustamante’s
loyalty and integrity, and he was well liked in the north, where he served with
energy and determination. Northerners winked at rumors that he had several
mistresses on the frontier; long after he left the region, it was said, “there re-
mained live examples of his cult of love.” Fanny Calderén de la Barca, a diplo-
mat’s wife living in Mexico City and an insightful observer of Mexico and its
people, found Bustamante decidedly less seductive: “simple in his manners, and
not at all like a hero.” She thought his conversation tedious —he had too much to
say about medicine —but nonetheless found him “frank, open, and unreserved.
It is impossible to look in his face without believing him to be an honest and
well-intentioned man.” Still, whatever his qualities, Bustamante could attribute
his five-year pilgrimage from prison to the presidency to nothing so much as the
quickening turmoil of Mexican politics. To make sense of Bustamante’s ascen-
sion, his response to Jackson’s offer, and, most broadly and importantly, the way
he and other Mexicans would react to Comanches, Kiowas, Apaches, Navajos,
and other northern Indians in the years to come, one must know something of
Mexico’s early political history.*’

In the broadest sense, most of Mexico’s political elites subscribed to the same
goals. They wanted Mexicans to enjoy safety, stability, and prosperity. They
wanted the Mexican Republic to be a modern nation-state, one that could de-
fend its borders, provide internal security to persons and property, enact and
enforce necessary laws, and command the loyalty and allegiance of its citizens.**
Manifold obstacles stood in the way of these goals. The country’s population
consisted of diverse indigenous peoples (perhaps 40 to 60 percent of the coun-
try), creoles (American-born persons of European descent) and Spaniards (20
percent), mestizos or castas (persons of mixed ancestry, 20 to 40 percent), and
smaller populations of African descent concentrated on the coasts. Unlike the
United States, which excluded native peoples from the polity as a matter of
course and defined most African Americans as fractional persons lacking po-
litical rights, independent Mexico decoupled race from citizenship. In the eyes
of the government everyone born in Mexico was a Mexican citizen, whether
or not they knew or cared. José Marfa Luis Mora, a prominent liberal thinker
of the period, insisted that from a legal standpoint “Indians no longer exist.” In
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practice, however, politicians were hardly blind to race. They variously saw the
country’s poor indigenous and mestizo majority as malleable constituents, as
compatriots in waiting, lacking only education and institutional reforms, or as
dangerous children to be isolated from the national political arena at all costs.*’

Demography and racism were not the only barriers to the emergence of a
strong, coherent, and stable Mexican nation-state. The independence struggle
had left Mexico with hundreds of thousands dead, with mining and other criti-
cal sectors of the economy damaged and depressed, and with fiscal crises be-
setting the new government. While the U.S. economy surged in the first half
of the nineteenth century thanks to immigration, improvements in industrial
technology and transportation, and legal innovations protecting property and
encouraging investment and commerce, Mexico fell behind in all these regards.
Mexico lacked the navigable river systems so critical to the U.S. economy. Just as
important, it also suffered from political instability, which retarded investment
and the institutional reforms necessary for economic growth. For more than a
decade after independence, Mexico’s elites refused to contribute meaningfully
to the government’s tax base, and foreign trade proved woefully inadequate. A
stagnant national economy made it all the more difficult for governments to
achieve fiscal solvency; insolvency contributed to political instability; and un-
stable governments could do little to promote the investments needed to revive
the stagnant economy. This ruinous cycle shaped much of Mexico’s early history
and would be of central importance in years to come when northern Mexicans
became desperate for national assistance against mounting Indian raids. Indeed,
fiscal and political crises became so entrenched that not until the last quarter
of the nineteenth century did Mexicans have the same per capita income their
grandparents had enjoyed in 1800.>°

Thus politicians in postindependence Mexico City faced tremendous chal-
lenges, and, naturally, they disagreed about how to meet them. Most basically
they disagreed about the geography of political power. Important figures in
Mexico City argued that given the population’s political immaturity and the
danger of territorial dissolution, the country’s political power should be con-
centrated in the capital. Other elites, especially those dominating the provinces,
insisted on a federalist system that dispersed power among states. Centralists
tended toward oligarchical politics while federalists did more to cultivate popu-
lar support. Centralists were often associated with conservative politics while
federalism was more regularly associated with liberalism —though these labels
can obscure more than they illuminate. Certainly, some politicians, newspapers,
and thinkers identified so strongly with centralism or federalism as to become
nearly synonymous with it. During the 1820s, for example, Lorenzo de Zavala
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was for many the champion of federalism and radical social reforms, while his
contemporary Lucas Alamadn worked consistently for centralized political au-
thority and conservative social policy. But for most of Mexico’s political class
federalism and centralism were not fixed, irreconcilable ideological camps. For
instance, the pragmatic Bustamante advocated federalism unless he or one of
his close allies had power, in which case centralism seemed the prudent course.
Participants in this decades-long controversy over governance often held com-
plex and contradictory views about the organization of the nation-state, views
that could shift with changing opportunities and political realities. Still, in the
critical period following Iturbide’s abdication, federalists had the upper hand.
The constitution of 1824 established a republic composed of semiautonomous
states and centrally administered territories, governed by a president (elected by
the state legislatures) and a bicameral national congress.

Political debates sharpened during Victoria’s presidency in 1824-28. Shift-
ing political coalitions emerged in response to controversies over the powers
of the central government as well as over tax policy, tariffs, corporate privileges,
military budgets, church property, and, most divisively during these years, the
fate of the many European-born Spaniards remaining in Mexico. The rancor
of the period— characterized by bitter feuds in the press, personal attacks, and
the physical menacing of rival politicians—fueled the elite’s anxieties and even
provoked a failed coup.” The election of 1828 set the war hero General Vicente
Guerrero against Manuel Gémez Pedraza. Seeking to blunt fears that Guerrero
and his close advisor Zavala would pursue a radical agenda, the general’s sup-
porters sought to recruit a prominent vice presidential candidate: someone per-
ceived to be a friend to the elite, someone safe, competent, and untouched by
the acrimony of recent capital politics. They recruited Anastacio Bustamante.”

The choice cast light on how Mexicans and Americans viewed their respec-
tive Indian frontiers. While Guerrero’s backers made their election-year calcu-
lations, Jackson was roaring toward his goal of defeating Adams and becoming
president of the United States. Old Hickory had national appeal for a variety of
reasons, including his populist economic and political platform. But Jackson
the hero was at bottom an Indian fighter, the man who had broken the Creeks,
seized Florida, “liberated” millions of acres of farmland, and, as president, would
liberate millions of acres more. Jackson’s handlers sought maximum advantage
from his Indian-fighting past. So did his opponents, who styled him a butcher:
a famous editorial cartoon from the era depicts Jackson’s likeness made out of
scores of naked Indian corpses, beneath which appears a quote from Shake-
speare’s Richard I1I: “Methought the souls of all that I had murder’d came to my
tent.” Many in Mexico City saw appeal in Bustamante’s frontier experience, but,
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crucially, that appeal had little if anything to do with his accomplishments fight-
ing and negotiating with independent Indians. Bustamante’s frontier sojourn
simply meant that he had been absent from the capital and hence unsullied by
the messy disputes of the mid-1820s. By the end of the decade almost no one in
Mexico City was talking about Comanches, Apaches, or Navajos. Thus while
Bustamante’s record influenced the vote in the frontier states, his interactions
with native peoples had little or no political significance, either positive or nega-
tive, elsewhere in the country. Independent Indians on distant frontiers had little
hold on Mexico’s national imagination.”*

The addition of Bustamante left Guerrero’s backers confident of victory. Then
Gdmez Pedraza won the election. Guerrero refused to accept the outcome and
led a coup. Gémez Pedraza eventually concluded that he could not prevail, re-
signed as president-elect, and sailed into exile. In early January 1829, Congress
recognized Guerrero as president and Bustamante as vice president, legitimat-
ing the violent nullification of a fair election and setting a ruinous precedent.
Guerrero entered office about the same time that Jackson began his first term
and right away started aggravating existing enemies and creating new ones.
Zavala, now minister of finance, initiated a host of tax reforms that alienated the
Catholic Church, the wealthy, state and local governments, business owners,
foreign merchants, and powerful editorialists. In August 1829 the Spanish in-
vasion that Jackson and Van Buren would seek to exploit materialized on the
Gulf coast. Mexican forces handily defeated the ill-conceived campaign, but, to
his chagrin, the embattled president enjoyed none of the credit. By November
army officers began plotting against the government and soon prevailed upon
Vice President Bustamante to lead the movement. Though supported by the
same faction in the election, Bustamante and Guerrero had no close personal or
political relationship, and the moderate vice president felt uneasy with Zavala
and the administration’s supposed excesses. By Christmas Guerrero had aban-
doned the fight, and, on New Year’s Day, 1830, Anastacio Bustamante became
chief of state.”

The upheavals of the past two years had left Mexicans with an understandable
craving for stability, and Bustamante’s government proceeded to placate fright-
ened elites and move strongly against crime and social unrest. The conservative
champion Alamadn served as foreign secretary and became the most active and
important figure in Bustamante’s administration. Long convinced that Mexico
was unsuited to U.S.-style federalism, Alaman began concentrating power in
the executive. Newspapers friendly to the administration expounded on the de-
ficiencies of the federalist system, opposition deputies in Congress started re-
ceiving threats and consequently missing sessions, and Alamén worked to secure
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compliant legislatures in the states. The administration rounded up petty crimi-
nals and made public executions commonplace. Bustamante’s was to be a gov-
ernment in control of its country.”®

And its borders. Bustamante brought to the presidency his familiarity with the
rapidly changing northeastern frontier, and the findings of Terdn’s border com-
mission deeply troubled Alamdn and many others in the capital. Like Terdn,
Alamdn had long opposed liberal immigration laws. Indeed, it had obviously
been too easy to populate Texas with norteamericanos. By 1830 there were more
than seven thousand colonists and enslaved Africans in Texas, compared to a
tejano population of perhaps three thousand. Terdn found many of the new-
comers ignorant or contemptuous of Mexico’s laws, and the commission’s drafts-
man, Sdnchez, thought the colonists “a lazy people of vicious character.” Stop-
ping at Austin’s settlement, Terdn and his men had made the acquaintance of a
wealthy norteamericano named Gross, who had come to Texas fleeing creditors.
Gross had brought with him “innumerable” hogs, many cattle and horses, and
116 (mostly stolen) slaves, whom he treated with “great cruelty.” Gross and some
companions introduced the Mexican commissioners to his three dogs, Ferdi-
nand VII, Napoleon, and Bolivar. “The indignation at seeing the name of the
Colombian Liberator thus debased,” wrote Sdnchez, provoked the team’s min-
eralogist to “utter a violent oath, which the impudent fellows did not understand
or did not wish to understand.” While not all norteamericano dogs seemed so
objectionable to the commissioners, most of their owners did. Ignoring the rules
governing colonization, the newcomers had appropriated lands adjacent to the
U.S. border and along the seacoast and, disdaining the company of Mexicans,
had established themselves in enclaves apart from the older settlements of San
Antonio and Goliad. Expedition members noted strong colonist discontent with
the Mexican government, and many became distressed. Terdn warned that the
colonists would “be the cause for the Mexican federation to lose Tejas unless
measures are taken soon.” Sdnchez agreed, predicting that “the spark that will
start the conflagration that will deprive us of Texas, will start from [Austin’s]
colony. All because the government does not take vigorous measures to prevent
it. Perhaps it does not realize the value of what it is about to lose.”’

Warnings such as these informed the Bustamante administration’s reaction
to Jackson’s offer. In August 1829 Secretary of State Van Buren had instructed
Ambassador Poinsett to open negotiations on purchasing Texas for the United
States, but the Spanish expedition, Guerrero’s mounting crisis, and Poinsett’s
own troubles got in the way. Poinsett had long been perceived as a meddler in
Mexico’s politics, and Guerrero came under intense popular pressure to have
him replaced. The despised ambassador stepped down in December just as
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Guerrero was forced from office. It speaks to Jackson’s single-mindedness that he
appointed his crony Anthony Butler as a replacement. Butler arrived in Mexico
in late 1829 determined to secure a deal for Texas. He aggressively courted For-
eign Minister Alamdn and wrote confidently to Van Buren that “we can gain as
much from the present administration as from any subsequent one.”®

This perception can be attributed to Alaman’s dissembling and Butler’s cre-
dulity. Bustamante and Alamdn viewed Jackson’s offer more as an insult to bear
than a proposition to consider—yet another installment in a long sequence of
threats, bombast, and disdainful ploys expressive of U.S. designs upon Mexican
territory. As early as 1805, in the heat of his argument with Spain over Louisi-
ana’s boundary, Thomas Jefferson stood before Congress and denounced Spain’s
perfidious, unjust conduct toward the United States. “And if we have kept our
hands off her till now,” Jefferson had growled, “it has been partly out of respect
for France, and from the value we set on the friendship of France. We ask but one
month to be in possession of the city of Mexico.” In 1819 the official newspaper
in Mexico City published translations of editorials written by the prominent
newspaperman and future Missouri senator Thomas Hart Benton proclaiming
the justice and inevitability of an American Texas. In 1822 independent Mexico’s
new Committee on Colonization warned that Texas would meet “the same fate
that the Floridas experienced, or, at least, it will be converted into a rendezvous
for pirates,” if U.S. designs remained unchecked. Two years later Mexico’s first
chargé d’affaires in Washington told his superiors that Jackson was ready to in-
vade Texas as he had Florida, in order to force Mexico into a cession. And only
two days after Poinsett had first presented himself in Mexico City in 1825, he
approached one of President Victoria’s confidants about U.S. “dissatisfaction”
with the Adams-Onis line*®

Butler’s mission, then, was an outrage but not a surprise. Newspapers and po-
litical figures in the capital expressed indignation at the suggestion that Mexi-
cans would sell part of their own country. Terdn, the commander general of
the eastern internal provinces following Bustamante’s elevation, captured the
wounded cynicism with which many Mexicans had come to view the United
States by the late 1820s. He explained how “the most avid nation in the world”
had employed a variety of subtle means to “dispossess the powers of Europe of
vast territories” in North America. Instead of force, “these men lay hands on
means that, if considered one by one, would be rejected as slow, ineffective, and
at times palpably absurd.” First, they appeal to history to make spurious territo-
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rial claims, as they did with La Salle’s “absurd fiasco” in Texas. Obscure writers
recommend these claims to their countrymen, and the territory in question

“begins to be visited by adventurers and empresarios.” Before long these new-
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comers express dissatisfaction and begin complaining to the legitimate settlers,
“discrediting the efficiency of the existing authority and administration.” Then
“diplomatic maneuvers begin.” U.S. authorities incite uprisings and “manifest a
deep concern for the rights of the inhabitants,” all the while masking their aims
with “equitable and moderate” communications to the other power. Then, “with
the aid of other incidents, which are never lacking in the course of diplomatic
relations, finally comes the desired conclusion of a transaction as onerous for
one side as advantageous for the other.”*°

Terdn observed that such tactics succeeded with European colonies, but “the
question with respect to Mexico is quite different.” How could a republic sell
part of itself? How could Mexico “cut itself off from its own soil?” Terdn saw
Texas both as a strategic buffer and as a land with tremendous agricultural and
commercial potential. By scheming to obtain Texas the United States was “at-
tacking primary interests intimately tied up with the political existence of our
country.” Should Mexico “consent to this base act, it would degenerate from the
most elevated class of American powers to that of a contemptible mediocrity,
reduced to the necessity of buying a precarious existence at the cost of many
humiliations.” As to the republic’s leaders, “he who consents to and does not
oppose the loss of Texas is an execrable traitor who ought to be punished with
every kind of death.”®

Neither Bustamante nor his foreign secretary aspired to be execrable, traitor-
ous, or dead. In early February 1830, Alamén had a bill introduced in Congress
criminalizing further norteamericano immigration into Texas. In March he
read a speech before Congress repeating many of Terdn’s formulations and add-
ing some of his own to dissect the sly processes of U.S. expansion. “Sometimes
more direct means are resorted to,” the secretary explained, “and taking advan-
tage of the enfeebled state, or domestic difficulties of the possessor of the soil,
they proceed upon the most extraordinary pretext, to make themselves masters
of the country, as was the case in the Floridas.” On April 6, 1830, a version of
Alamdn’s bill became law, encouraging Mexican and European immigration to
the troubled region and criminalizing further American immigration into Texas.
While Bustamante and Alamdn took drastic measures, Butler pressed on, assur-
ing his intense patron Jackson that he had nearly secured a sale.”?

All four men indulged in easy stories. The story that Jackson and Butler told
themselves was one in which corrupt Mexican dons could be bullied or bribed
into selling Texas, thus facilitating the inexorable march to greatness by the
United States. Bustamante and Alaman cherished a narrative in which wise, de-
termined Mexican leaders would foil the disingenuous, sinister tactics through



30 Prologue

which norteamericanos proposed to expropriate their republic’s northern lands.
Neither story gave a meaningful role to the people who still controlled so much
of North America, including most of the territory in question. For Jackson and
his subordinates, Comanches and other native peoples in the Mexican north-
east entered the story only as an afterthought—as bogeymen meant to frighten
Mexico into a sale. Perhaps in part because independent Indians had proved
so difficult to predict and understand, Mexico’s leaders increasingly thought of
them as regional actors: obviously important to the frontier but largely irrelevant
to—or, more exactly, incomprehensible within — the logic of national and inter-
national politics. Hence while Terdn had come to know and to write a good deal
about native peoples in Texas, the thumbnail sketch of the continent’s history
he crafted for his superiors in Mexico City had everything to do with scheming
norteamericanos and virtually nothing to do with Indians. Alaman and others
promoted the same North American tale, even in regard to a place like Florida
whose long, complex, and tortuous history had been forged precisely at the vola-
tile intersection of imperial and native pasts. Mexicans often turned to Florida’s
history in this period for helpful parallels, and when they did they took away
simple stories about norteamericano deceit and aggression.

There is irony in this. Jackson’s offer signaled the imminent materialization of
a threat that Spaniards and then Mexicans had anticipated for nearly 150 years.
Northern New Spain’s security and prosperity during this long watch depended
in large part on the ability of its authorities to recognize the limits of their own
power. This meant seeing Indians as more than wandering savages or pawns in
interimperial struggles. Instead it meant taking them seriously as independent
polities; complex and fractious to be sure, but polities nonetheless with geopoliti-
cal goals relevant to the geopolitics of European empires. That Rubi, Gélvez,
Anza, and like-minded Bourbon-era ofhcials embraced this outlook in hopes of
better manipulating Indians is beside the point. To secure the frontier against
all enemies and forward the slow project of extending real dominion, they had
to entertain complicated stories about regional and continental power, stories
in which native peoples could play decisive roles. Independent Mexico seemed
initially to adopt the same viewpoint, seeking out native leaders, regaling them
in the capital, and celebrating treaties that acknowledged Indian power and au-
tonomy while gesturing hopefully at a broader Mexican unity.

And yet by 1830, with the hopes of the treaties frayed by bouts of raiding,
the budget crisis deepening, domestic politics unraveling, and international re-
lations growing more and more precarious, ambivalence had set in. Mexicans
were increasingly unsure not only of how to treat independent Indians but even
how to think about them. By the time Butler began his vain negotiations with
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Alamdn, most of Mexico’s national leaders had quietly forgotten the late colo-
nial insight that unconquerable indigenous peoples held the keys to their imper-
iled and still imaginary dominion in the North. Like their norteamericano rivals,
the members of Mexico’s political elite had come to explain their emerging pre-
dicament through a story about nation-states, one that effectively denied that
stateless Indian peoples could be meaningful geopolitical actors.

While pushed to the imaginative margins by politicians in Washington and
Mexico City, Comanches and other independent Indians in Mexico’s north
controlled strategic territory in what was becoming the epicenter of interna-
tional tension in North America. They had seen their own histories shaped di-
rectly and indirectly by the interimperial contests of previous decades and cen-
turies. Indeed, at the very moment that they were being written out of the story
they found themselves more connected to continental events than ever before.
By 1830 Comanches were grappling with new threats and new opportunities as
population movements, market expansion, and state formation in the United
States and Mexico all worked changes upon their world. How they responded
to these changes would put the lie to easy stories and throw into stark relief the
complications that still lashed together the histories of states and indigenous
polities in nineteenth-century North America.
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DANGER AND COMMUNITY

Early on October 18, 1831, Capitdin Manuel Lafuente paced around San
Antonio’s plaza and reviewed his little army: two hundred men, give or take
a few, milling about with guns and provisions, doing their best to calm several
hundred snorting horses and mules. The assembly included professional sol-
diers, militiamen, and volunteers from ranches and towns across Texas. They
came to kill Indians. In just three weeks they would get their chance and, in
seizing it, make a colossal mistake. For the moment, though, all was optimism
and celebration: drums and bugles, flags and handshakes, prayers, good-byes,
and bravado. It was a morning of collective purpose. Tejanos thought this cam-
paign long overdue, that the region’s Indians had forgotten that Mexicans could
be terrible in their wrath. Of that, God willing, Lafuente would remind them.
Those with the courage, tools, and time volunteered. Lieutenant Francisco de
Castaneda, imprisoned for fraud, successfully petitioned for temporary release.
Others donated horses, money, guns, ammunition, and food. Everyone wanted
a part.'

The camaraderie and confidence must have been good for the spirit because
Lafuente and his men were living in a time of decline. The oldest tejanos watch-
ing the procession might have recalled an era of even greater violence and in-
security in the 1760s and 1770s, recalled how their fathers helped usher in a
long period of peace by doing what Lafuente was about to do: riding out to kill
Indians, showing them that tejanos should be feared. But their fathers had the
crown behind them. Apache, Wichita, and Comanche attacks during the War
of Independence had gone unanswered, and Comanche raids in the mid-18z0s
ended only when Bustamante’s show of force empowered Paruakevitsi and other
leaders to build consensus for yet another treaty. Even this agreement had not

35



36 Neighbors

stopped Wichitas, especially Tawakonis and Wacos, from plundering tejano
herds. The robberies had led to a punishing cycle of raids and counterraids by
the late 1820s and early 1830s, and locals began clamoring for a decisive cam-
paign.?

Mexican authorities had to revisit their delicate equations of force and friend-
ship. They had authorized Lafuente’s expedition, belatedly, but found them-
selves in a difficult position. The recent insults and raids had been trying, to be
sure, and tragic for those directly affected. But this was not war—not yet. War
was what had happened in the mid-eighteenth century, when large-scale Indian
campaigns in New Mexico and Texas shattered regional economies, demolished
flocks and herds that had taken generations to build, turned scores of settlements
into ghostly deserts, and consigned hundreds of Spanish women and children
to bondage in native camps. Mexican authorities had to be realistic about their
diminished resources and use force carefully, lest they turn tension and scattered
acts of violence into outright war.

So while they urged Lafuente to track Tawakoni raiders and leave them “so
severely punished that they can never be hostile to us again,” Comanches were
off-limits. Certain frontier officials resented this, convinced that Comanches
had been thieving along with their Wichita allies. Resentment and complacency
made some Mexicans cavalier about maintaining diplomatic relationships even
with Comanches. After spending 365 pesos entertaining Guonique and a small
group of followers at Saltillo, for example, the tightfisted governor of Coahuila
y Texas requested that Comanche leaders be prevented from traveling so far
south. Even José Francisco Ruiz was losing patience. Two months before La-
fuente embarked, news arrived that smallpox was raging in several Wichita vil-
lages. The renowned cultural intermediary declared, “May it be God’s will that
not a one of them will be left,” adding, “I hope that the same thing is happening
to the Comanches.”

Despite growing ill will, Paruakevitsi and other leaders continued visiting San
Antonio to afhirm peace and apologize for their young men. In March of 1830
he had arranged for a Mexican escort to take his brother Chupart to visit Busta-
mante in Mexico City. Several months later he stopped a party of Wichitas on
the road, relieved them of thirty horses they had stolen, and returned the ani-
mals to the authorities in San Antonio. So, for the time being, if Texan officials
found Comanches raiding, they were to employ diplomacy first by lodging pro-
tests with Paruakevitsi, “the most celebrated and valiant captain among all the
Comanches.”*

Lafuente’s eager men rode out from San Antonio and soon added eighteen
Caddos, Kickapoos, and Ionis to their troop. The diverse group located the vil-
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lage of the Tawakoni raiders three weeks out. Spies reported that the Indians
were absorbed in a dance. Lafuente ordered most of his men to withdraw quietly
while others reconnoitered the village, locating the best avenues for attack. At
2:00 a.m., the spies returned to say that the Tawakonis had all fallen asleep. La-
fuente ordered his men to load their weapons and advance. “As soon as we drew
near,” Lafuente later reported, “we opened fire with a dense volley, and we con-
tinued to pour bullets into them so fast that within a few minutes it was neces-
sary to cease fire because the field had been completely abandoned by the sav-
ages, who only occupied themselves with putting themselves and their families
in safety, without making any resistance.”

The tejanos had another reason to cease fire. As soon as the volley began,
shocked voices cried out, “Comanches, amigos amigos Espafioles!” Lafuente
maintained in his report that he had not realized Comanches were present in
the camp, but this is difficult to believe. The report noted distinctive Comanche
tepees among those of the Tawakonis, and it is highly unlikely that Mexican and
Indian spies would have missed this crucial detail while reconnoitering the vil-
lage. After three weeks of searching, Lafuente likely decided he was not going to
forgo his opportunity to kill Wichitas just because a few Comanches had got in
the way. But the captain could not have known which Comanches had got in the
way. Once the smoke cleared, Mexican soldiers made their way to where wailing
women hovered over a pair of bodies. They looked down and, to their dismay,
saw that they had killed the great man himself, Chief Paruakevitsi, along with
one of his sons.*

One can imagine that Lafuente’s mind began to race at this moment. That
Paruakevitsi had likely been urging Tawakonis to adopt a conciliatory stance
toward tejanos only underscored the magnitude of the error. The attack “left the
entire tribe completely terrified, [and] plunged all of them, especially the fami-
lies of the deceased, into inconsolable sorrow.” The Mexicans’ anxiety shone
through in the impromptu conference they arranged, at which they nervously
explained to Paruakevitsi’s people that “we were not to blame for these deaths,
and that they alone had caused them because they had united with the [Tawa-
konis], our enemies.” Lame as it was, the Comanches seemed amenable to this
explanation—given that the large Mexican force maintained its threatening
position opposite the camp. Still worried, the Mexicans gave the dead chief’s
kin “a large part of the booty” taken from the Wichitas and then left them to
grieve.

Lafuente’s men pursued the fleeing Tawakonis, killed nine, hung the corpses
from two oak trees, and returned as conquerors to San Antonio. The citizen-
soldiers who volunteered for the campaign came home with enhanced reputa-
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tions and even with some plundered Indian ponies. But the little victory came at
great cost. Bustamante congratulated Lafuente yet lamented the death of Parua-
kevitsi, “the most beloved of all the Comanches, the one who obeyed better than
anyone else.” Mexican authorities could no longer rely on him to admonish ag-
gressive young warriors or to make the case for peace among other native leaders.
And, of course, tejanos now had reason to expect Comanche reprisals.®

None came. To the puzzled relief of authorities throughout northeastern
Mexico, two months after the attack hundreds of Comanche men, women, and
children came into San Antonio to trade “a large number of loads of furs, bear
grease, meat and other things,” reafiirming peace despite Paruakevitsi’s killing.
Prominent Comanches said the same, and, in case any doubt remained, one of
the dead chief’s sons even came into San Antonio to express his continued good-
will. Comanches were doing everything they could to ease Mexican minds.’

The question is why. If, as most Mexicans seemed to think, Comanche policy
toward Texas depended primarily on how Mexicans acted, then the careless kill-
ing of one of the region’s preeminent leaders would surely have had negative
repercussions. At the very least Comanches might have demanded restitution,
but they did not. In fact, peace had come to depend upon factors that Mexican
authorities neither understood nor controlled. While neither side felt satisfied
with the actions of their inconsistent allies, Comanches and Mexicans lived in
a dynamic world of dangers that for the time being required both to maintain
community with each other. Why their unsatisfactory peace continued to lurch
along, and why it finally collapsed when it did, may be discerned in this shifting
landscape of danger and community.

TO SPOIL THE SPOILER:
DANGERS ON THE SOUTHERN PLAINS

In the early 1830s, there were probably ten to twelve thousand Comanches
living on the plains. Their population was far short of its peak in 1780, when the
first in a series of major epidemics ravaged their camps. In rebuilding they had be-
come increasingly diverse, assimilating indigenous and Mexican captives as well
as Indians and non-Indians who chose to become Comanche. Moreover, in the
early nineteenth century Comanches allowed their former enemies the Kiowas
and Kiowa Apaches to dwell peacefully beside them on the southern plains. Lin-
guistically, sociopolitically, and ceremonially distinct from each other and from
Comanches, the fifteen hundred to two thousand people who comprised these
tribes nonetheless integrated themselves with their hosts—occasionally through
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marriage, often through camping and hunting together, and usually through
cooperation against those their partners considered enemies.!® By 1830 all three
peoples spent most of the year south of the Arkansas River. The rough outlines
of their territory stretched from the high Llano Estacado of eastern New Mexico
and the Texan Panhandle, south along the Pecos River to the Rio Grande, east
and north along the rim of the Balcones Escarpment, northwest to the edge of
the Cross Timbers, and north again some distance above the Arkansas. Though
the Namunua homeland, like their population, had been much reduced from
what it was a half century before, la comancheria remained vast, diverse, and
bountiful*

As did most plains peoples, Comanches and their resident allies depended
upon bison hunting for their primary caloric needs and for most of their clothing
and shelter. Their position on the southern plains gave them privileged access to
immense herds of bison. But access to another animal is what made Comanches
so wealthy in comparison to their Indian neighbors. By the eighteenth century
and early nineteenth, horses had transformed native societies across the plains.
To secure their territories, maintain their economies, and live comfortable, dig-
nified lives within their own communities, plains peoples had to constantly ac-
quire new horses. A few, Comanches included, increased their herds somewhat
through controlled breeding. Another method was to capture and break wild
mustangs, especially abundant on the southern plains. But by the early nine-
teenth century, the ranches and haciendas of northern Mexico remained the
most important supplier of horses for plains societies. In the Mexican north, with
its relatively mild winters and an economy driven by animal breeding, horses
seemed nearly innumerable. Proximity gave Comanches and their allies a near-
monopoly on this resource and more horses per capita than any other native
people in North America. Berlandier wrote that even the poorest Comanche
families had between six and ten of the animals. Wealthier Comanches suppos-
edly had between thirty and forty, in addition to eight or ten mules. Some of the
richest men on the southern plains owned hundreds of horses each.?

Through impressive community organization and military prowess Coman-
ches had come to dominate this most strategically valuable territory on the Great
Plains. They thus had access to critical hunting and trading resources and, most
important, had become rich in animal wealth in comparison to their neighbors.
Notwithstanding these accomplishments, great wealth had “aroused the envy
of the other nations” and put the residents of la comancheria in considerable
danger. Non-Indian observers had little information about war between native
peoples, so documentary evidence for these conflicts is fragmentary. Still, com-
bined with other sources, these fragments make it clear that by the 1820s and



Danger and Community 41

carly 1830s several Indian peoples threatened the families and fortunes on the
southern plains.”

Their most immediate threats from the north and northwest were relative new-
comers to the region. The Cheyennes lived in present-day Minnesota during the
seventeenth century, were pushed west by enemies during the eighteenth, and
subsequently adopted the classic equestrian, bison-hunting culture of the plains
while moving into the Black Hills of South Dakota. By the early nineteenth
century they occupied a position of power on the high plains in southeastern
Wyoming, and a portion of the Cheyenne began to expand their hunting and
raiding activities to the area between the Platte and Arkansas rivers in present-
day Colorado. By the late 1820s the Southern Cheyenne and their allies, princi-
pally the Arapahos, had helped push the regular Comanche range south of the
Arkansas™

According to George Bent, son of the prominent Cheyenne Owl Woman and
the Missouri trader Charles Bent, Cheyennes saw the southern plains herds as
the natural place for a warrior to acquire horses, just as surely as Comanches and
their allies saw Mexican herds in the same light. Bent recalled that the Coman-
ches and Kiowas were “famous throughout the plains for the size and quality
of their herds.” As a boy he had been told that the southern tribes preferred
horse meat to bison and used horse hides as others used buffalo hides. For wide-
eyed Cheyenne boys who dreamt of owning a few horses of their own some day
such tales must have evoked the same disbelieving wonder that urban urchins
felt upon hearing about tycoons who lit cigars with twenty-dollar bills. Chey-
enne elders recalled that Blackfeet often came through their camps in the early
1820s, boasting about the horses they had taken from Comanches and Kiowas.
In 1826 the famous leader Yellow Wolf led one of the first Cheyenne raids into
la comancheria. Soon other parties followed, until Comanches and their allies
were, according to Bent, “constantly being plundered” by Cheyennes, Arapahos,
Blackfeet, Gros Ventres, and others. These raids produced tales of bravery and
daring told well into the reservation era.”

Farther east, Osages had been raiding la comancheria for much longer.
David G. Burnet, future president of Texas and one of the first Americans to live
among Comanches voluntarily, reported constant warfare between his hosts and
Osages, who regularly ventured south to “spoil the spoiler of his prey.” A traveler
among the Osage heard one leader boast of having stolen five hundred Coman-
che horses in a single night. Violence often attended these raids. In 1820 Lieu-
tenant Stephen H. Long’s exploratory troop encountered a Comanche party
that had just been attacked by Osages. The raiders had killed three men and

wounded six more. One of the Comanche men had “cut more than one hun-
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3. Cheyenne Killing Two Kiowa Women. Cheyenne ledger art, unknown artist.

Courtesy of the Frontier Army Museum, Fort Leavenworth, Kansas.

dred parallel and transverse lines on his arms and thighs, of the length of from
three to four inches, deep enough to draw blood” in mourning for a slain brother.
Comanche leaders complained on multiple occasions to American traders that
the United States provided arms and ammunition to Osages, “but we can get
none, or very few of them. This is wrong . . . very wrong.” American weapons
helped give Osages a deadly advantage. Berlandier reported that in 1828 Osages
executed thirty Comanche women and children they had captured in a previous
raid.*®

A most extraordinary native source attests to this violence. From at least
1833 on, Kiowas recorded their history on calendars that memorialized two key
events each year, one in summer and one in winter. One of the earliest surviving
records is for summer 1833, the “summer that they cut off their heads.” In early
spring, when most of the men were away on a journey, Kiowa families gathered
in a single camp. At some point news arrived that Osages were about. Terrified
and largely undefended, the families fled in four directions. At dawn the next
morning Osage warriors surprised one of these parties, taking a brother and sister
captive and killing five men and many more women and children. The raiders
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set the camp on fire and then hacked off the heads of their victims and stuffed
them into several brass buckets for horrified kin to discover on their return.””

Awful and threatening as they were, it seemed by 1830 that these foes would
soon be eclipsed by native immigrants arriving daily from the East. Berlandier
noted that “almost all of the peoples who came here originally from the United
States of North America make war on the Comanches.” An early Anglo-Texan
newspaper reported in 1830 on the outbreak of “a kind of exterminating war”
between Cherokees, Shawnees, Delawares, and others against Comanches and
their allies. In the early 1830s, Mexican officials were paying very close attention
to a particularly bloody feud between Comanches and Shawnees. Eastern Indi-
ans had more and better firearms than peoples on the southern plains, including
guns and ammunition that came from U.S. government annuities given in re-
turn for ceded lands. This advantage enabled small parties of native immigrants
to best much larger groups of Comanches. In 1832, for example, twenty-nine
Koasatis (a division of the Upper Creeks) fought one hundred and fifty Coman-
ches, apparently killing or wounding upward of one-half. A year later another
Koasati party brought back seventy scalps from Comanche country. As grave
as the situation seems in light of these scattered references, the full reality was
undoubtedly worse.®

While the Comanches’ herds lured enemies into their territory, the require-
ments of hunting and of caring for horses made it difficult for families on the
southern plains to protect themselves and their property. Killing frosts came
later to the southern than to the central and northern plains, and new, nutri-
tious short grasses could appear weeks or even months earlier in the southern
reaches of la comancheria than farther north. Despite these relative advantages,
herds had basic requirements that shaped life and vulnerability on the plains.
Each week a mustang needs a pound of salt. Each day the animals drink ten to
twelve gallons of water, and they need enough grass to equal twenty-five pounds
of good hay. One study has found that a camp with a thousand horses in western
Kansas would have consumed seven acres of grass daily during periods of aver-
age rainfall. During drought, horses could consume six times that much. The
threat of disease also resulted in the dispersion of animals. Parasites, lice, blood-
sucking louse, and chewing louse all pestered plains horses, and the longer the
animals stayed in one place, or the more quickly they returned to it, the greater
the risk of the herd becoming infected. Beyond the requirements of sustenance
and health, horses are simply very choosy eaters, often straying far from camp to
find their favorite grasses.”

Though they were a populous people, Comanches thus out of necessity
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4. Koasatis. Watercolor by Lino Sdnchez y Tapia.

Courtesy of the Gilcrease Museum, Tulsa, Oklahoma.

spent most of the year separated from each other in mobile groups vulnerable
to enemy raiders. That did not mean, however, that families on the southern
plains were autonomous, isolated people at the mercy of adversaries. Commu-
nity made them something much more dangerous than that.

COALESCE WITH THEIR KINDRED:
COMMUNITY ON THE SOUTHERN PLAINS

Comanches made meaningful decisions together at several organizational
levels. Immediate, or nuclear, families occasionally sojourned on their own, but
more commonly the most stable residence group was an extended family of ten
to thirty people. Extended families generally camped with other extended fami-
lies to form residence rancherias, or bands, that spent the greater part of the year
together. Band members were connected by webs of kinship obligations and by
an institutionalized form of friendship that not only produced a fictive kinship
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between two people, but obligated the families of those two people to honor the
obligations of family relations as well. The size of the bands fluctuated, ranging
from approximately two dozen to several hundred residents.*’

Within families and bands, Comanches looked to particular senior men for
direction on matters of community interest. Each family had a de facto leader,
or paraibo, usually an older though not elderly man who had proven his honor
to his family members. Men obtained honor through the possession of medi-
cine power, or puha, through daring and success in war, through the generous
redistribution of gifts and resources, and through wise, eloquent, and balanced
counsel. A man who would obtain such political power strove to arrange good
marriages for kin and otherwise increase his pool of dependents and followers.
While each band recognized a senior paraibo, there were also younger men in
every rancheria who had gained reputations and social influence for successfully
leading war or raiding parties against the Comanches” many enemies.*"

The most prominent leader of the central extended family in a residence band
would be looked to as the head chief of that band. Before making decisions of
consequence about moving camp, performing important ceremonies, hunting,
or regulating trade, he would seek consensus informally and in council with
the other men of the band. Though very rarely paraibos may have threatened
or even used coercive force on other Comanches, their authority depended en-
tirely upon the voluntary allegiance of family and supporters. Comanche fami-
lies regularly moved between bands, so leaders’ political power always fluctu-
ated. Comanche politics at this level was therefore highly fluid and sensitive to
the opinions and fortunes of individual families.

Throughout most of the year, the band remained the largest political unit of
everyday relevance. During the summer months, however, Comanche bands
assembled as tribes or divisions to renew social bonds, perform rituals of com-
munity integration, and engage in communal bison hunts.?* Each division had a
distinct name and a particular territory. By the second quarter of the nineteenth
century there were four Comanche divisions: Kotsotekas (Buffalo Eaters),
Yamparikas (Yampa-Root Eaters), Hois (Timber People), and Tenewas ([those
who stay] Downstream).?®

The annual period of divisional socialization and cooperation served to bind
bands together. Men’s and possibly women’s societies of several kinds recruited
members from within divisions and fostered social and material connections
between bands. War leaders often recruited men from different bands to go on
expeditions against enemies, and they formed temporary communities united in
ambition, risk, and honor that laid the groundwork for future cooperation. Most
fundamentally, Comanches tended to marry outside the band but inside the
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division. Brides would generally live with their husband’s families, and children
recognized the families of both their parents as relatives. Marriages created kin-
ship obligations and political support networks that connected bands at a variety
of levels. If they looked deep enough, nearly every Comanche could have recog-
nized any other as some kind of relative**

These mechanisms for integrating community fostered within Comanche
divisions a framework for coordinated action in relations with outsiders. War and
peace, trade relationships, territory and resource use —these issues affected all
families within a division, and the shared interests of these families and their
bands would be represented by their own leaders when they met in council
during divisional gatherings. Such councils unfolded with much ceremony and
served to promote unified policies vis-a-vis other peoples in a variety of ways. First,
they provided an opportunity to share and evaluate intelligence about outsiders
gathered by the several paraibos over the intervening months. Second, divisional
councils served a kind of policing function, putting checks on the activities of
individual leaders by calling them to account for their actions and periodically
reevaluating their public honor in the context of the interconnected interests
of the entire division. Finally, councils served as public forums where paraibos
could articulate the concerns of their people and work to achieve consensus on
important issues, particularly concerning policies relative to non-Comanches.?

The members of the divisions chose a principal chief from among their most
prominent paraibos to facilitate this consensus and to serve as the highest rep-
resentative of divisional policy to outsiders. Paruakevitsi may have occupied
this position among the Tenewa. While the principal chief did have special in-
fluence in matters of external policy, the office itself implied no particular au-
thority in internal Comanche affairs: political power in this sphere depended
entirely upon the principal chiefs’ positions as prominent band leaders in their
own right. Like all political positions within Comanche society, the authority
and influence of a leader derived from his personal reputation and honor and
also from the contingencies of the times—not from the office itself.*®

While the position of principal chief was the highest office Comanches rec-
ognized, the division was not the highest organizational unit within which they
could coordinate policies and actions. Most broadly, all Comanches spoke the
same language and shared material, political, and religious cultures. Though
each division had a particular territory, the boundaries of these territories shifted
with the seasons and over time and always remained porous to other Coman-
ches. Interaction between Comanches on the overlapping fringes of divisional
territories would have been common. Families moved freely between divisions
temporarily or permanently and may have done so as a consequence of the per-
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petual competition between paraibos for new followers. Death, too, occasioned
movement between bands and divisions. Families tended to separate themselves
from their resident band and seek other, more distant associations while in
mourning for immediate kin. Finally, Comanches would have been connected
to other Comanches outside of their division through material relationships.
Scholars have followed Euro-American observers in stressing the existence of
trade ties between Comanches and outsiders, but the huge Comanche commu-
nity was itself a still more regular arena for gift giving and exchange ” Most redis-
tribution and trading would have taken place at the band and divisional levels,
but because of their different territories, divisions often had access to diverse
kinds and amounts of plant, animal, and manufactured goods. These variations
encouraged the movement of people and products across the whole of la coman-
cheria and strengthened far-flung networks of kinship, patronage, and obligation
that constituted an established base for the coordination of policy?®

Such policy coordination was generally passive. Most visibly the several divi-
sions nearly always respected the demands of each other’s external relations.
The norm seems to have been to consider serious enemies of one, enemies of
all. An informed observer noted that if any Comanche division was attacked by
a formidable enemy, it would “retire to, and coalesce with, their kindred, who
would adopt the quarrel without an inquiry into its justice or expediency.” Like-
wise, peoples who were important friends of one division became, if not friends
of all, at least a group whom no Comanches should wage war upon. Scattered
thefts and occasional acts of violence aside, one does not hear of Hois, for ex-
ample, laying waste to New Mexican ranches where Kotsotekas had close ties,
or of Yamparikas besieging San Antonio while Hois were at peace there, or even
of Tenewas trading for horses that Osages had stolen from Kiowas. Young men
may have driven off animals in inconvenient places from time to time, and divi-
sional and interdivisional consensus might be altogether lacking in transitional
periods. But Comanches nonetheless tended to coordinate broad external policy
across divisions. Usually this coordination remained passive and negative, tacit
agreement about what not to do. But given the right circumstances and leaders,
this force became active, creative, and potent.

This potential for coordination extended to non-Comanches. Kiowas often
cooperated with Comanches in matters of war, and they too had a segmentary
social structure that could be mobilized when necessary. Like Comanches,
Kiowas spent most of the year in residence bands, or topotéga, of perhaps 130
people, most of whom were members of an extended family. Individuals always
married outside their extended family and often outside of bands, and Kiowas
regularly moved between different residence groups for short periods. Most im-
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portant, all Kiowas gathered nearly every summer for an elaborate ceremonial
and social occasion known as the Sun Dance. The Sun Dance gave Kiowas an
opportunity to renew tribal bonds, revitalize their sense of common identity, and
maintain the relationships that bound people together across the different topo-
téga. Having a far smaller population than their allies, Kiowa Apaches generally
resided near Kiowas and often participated with them in their Sun Dances.®

In addition to Kiowas and Kiowa Apaches, the Comanches” longtime horti-
cultural allies the Wichitas had long been reliable trading partners and friends.
Sometimes Wichitas, especially Tawakonis, accompanied Comanches on raids
against Mexicans. Indeed, with their economy and population undermined in
the early nineteenth century some Wichitas chose to become Comanches them-
selves. José Maria Sdnchez remarked that Comanches seemed “very consider-
ate of the small tribes with which they have friendly relations, protecting them,
teaching them their habits and customs, and finally amalgamating them into
their nation.” Last, Shoshone families often sojourned with Comanches, their
linguistic kin, and cooperated with them in matters of war and peace. Mexican
observers such as Ruiz and Berlandier knew that “Sonsores” could be found
in Comanche villages, but most non-Indians failed to notice any difference be-
tween these closely related peoples. For example, one of the most famous cap-
tivity narratives from the nineteenth century, Rachael Plummer’s Narrative of
"Twenty-One Months Servitude as a Prisoner among the Commanchee Indians, is
almost certainly an account of Shoshone, not Comanche, captivity.*’

Families of Kotsotekas, Yamparikas, Hois, Tenewas, Kiowas, Kiowa Apaches,
Tawakonis, Shoshones, and others on the southern plains thus cooperated and
communicated through a variety of social mechanisms. Collectively, these
connections created the potential for the coordination of formidable offensive
power; and offense was the key to territorial security. Because southern plains
peoples, like New Mexicans, Navajos, and nearly all pastoralists, found it difh-
cult to mount effective and consistent defense against raiding parties, they had
to take the fight to their enemies. They had to rely on offensive campaigns to
demonstrate to their foes that attacks on any of their number could provoke the
wrath of hundreds or even thousands. Large parties of Comanches and Kiowas
were known to campaign in Cheyenne and Arapaho country, pursuing horse
raiders even to the Platte. More regularly, southern plains Indians came together
in the summer for what seems to have been a nearly annual campaign against
their old enemies, the Osages. Ruiz was present for such an event in 1824. By his
estimate there were twenty-five hundred warriors present: two thousand for the
campaign and five hundred to guard an enormous, sprawling camp. Assuming
one fighting man for every five Comanches, Kiowas, and Kiowa Apaches, this
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assembly must have represented nearly the whole of the fighting force on the
southern plains.*

These massive campaigns advertised the power and coherence of the greater
Comanche and Kiowa communities to their many enemies and may have dis-
suaded other groups from escalating their raiding into a territorial war for con-
trol of the southern plains. But these exercises tended to last only several days
and rarely resulted in significant changes to the power dynamics of the region.
It was not in the martial tradition of any of these peoples to engage in set battles
between infantry or cavalry, and this made extended campaigns and numerous
minor engagements prerequisite to any really effective offense against hostile
enemies. Moreover, groups of thousands or even hundreds of men traveling
together would have had difficulty feeding themselves on the plains during most
of the year, especially if they were hunting enemies rather than game. Finally,
the warriors” families and animals would be safe in a single camp with a five-
hundred-man guard, but the demands of hunting and grazing meant that this
kind of security could be only a very temporary luxury. If several hundred or a
thousand men left for weeks or months at a time to fight any one of their many
enemies, then their families and fortunes would be exposed to attacks by the
others in their absence. For instance, the Kiowa men who returned to camp in
the summer of 1833 and found the severed heads of loved-ones stuffed into brass
buckets had been away campaigning against Utes.

In sum, Comanches and their allies had a serious problem by 1830. The same
resource that had made them rich had also attracted powerful enemies from
the north and east. Their impressive ability to coordinate offensively had been
ideally suited to attacking Spanish ranches or the Apaches’ fixed, horticultural
settlements during the eighteenth century, but ecological and defensive con-
straints had frustrated an effective military response to their many new adver-
saries by 1830. This problem was fundamental to the peace that plains families
maintained with their Mexican neighbors. La comancherfa had become a dan-
gerous place to live, and Comanches could not profitably fight their indigenous
enemies and Mexico at the same time.

Having so many hostile peoples on their borders, Comanches and their allies
relied on the markets they found in Mexican settlements to their west and south,
where they could dispose of their dressed skins and furs and obtain foodstuffs
and manufactured goods. The Republic of Mexico had been inconsistent in its
respect for the alliance, but frontier settlements often depended upon Coman-
ches for their trade and especially for their friendship because war would be ruin-
ous. While national and state officials might be haughty, indifferent, or hostile,
Mexicans who lived on the margins of la comancheria had reason to please.
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AHI VIENE EL. COMANCHE:
DANGERS IN NORTHERN MEXICO

If in 1830 a Comanche or Kiowa party used the peace as an opportunity to
tour the Mexican towns and villages to the west and south of la comancheria,
it would have found them growing and hopeful but nervous. Riding west, these
plains ambassadors would first have visited the Indian pueblos and Mexican vil-
lages and towns on the upper Rio Grande. Most sat somewhere between the
river and mountains: the Sangre de Cristos, Sandias, Manzanos, and San Juans.
By 1830 Comanches and their allies seem to have had little interaction with
settlements west of the river. Among the two dozen or so to the east, populations
varied greatly. Santa Fe and Santa Cruz de la Cafiada had the most inhabitants,
over five thousand each. The settlements closest to la comancherfa, San José del
Vado, San Miguel del Vado, and Anton Chico, villages that had crept onto the
plains along the Pecos Valley following the Comanche peace of 1786, probably
had a combined population of nearly three thousand in 1830. Kiowas called
New Mexicans K'opt'a’ka’i. The first element, k'op, means “mountain.” The
second, t'a‘ka’i, is common to all the Kiowa terms for specific groups of Mexi-
cans. Its literal meaning is obscure but might be rendered as “mule-people.” By
the late nineteenth century t’a‘ka’i was more often translated as “whiteman,”
though the term identified cultural difference, not skin color (hence the term
Ko 7ikydo 7it'a‘ka’i, literally “black whitemen,” to refer to Africans).*?

South of Socorro and the emptiness of the Jornada del Muerto, El Paso and
the declining presidios of San Elizario and El Norte were aging gateways to
Chihuahua’s haciendas and towns, peopled by the Tofthent’a’ka’i, or “Water-
less whitemen,” as Kiowas called them. El Paso probably had over five thousand
residents in 1830. Beyond El Norte, following the course of the Rio Grande,
riders found no significant Mexican populations for more than one hundred
kilometers on either side of the hard, spectacular Big Bend country.*®

In the next cluster of ranches and towns along the river lived the P’aedalt’a’ka’i,
or “Rio Grande whitemen.” The towns of Rio Grande, Nava, and Guerrero sat
on the south bank of the great river. These were mirrored by other towns a few
miles into the interior, toward the ranches and haciendas in the shadows of the
Santa Rosa Mountains, the country of the Do"'ka‘fiit’a‘ka’i, or “Bark whitemen.”
Next on the river came Laredo, situated on the north bank. A still denser settle-
ment area existed farther down river, including the towns of Revilla, Mier, Ca-
margo, Reynosa, and, finally, the unhealthy but booming gulf city Matamoros.
Kiowas called the inhabitants of the far lower Rio Grande Ata’ka’i, “Timber
whitemen,” a term that also applied more broadly to residents of Tamaulipas
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and Nuevo Leén. The principal towns from Rio Grande to Camargo had popu-
lations ranging from several hundred to over three thousand, while Matamoros
and its ranching hinterlands were home to ten thousand. All told, twenty-five to
thirty thousand Mexicans lived along the lower Rio Grande in 1830, in between
the more populous Mexican cities, towns, villages, haciendas, and ranches in
the interior of northeastern Mexico, and powerful native peoples to the north**

The final area of Mexican settlement in the far north that Comanches and
Kiowas could have visited was located more than one hundred miles north of
the Rio Grande, between the Nueces and Colorado rivers in Texas. There were
two principal towns, San Antonio de Béxar and Goliad. These towns and their
associated ranches existed just on the eastern fringe of the prairies. Behind them,
in the timbered country beyond the bison range, newly arrived Anglo-American
colonists had their settlements, plantations, and farms. There were a few older
Mexican settlements even farther east, though Plains Indians rarely visited these
places. The Mexican population between the Nueces and the Colorado, with
which they regularly interacted, amounted to between three and four thousand
in1830%

Some of the Mexican settlements surrounding la comancheria accumulated
their wealth through agriculture. While farming mattered across the north, how-
ever, in many areas it was not productive enough even for self-sufficiency. Many
river towns had to import grains and vegetables. Some had access to other re-
sources, such as rich salt deposits, that could be mined for trade. Most families
supplemented their incomes through handicrafts, especially weaving, which
women along the river were renowned for. Above all, these people worked as
ranchers and herders. Northern Mexicans recognized cash money as the ulti-
mate medium through which to reckon wealth, but the typical paucity of hard
currency on the frontier meant that land and, especially, animals remained the
de facto measure of wealth in the north. New Mexicans accumulated wealth in
sheep, in particular. Below El Paso, the stock was more mixed. Mexicans there
also kept some sheep and goats, but they had more cattle, horses, and mules than
most New Mexicans. Residents of the lower Rio Grande used horses and mules
in farming, commerce, travel, and defense and also to measure and distribute
family wealth. They exchanged animals for all kinds of goods, for land, and for
services. Moreover, they made dowry payments in horses and also in mules,
which many valued at twice the price of mounts*®

Across the whole of arid northern Mexico, two dangers threatened the expan-
sion of ranching and grazing economies: drought and war. Drought, the War of
Independence, and Indian raids had together contributed to a significant con-
traction in animal populations along the lower Rio Grande in the early nine-
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teenth century. Berlandier estimated that the whole of northern Mexico lost 1/2
million animals in the independence era. Texas had been especially hard-hit. By
1830 the Mexican population of Texas had shrunk to perhaps one-third of what
it had been at the end of the eighteenth century. Another commentator calcu-
lated that Texas had 40,000 to 50,000 tame horses and nearly 100,000 head of
cattle in 1806. In 1828 San Antonio, the principal town in Mexican Texas, had
only 150 horses and mares and 1,322 cattle.””

By the late 1820s, however, the prospects for the northeast and for northern
Mexico more broadly seemed much improved. After several serious droughts in
the first two decades of the century, most of northern Mexico enjoyed abundant
rainfall from the late 1820s through 1846. Authorities in Coahuila, for example,
did not record a single year of drought from 1829 to 1846. The tenuous Coman-
che peace held out the promise that northern Mexicans from Chihuahua to the
gulf coast were poised to capitalize on the rain and the end of the War of Inde-
pendence to exploit an economic and demographic expansion the likes of which
had not been seen in generations.*®

Mexican settlements spread out into new or abandoned areas in the 18zo0s,
almost with a sense of relief. One report estimated that more than three million
head of stock grazed the ranches of the lower Rio Grande by 1835. Settlers estab-
lished new ranches between the river towns and in the sparse fields between the
Rio Grande and the Nueces, where most of the new livestock grazed. Ranches
were usually composed of a handful of families who built houses relatively near
each other. There were a few large landholders, but the typical holding in Texas
and the lower Rio Grande included two sitios, or 8,856 acres, of grazing land
per family. That individual families would routinely receive such large grants is
indication of the poor quality of soil and pasture in much of northern Mexico,
even in wet years.”

While most of the grazing land along the lower Rio Grande and in Texas
belonged to families of modest means, wealthy, politically connected families
had by the 1830s gained control of the major rivers in Tamaulipas, Nuevo Ledn,
Coahuila, Chihuahua, and Durango. They consequently owned the great ma-
jority of land in these states, nearly all of it fit only for grazing. The largest of
these estates—indeed, the largest such estate ever to exist in the Western Hemi-
sphere—was in Coahuila. The Sdnchez-Navarro family began buying water
rights and land in the sixteenth century, and, by the most conservative estimate,
their holdings encompassed 16.5 million acres, or 25,780 square miles by 1840.
Connecticut, Massachusetts, New Jersey, Rhode Island, and Delaware possess
less land combined than did the Sdnchez-Navarros. By comparison, the largest
ranch in U.S. history, the XIT ranch in Texas, was less than one-fifth the size of
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the Sdnchez-Navarro property at its height. This enormous estate and others like
it employed thousands of laborers, many bound to their employers by debts that
could carry over from generation to generation. These people lived and worked
near the estate houses and ranches at the hearts of the great haciendas. Some of
these settlements were quite large, but as a rule ranches were smallish and scat-
tered throughout the estate. Since the rural economy revolved around animals
and animals had to be well spaced because of the relatively nutrient-poor grasses
in the north, their caretakers also had to be scattered and well spaced*

The nature of the ranching economy thus meant that families in northern
Mexico and the wealth they possessed or protected were extraordinarily vul-
nerable to attacks by enemies. In this they had much in common with their
Comanche neighbors. Herders and shepherds were the most exposed link in
the ranching economy chain because their far-flung animal charges required
them to work alone or in small parties. Small to medium-sized ranches rarely
had advance warning of attacks and seldom repulsed raiders without loss of life
or property. Outside of fortified estate complexes and the larger towns and cities,
defense as such remained practically impossible.

Decisions the previous generation had made about Apaches aggravated this
structural insecurity. While the Spanish had come to an understanding with
several tribes of Apaches by the late eighteenth century and early nineteenth,
Comanches had not. The intensity of Apache-Comanche feuds had cooled by
the 179os but still presented problems for Spanish and, later, Mexican authori-
ties, who styled themselves benefactors to the first and allies to the second. The
Jicarillas living in and around the Sangre de Cristos seem not to have endan-
gered relations between Comanches and area Mexicans in the early nineteenth
century, but Mescaleros on the northeastern border of Chihuahua did. The trou-
bling Comanche raids in the north of the state during the mid-1820s seem to
have started as attacks upon Mescaleros. Comanche leaders later explained that
their young warriors simply could not resist the tempting Mexican herds once
they were in the neighborhood*

Lipan Apaches posed even keener problems. In return for promises of peace,
Spanish authorities had grudgingly granted Lipanes protection and safe haven
south of the lower Rio Grande in the years before Mexican independence. Of
the two main Lipdn communities, the first ranged north from Laredo to Mes-
calero territory near El Paso, and the second south from Laredo nearly to the
coast. The two groups probably consisted of 750 to 1,000 people each. Relative
to population size the southern Lipanes must surely have been the most danger-
ous people in all of northern Mexico. No other community knew so much about
the terrain, resources, and weaknesses of both la comancheria and the Mexican
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northeast. After they had been driven from the plains, abandoned and preyed
upon by the Spanish in the late eighteenth century, and impoverished and
nearly annihilated by Comanches, the remaining Lipanes became consummate
survivors. They stayed among Mexicans for a generation, wandering between
towns and ranches and living off wild game, petty trade, handouts, and pilfered
animals. They learned everything they could about the region and then made
peace with Comanches, moving back onto the plains during the independence
era. This was a nightmare for northeastern Mexicans, but a diplomatic triumph
for Comanches. They had several of their men marry Lipdn women and, un-
usually, go and live with the families of their new wives, perhaps to keep a closer
watch on these dangerous new allies. Comanches seem to have sought this alli-
ance so that they might exploit the Lipanes’ key resource —intelligence. Lipan
scouts introduced Comanche raiding parties to all the best watering holes, safest
routes, and most exposed settlements below the river, to the very doorsteps where
Lipdn families spent a generation bartering and begging. Comanche raiding
along the lower Rio Grande in the 1810s seems to have been facilitated by Lipan
scouts. But it was the Lipanes themselves who raided northeastern Mexico most
severely during these years, especially in 1817.*?

With the advent of independence, when Ruiz was dispatched to invite Coman-
che leaders to parley in Mexico City, Comanches apparently expected the Lipa-
nes to travel with them and negotiate jointly as one of the groups Guonique
referred to as the Comanches’ subordinates. But Cuelgas de Castro, leader of
the Southern Lipanes, went ahead of his erstwhile allies. Castro was proficient in
Spanish, like most of his people, and described by one Euro-American observer
as a “sagacious, shrewd, and intelligent man.” He met Anastacio Bustamante and
negotiated separately for the southern Lipanes, receiving a commission into the
Mexican army and promising to help fight Comanches if necessary. Soon after
Castro’s return from Mexico City, he slit the throats of all the Comanche men
who had married into his community and hurried his people back south across
the Rio Grande. Given the renewed commitment from Mexican authorities to
protect and indulge the Southern Lipanes and to honor Castro personally, peace
with Mexico seems to have offered more security and prosperity than peace with
Comanches. There was doubtless more to the Comanche-Lipdn breach than
Mexicans understood, but, whatever the causes, the Lipanes had revised their
own calculations of danger and community and become allies of Mexico once
again.®

Northern Mexicans were perhaps more careful about how they spoke to and
dealt with the Lipanes after these events, but they feared and hated them more
than ever. One observer said that the vecinos (citizens or neighbors) despised
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5. Lipanes. Watercolor by Lino Sdnchez y Tapia after a sketch by José Maria

Sanchez y Tapia. Courtesy of the Gilcrease Museum, Tulsa, Oklahoma.

the Lipanes and wanted them exterminated “because they recognize them as
the authors of the desolation of the pueblos in the last war and of their present
misery.” More to the point, the Lipanes’ very existence threatened peace with
Comanches, and everything depended on peace with Comanches. Plains fami-
lies grew nervous about visiting Mexican settlements with Lipanes about. In
1828 Berlandier and his companions saw a large Comanche party break camp
in San Antonio’s central square and flee in a rush because of a rumor that Lipa-
nes were nearby. Soon after when a band of Comanches allowed Berlandier to
accompany them on a bison hunt he noted that the party seemed perpetually
anxious about the possibility of a Lip4n attack **

Most ominously, Comanches occasionally sent war parties south of the Rio
Grande to attack and plunder their Apache enemies. Indeed, during the first
recorded Comanche raid below the river, in 1799, they killed eight Lipanes and
seven Spaniards. In 1824, Paruakevitsi led a campaign of at least six hundred war-
riors against Lipanes on the lower Rio Grande. Mindful of the peace, he visited
the military commander at Laredo to insist he had no quarrel with Mexicans.
Other war parties had less discipline, and by 1825 Comanches in Coahuila were
striking Mexicans as well as Lipanes. Mexican authorities acknowledged their
friendship with Comanches and Apaches alike but wanted to “remain neutral
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in their debates.” Lipanes boasted that they did not fear Comanches, but Lipan
mothers could be heard to silence crying children by whispering “ahi viene el
comanche” (here comes the Comanche). Whatever they thought, the Mexican
families below the river knew Comanche raids on resident Apaches threatened
the fragile peace that was prerequisite to their growth and prosperity.*

A BAZAAR GOING ON AMONG THEM:
COMMUNITY IN NORTHERN MEXICO

Like Comanches, then, northern Mexicans lived in considerable danger be-
cause of the character of their history, their economy, and their arid homeland.
Like Comanches, they turned to several kinds of community for protection
against threats. Ranches were the smallest and most common unit of settlement
in northern Mexico, usually consisting of a few extended families living near each
other and cooperating with labor and defense. Ranches forged and maintained
social, economic, and familial connections to other ranches in the area through
trade, strategic marriages, and a form of fictive kinship called compadrazgo (co-
godparenthood). These same mechanisms created bonds of kinship and mutual
obligation between towns or cities and the ranches in the hinterlands around
them. Moreover, many of the wealthier town folk had farms and ranches in the
countryside run by client families, and thus the wealth and interests of the towns
and the ranches intertwined. Whether because of familial or economic ties or
both, Northern Mexicans could call upon extensive support networks to help
them through hard times and to send them men and aid in crises.

These networks had been built over generations from the bottom up and
were in many ways similar to community bonds on the plains. The most im-
portant similarity might have been their mutual vulnerability to raiders and
thieves, despite the manifold ways they cooperated and helped one another. But
Spanish speakers in northern Mexico could call upon another, parallel system
of community that was far larger, more formal, and imposed from the top down.
Thanks to the federalist constitution of 1824, Tamaulipas, Nuevo Leén, Chihua-
hua, Durango, Occidente (later the states of Sonora and Sinaloa), and Coahuila
y Texas all had governors and state legislatures. New Mexico had territorial status
during these years, meaning that the national congress was finally responsible
for its governance, but it nonetheless had high officials and an assembly. States
and territories were further subdivided into departments, and departments into
partidos. Governors appointed a prefect to administer each department, and the
prefects assigned a subprefect to administer each partido. Thus every settlement
in northern Mexico belonged to a state (or a territory), a department, and a par-
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tido, and residents of every settlement had some claim upon the attention of a
governor, a prefect, and a subprefect, either directly or through intermediaries.
Settlements located within this political geography also had their own represen-
tatives, who dealt with local matters and communicated with higher authorities.
Cities and towns of sufficient size had alcaldes (mayors) and formal, elected
councils called ayuntamientos. Smaller towns and ranches elected justices of
the peace. At haciendas the owner, or hacendado, usually appointed subalterns
to handle organization and representation at different levels.*®

All of these units were fractions of the supercommunity called Mexico that,
nominally, everyone born within the limits of the Mexican Republic belonged
to. The potential cooperation among these units in the name of Mexican
nationhood was a threat that Mexican officials regularly tried to impress upon
independent Indians. For every Comanche living in 1830 there were nearly
one thousand Mexicans in the republic. Mobilizing the entire republic would
obviously be impossible, but Mexicans had the advantage Comanches lacked
of being able to coordinate the resources of their population through taxation.
Under ideal conditions they could concentrate and support professional sol-
diers, horses, weapons, and supplies for extended periods against their enemies,
as they did with Bustamante’s campaign in Texas in 1827. Every diplomatic visit
Comanches made to Santa Fe or San Antonio in the late 1820s and early 1830s
gave frontier officials another opportunity to argue for the reality and relevance
of the Mexican nation-state; to insist that all Spanish speakers across the frontier
were one people.*’

In theory Spanish speakers in northern Mexico could therefore turn to many
levels of community integration to help fend off surrounding dangers. And they
depended on one final kind of community to keep them safe: the personal re-
lationships many among them maintained with Comanches themselves. Plains
families regularly came into settlements all along the northern frontier to trade
and maintain social ties with individual Mexican communities. These were not
Comanche-Mexican relationships per se, but local, place-specific connections
between Comanche families and members of individual Mexican settlements,
what one scholar calls “borderlands communities of interest.” The settlers of
San Miguel del Vado in eastern New Mexico, for example, had long-standing
economic, social, and even kinship ties to Comanches. At least three Christian
marriages took place between Comanche men and Vado women in the 1810s
and 1820s. Other frontier towns, such as San Carlos in Chihuahua and Guerrero
in Tamaulipas, were likewise places of special relationships between Coman-
ches and Mexicans. The Kiowas had particular and regular enough connec-
tions with Mexicans at Fl Paso (P4 sufit’a’ka’i, “Pasefio whitemen”) and Laredo
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(Tsofit‘a‘’ka’i, “Light-haired whitemen”) to give them their own names. Often
such towns had translators or soldiers who had spent time with Comanches
either as captives or, like Ruiz, as guests and had gone on to become invaluable
cultural intermediaries.*®

Trade was the bedrock of these relationships. Hundreds of Comanche men,
women, and children regularly made visits to the eastern New Mexican settle-
ments, to towns on the lower Rio Grande, and to San Antonio bringing mules
loaded with commodities for barter. Comanche families brought a variety of
goods to exchange, most of them the products of women’s work—especially
dried meats and processed animal skins. Comanche women were renowned for
the suppleness of their bison hides. Many women added artistry and value to
their trade hides by painting them with elaborate designs. Skillful painting could
triple the price hides fetched in certain markets. There was also a brisk trade in
bear grease, especially in Texas. Berlandier estimated that tejanos killed around
four hundred black bears annually, but that Comanches killed far more. A large
bear could render up to one hundred pounds of grease, which Mexicans used as
lard for cooking, for medicinal applications, and also as an exotic trade item to
ship south. There were even ads for the grease in Mexico City’s papers, one high-
lighting the “extraordinary effect that this bear oil possesses in beautifying the
hair” Finally, Comanches occasionally brought Mexican and Anglo-American
captives to trade at the frontier settlements, and relatives or middlemen often
paid high prices for these lost kin.*’

In return for such goods and captives, Mexicans offered a variety of things
Comanches did not produce, including tobacco, corn, other vegetables and
fruits, baked breads, and brown sugar in the form of little loaves called piloncillo.
They traded metal objects, such as knives and sword blades to affix to lances, and
barrel hoops that Indians made into arrowheads. Impoverished frontier soldiers
even traded their guns, powder, and shot to Comanche visitors on occasion, and
in periods of peace Comanches and their allies eagerly bartered for horses and
mules. Finally, Comanches and their allies sought textiles made by Mexican
women. This trade rarely drew the attention of Mexican or Anglo-American ob-
servers, but the surviving references indicate that textiles were one of the goods
Comanches most desired. In September 1831, for example, a party of twenty
Comanches and Kiowas came into Cuesta, New Mexico, and traded a number
of horses for several woven blankets and some gunpowder. In times of war, Mexi-
can ofhicials often found Mexican clothes and blankets among the spoils taken
from defeated Comanches. It is also likely that Navajo blankets were making
their way to Comanches via New Mexican traders by the early nineteenth cen-
tury”® Sometimes this trade happened in reverse, with Mexican comancheros
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from eastern New Mexico leading loaded mule trains onto the plains. The great
trade fairs at Pecos and Taos during the eighteenth century had declined by the
nineteenth, and most trade happened in la comancherfa instead. New Mexican
authorities occasionally tried to control this commerce, but it would continue
until the late nineteenth century.

Wherever the trafic commenced, trading visits presented opportunities to
renew mundane but critical relationships between individuals and families
that rarely made it into the documentary record. This diverse commerce cre-
ated bonds of interethnic community relations across the frontier that surely
did more to preserve peace between northern Mexicans and Plains Indians than
Mexico’s meager gift giving and inconstant diplomacy. By the early 1830s, for
example, the main exports of San Antonio district were hides and pelts, perhaps
ten thousand annually, the great majority obtained from native peoples. New
Mexico had a longer history of dependence upon Plains Indian trade than Texas.
Through the eighteenth century, New Mexico’s export of furs and hides seems to
have generated considerably more trading revenues for the province than even
the sheep trade. One eighteenth-century official described New Mexico’s textile
and hide trade “the rich mines of the kingdom.” While New Mexican commerce
became much more dynamic in the nineteenth century, especially following the
advent of trade between Santa Fe and Missouri along the famous Santa Fe Trail,
New Mexico continued to profit from the hide and animal trade with the south-
ern plains. In a treatise on his adopted homeland, a newcomer to New Mexico
insisted with great enthusiasm that “vermilion, knives, biscuit, bread baked in
ovens, gunpowder, awls, and other trifles purchase most valuable furs which may
be sold at great profit.” Trade with plains peoples presented New Mexicans with
seemingly unlimited opportunities: “Even those remote places occupied by wild
Indians offer us rich products with which we are as yet unfamiliar.”*?

Comanche families likewise depended upon the trade, so their leaders tried
to restrain violent protests against the mounting inadequacy of official Mexi-
can diplomacy. Since the 1780s, diplomatic gifts from Spanish and Mexican
authorities provided Comanche leaders with prestige items and manufactured
goods that they redistributed to their people. Redistribution of diplomatic gifts
was an important tool in solidifying a popular following or political base. From
the independence period onward, Mexican authorities in the north had trouble
acquiring the quality, quantity, and variety of gifts that Comanche leaders had
come to expect. This failure is often seen as a chief motivation for Comanche
raiding during the Mexican period. But local markets with individual Mexicans
and Mexican communities represented an even more important political re-
source for Comanche paraibos. Unlike the undependable dividends of state-
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and national-level diplomacy, Mexicans on the frontier usually welcomed com-
merce with Plains Indians. Surrounded by enemies to the north and east, many
Comanches still depended upon the Mexican trade in 1830. Every ambitious pa-
raibo had to locate and maintain reliable markets for the goods his people, espe-
cially the women in his community, produced. Insofar as individual Comanche
families relied on Mexicans this way, paraibos had to respect and cultivate the
commerce if they wanted to retain or grow their followings. As much as they
resented the inconstancy and parsimony of Mexican officials, then, Comanches
kept coming in to trade. Observing one such visit to San Antonio, Berlandier
remarked that “it is like a little fair to see a town square covered with the tents of

a tribe, with all the hustle and bustle of a bazaar going on among them.”*?

In the early 1830s, then, Comanches and northern Mexicans had common
problems and common interests. Their huge animal herds and the aridity of
their homelands left them vulnerable to similar dangers, and their trading rela-
tionship made them mutually dependent. Individual northern Mexican towns
and villages went to considerable trouble to receive Comanches with respect
and hospitality, comancheros made regular visits to Comanche camps, and local
leaders on both sides had compelling reasons to maintain and police a healthy
relationship. But peace by the early 1830s had come to depend upon other fac-
tors that neither Comanches nor northern Mexicans could master. No matter
the care, attention, and respect given to the relationship on the ground, it was
still indirectly shaped by the actions of the Comanches’ Indian enemies and by
the financial and political crises that distracted Mexico City from its obligations
in the north. In this sense the effort, goodwill, and energy that went into local
relationships between Mexicans and Comanches were all tentative, marked by
hope but also apprehension over what neither side could fully anticipate or con-
trol. Meanwhile, men in Washington and Arkansas were trying to decide what
to do about the Indians of the southern plains.
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Imagine for a moment that every time Comanches and their allies stole a
Mexican horse or mule, attacked a ranch, or wounded, captured, or killed a
Mexican a light flashed in the darkness. If we could stare down at a nighttime
map of Mexico and watch years unfold in minutes, most of 1830 would be black.
Toward the end of the year, pinpricks of light coming from northeastern Chihua-
hua might catch our eyes. From 1831 to early 1834, the flashes become slightly
more pronounced and predictable, though still dull and mostly contained in
Chihuahua, until late in 1834 much of the state suddenly catches fire. Some-
thing changed. Another change takes place during 1836 and 1837, when the
lights spill east out of Chihuahua and race like electric current down the lower
Rio Grande to the gulf. Several years of protective shadows are cast back on
either side of the river, illuminating the isolated ranches and towns from EI Paso
to Matamoros in a hard, white light. Then, just as suddenly, the map starts to
dim. In 1838 we see occasional flashes all across the north of present-day Mexico,
but by 1839 only a handful of isolated, if bright, bursts are visible in Nuevo Leén.
Finally, in 1840 a third, momentous change takes place. As if someone threw a
switch, Chihuahua, Durango, Coahuila, Nuevo Le6n, Tamaulipas, and parts of
Zacatecas and San Luis Potosi are suddenly ablaze.

The data from northern Mexico from the early 1830s through the early 1840s
reveal three critical moments of transition moving the Comanche-Mexican re-
lationship from imperfect peace to sustained war. The three dramatic expan-
sions in Comanche raiding correspond to geopolitical events on or around the
southern plains. These events helped convince most Comanches, Kiowas, and
Kiowa Apaches to abandon their ongoing efforts at manipulating Mexico’s gov-
ernment into acting differently. Over the course of the decade, proponents of
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peace with Mexico lost all their best arguments, and Plains Indians stopped talk-
ing to Mexico and started taking from it.

OUT OF THEIR SPONTANEOUS WILL:
THE PRECARIOUS ALLIANCE

Comanches made a difficult decision in the late 1820s: they decided to ask
their imperfect Mexican allies for help against the raiders plundering their ter-
ritory. Anastacio Bustamante’s Texas campaign in 1827 had the desired result
of signaling a more vigorous Mexican military presence in the region, but it
also seems to have heightened Comanche expectations. At least twice, in 1828
and 1829, Comanches and their allies requested direct military assistance from
Mexican authorities. These requests would not have been made lightly. South-
ern plains Indians put themselves in a vulnerable position by advertising their
problems. By asking for help they offered Mexico a small but significant oppor-
tunity to be something of a benefactor. To fight side by side with Comanches
would have proved that Mexico took its northern frontier seriously and viewed
Plains Indians as critical allies in policing it against outsiders. Here was a chance
to forge a more meaningful relationship.

Mexican officials denied both requests. Some canny authorities seemed to
understand that the settlements were safer because of the Comanches’ defen-
sive crisis and thought it madness to intervene. That logic made perfect sense,
so long as the goal of a genuine and lasting alliance with Comanches had al-
ready been abandoned. Whether or not most felt this way, Mexican ofhcials had
another, more basic reason to decline the invitations to help. The Comanches’
native enemies lived on the other side of the international border, and joint
operations against them could ultimately mean sending Mexican troops into
U.S. territory. International politics always trumped Indian relations in indepen-
dent Mexico!

An important opportunity had come and gone. If Comanches hoped that
the renewed alliance with Mexicans might lead to military cooperation like the
Spanish peace had fifty years before, now they knew better. The typically mea-
ger gifts Mexican frontier ofhicials could afford did little to ease disappointment
that had been building for some time. Growing ambivalence in the early 1830s
fueled renewed raids on Mexican herds. Starting in late 1830 southern plains
raiders again began stealing animals in Texas, along the lower Rio Grande, and
especially in Chihuahua. Alarmed Mexican authorities from across the north
responded aggressively. Forces under Capitdn José Ronquillo marched from
Chihuahua and killed five Comanches on the Rio Pecos, and other parties went
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out from El Paso in early 1833 and 1834 to kill enemies and retake horses and
mules.? President Bustamante gave provisional approval to the desire of Chihua-
hua’s governor “to open up a general campaign in which a simultaneous attack
can be made upon these tribes.” An official in Tamaulipas even drew up an
elaborate campaign plan, involving perhaps two thousand men surging into la
comancheria from every state and territory bordering the plains. While nothing
so ambitious ever materialized, forces from Texas and the lower Rio Grande did
launch several modest but successtul campaigns onto the southern plains in the
early 1830s and killed dozens of Comanches in the process.?

Mexican ofhicials also tried to leverage the trading relationships Comanches
maintained with frontier settlements to check raiding. Starting in 1831 authori-
ties in Coahuila stopped issuing licenses to Comanche families eager to trade
below the Rio Grande and refused to resume licensing until all raiding ceased.
New Mexico’s governor likewise put an official ban on the comanchero trade
with the plains. These sorts of official orders could and did cut down on the
volume of commerce, but trading relations quietly endured in places across the
frontier. Seasoned northern officials knew that this was a good thing. Ronquillo
and others understood that insofar as commerce forged community between
Comanches and Mexicans, it protected peace where peace endured and created
opportunities to reestablish it where it did not. To discourage raiding, Mexico
had to threaten Comanches on the plains and deny them certain trading oppor-
tunities, but lines of communication needed to be kept open so that paraibos
who wanted venues for conversation had them.*

Resilient relationships between individual Comanches and Mexicans eventu-
ally led to a breakthrough. On July 23, 1834, two Comanche leaders (probably
Kotsotekas or Yamparikas), one Kiowa “general,” and a number of warriors came
to El Paso to sign a treaty with Chihuahua. The Indian leaders said they were
making peace “out of their own spontaneous will, and in thanks for the services
that the inhabitants of EI Paso had rendered in regaling them.” They singled out
a soldier named Guillermo Trevifio, possibly a former captive, insisting that he
had special influence among their peoples. The plains representatives offered
“friendship, peace, and commerce” with Chihuahua and also promised to
speak to the eastern divisions and try to bring them into the agreement. By 1834
the Apache peace had long since dissolved in Chihuahua, and Mexican ofh-
cials urged the plains warriors to wage war upon Mescaleros and Chiricahuas.
Mexican negotiators offered to affix special brands onto any horses taken from
Apaches, even animals that once belonged to Mexican ranchers, so Comanches
could lawfully trade the beasts in Mexican settlements. This significant conces-
sion promised a dramatic expansion in commerce. Given Chihuahua’s dismal
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financial situation, the plains negotiators generously agreed to forgo the cus-
tomary diplomatic presents that had been a traditional dividend of peace. They
had more interest in unrestricted trade and unfettered access to their Apache
enemies’

Aslong as Mexicans could exert military power in the plains and offer Coman-
ches and Kiowas things they needed in trade, peace would have advocates on
both sides. Just as important, when trade was brisk, Comanches and Mexicans
met and talked regularly, and it was from just such interactions that the treaty of
1834 had emerged. Still, these material bases for peace all depended on a com-
mercial landscape where Mexicans remained key trading partners for the resi-
dents of la comancheria. Such was the case in the 1820s and early 1830s because
Comanches were at war with the peoples to the north and east with whom they
might otherwise have been doing business. The Comanches” defensive prob-
lems were therefore the Mexicans’ defensive solutions, and this fact snapped
into focus once southern plains Indians started finding solutions of their own.

THE BEADS SHOW THE ROAD IS CLEAN:
PEACE IN THE EAST

Since the early 1830s, it had been the desire of the U.S. government to arrive
at a peace treaty with the Comanches and their allies. Raids and counterraids
between Osages, Comanches, Wichitas, and Indians emigrating from eastern
North America had forced an expensive buildup of army personnel and re-
sources on the southwestern frontier. What is more, the violence stood in the
way of the ostensible long-term goal of seeing removed Indians establish vigor-
ous economies and stable governments and eventually a self-sufficient, peace-
ful Indian confederacy subordinate to the U.S. government. Finally, though
Mexico had denied Comanche requests for military assistance against Indians
residing in the United States, Mexican officials pressured their counterparts in
Wiashington to stop “their” Indians from making raids upon the peoples of the
southern plains.®

The U.S. effort got oft to a curious start in early 1833, when Sam Houston
traveled to San Antonio and met with several Comanches on behalf of Presi-
dent Andrew Jackson. As a young man Houston had fought under Jackson at
Horseshoe Bend, where he suffered multiple wounds and nearly died on the
field. He earned Jackson’s trust and became a protégé, even leading the pall-
bearers at Rachael Jackson’s funeral. With the help of his benefactor, Houston
eventually won two terms in the House of Representatives and, in 1827, became
governor of Tennessee. There was talk about bigger things, perhaps even the
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presidency. But then his marriage collapsed in 1829, and, distraught, Houston
abandoned his governorship and moved out west to live with a Cherokee band
that had adopted him in his youth. He dabbled in various schemes, took a native
wife, drank scandalously, and started thinking big. Much to Jackson’s embarrass-
ment, word reached Washington that Houston was claiming he “would conquer
Mexico or Texas, and be worth two millions in two years.” Indeed, some believed
Houston’s failed marriage and retreat to the Cherokees had been an elaborate
ruse, an early detail in a grand plan to conquer part of Mexico. Whatever his or
his patron’s larger goals, Houston arrived in San Antonio in January 1833 and
somehow convinced Mexican authorities to facilitate and translate a meeting
with “Kimanches.” He reported that Comanches held Americans in high re-
gard but viewed Mexicans with “the most supreme contempt.” He presented
the Indians with a Jackson peace medal, and they promised to return in three
months with more senior paraibos to accompany him east for a formal confer-
ence. Optimistic, Houston worried only about his hosts. “If anything can defeat
the present expectations, it will be the indirect influence of the Spaniards, who
are jealous of everybody and everything.” Indeed, tejano officials soon thought
better of helping two potential adversaries make peace and informed the Ameri-
can that he had outstayed his welcome. Houston’s conference never material-
ized. He left San Antonio and turned his attention to the simmering cauldron of
Texas politics.”

Americans kept trying to impress southern plains Indians. One year later U.S.
rangers marched onto the plains to force or intimidate Comanches into moving
west, away from the borders of Indian Territory. The expedition failed spectacu-
larly—Indians even captured and killed one of the rangers. At last in the sum-
mer of 1834 a huge dragoon expedition under Colonel Henry Dodge entered
the southern plains to negotiate with Comanches and their allies. Eight Chero-
kees, seven Senecas, six Delawares, and eleven Osages accompanied Dodge as
scouts and as their peoples’ representatives to talk peace. The party also included
Jefferson Davis, the future president of the confederacy (who ate so much bison
on the trip that later in life the mere thought of it made him ill), the shrewd
and well-connected trader Auguste Pierre Chouteau, and an artist who would
become famous for his paintings of Indians, George Catlin. Finally, Dodge
brought along two Wichita captives and a Kiowa girl named Gunpi fidaméi who
had been kidnapped by Osages the year before, during the “summer that they
cut off their heads.”®

The expedition crossed into Mexican Texas, made its way to a Wichita village,
held talks with Comanche, Kiowa, and Wichita representatives, and handed
out a great many presents. Perhaps most important, Dodge set the tone for the
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6. Comanche Meeting the Dragoons, George Catlin, 1834-35. Courtesy of the

Smithsonian American Art Museum, Gift of Mrs. Joseph Harrison, Jr.

meetings by returning Gunpifidami and the Wichita children to their aston-
ished and overjoyed kin. Catlin described the reaction of a taciturn Wichita
leader on seeing his lost relatives redeemed. “The heart of the venerable chief
was melted at this evidence of the white man’s friendship, and he rose upon his
feet, and taking Colonel Dodge in his arms and, placing his left cheek against
the left cheek of the colonel, held him for some minutes without saying a word,
whilst tears were flowing from his eyes.” Dodge had not been empowered to sign
treaties, so formal peace with the United States would have to wait for another
council at Camp Holmes the following year. In any case the peace between
southern plains Indians and the Osages and refugees from the East mattered
more, and, given the violence of past years, all parties had reason to welcome
it. Refugees from the East needed to be able to hunt the prairies without fear of
Comanche, Kiowa, or Wichita retaliation. To Comanches and their allies, the
U.S. government held out gifts and commercial incentives. Most important, the



7. Tankaht6hye, Thunderer, a boy, and Wunpédntomee, White Weasel, a Girl.
George Catlin, 1834. Captured by Osages in 1833, this Kiowa girl (Gunpé fidama)
and her brother were purchased a year later by the U.S. Dragoons preparing to treat

with southern plains Indians. A ram killed the boy the day after Catlin executed

this painting, and just days before the expedition got under way. Courtesy of the

Smithsonian American Art Museum, Gift of Mrs. Joseph Harrison, Jr.
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prospect of turning bitter enemies into trading partners seemed the key benefit
for all of the native peoples involved. Comanches and Kiowas had long been
bound to dull Mexican markets, and peace with eastern Indians meant access
to a wider variety and steadier supply of U.S. and European manufactures. In
return, Comanches and their allies offered access to a seemingly inexhaustible
supply of horses and mules, animals that newcomers from the East needed more
than ever as they tried to rebuild their lives and fortunes in Indian Territory?

The initial peace concluded with much ceremony. The eastern Indians gave
Kiowas and Comanches white beads and tobacco. “The beads and tobacco, you
must take home to your people . . . tell them, ‘the beads show the road is clean,
and let them smoke the tobacco in remembrance of us who send it.” Even the
long-standing enmity between Osages and Comanches and Kiowas went to rest
when, after much prodding, southern plains representatives embraced their old
enemies in council. More formal negotiations would take place with Coman-
che representatives in 1835 and with Kiowas and Kiowa Apaches in 1837. And
the peace had its strains. Disputes would arise over hunting rights and, rarely,
over acts of violence. Nonetheless, a basically cooperative relationship existed
between southern plains Indians and their eastern and northeastern neighbors
from the summer of 1834 onward.

This peace became the catalyst for the first major expansion of Comanche
raiding into Mexico during the 1830s, for two reasons. The first has to do with
trade. The peace transformed multiple, increasing, and terrible threats into cau-
tious friendships and turned thieves into trading partners with high expectations.
Comanches and their allies suddenly had viable, even preferable, alternatives to
trading in the Mexican settlements. The second consequence was more basic
but perhaps less obvious. Peace meant that the requirements on men’s labor
had become very different by mid-1834 than they had been only months earlier.
Before the peace, southern plains men had obviously been responsible for the
active pursuit of hunting, but also important was the passive duty of simply
being present in camp to deter attacks on the community and its property. In
other words, enemies had limited the movement of Comanche and Kiowa men.
Some few young warriors might be able to leave without endangering their com-
munities, but large numbers of Comanche and Kiowa men could not embark
on prolonged ventures confident of their families” security. With the pressure off
from the east and northeast, more and more men on the southern plains gained
the freedom to leave camp on prolonged expeditions. As a second consequence
the peace therefore set hundreds of Comanche and Kiowa warriors at liberty to
attend raiding campaigns into Mexico.
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Meanwhile, Mexican officials still felt optimistic that things were trending
their way. But while certain Comanches and Kiowas signed papers at El Paso,
others dealt with Dodge. By fall it became clear which agreement would most
influence southern plains policy. In October, more than one hundred Coman-
che raiders stole horses from points in western and central Chihuahua. Another
campaign, more wide-ranging than the first, got under way in the state two
months later. Raids continued through the New Year, and southern plains men
struck ranches and haciendas in Chihuahua every month from January through
July of 1835

The most dramatic campaign took place in May, when eight hundred war-
riors invaded the state’s eastern and southern districts. One episode from the
campaign illustrates how quickly raids could poison relationships. On May 21,
a portion of the eight-hundred-man force encountered a Mexican detachment
of thirty-six soldiers near the Rancho de la Mula. The raiders raised a white flag
and dispatched a captive to ask for peace, but the Mexican commander insisted
on speaking to the Comanche leader first. When the captive returned to relay
the message, additional Comanche warriors came into view. Spooked perhaps,
or simply determined to seize their chance, the Mexicans fired a cannon loaded
with ball and shrapnel. The astonished warriors, who had thought they enjoyed
the protection of a formal parley, watched in horror as companions fell before
the blast. The survivors rode oft with their dead and wounded, slaughtering
Mexican animals in their path.”?

Thereafter the campaign took on a different quality. More than simply steal-
ing animals and seizing captives, the raiders went out of their way to destroy what
they did not want. They laid waste to the Hacienda de las Animas in early June,
killing men, stealing horses and mules, sacking nine houses and burning others,
and destroying all the storage bins of beans and corn they could find. When they
finally withdrew, they took thirty-nine captive Mexicans with them. Most never
saw their families again. Josiah Gregg, the great chronicler of the Santa Fe trade,
was in Chihuahua when the attack took place and long remembered the shock
and disbelief that washed over the state once the news broke. Five years after the
event he found himself trading with a large Comanche band that was home to
six of the Las Animas captives. He asked each if they wanted to be ransomed.
One boy named Bernardino Saenz refused, insisting, “I've already become too
brutish to live among Christians.” In the end only one of the six, “a stupid boy
... who had probably been roughly treated on account of his laziness,” accepted
Gregg’s offer and returned with him to Chihuahua®

It took Mexican authorities some time to connect their misfortune with
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Dodge’s diplomatic mission. Tejano officials were the first Mexicans to learn
the foreboding news that Comanches had made peace with the Osages, Chero-
kees, Delawares, and others through the good offices of the U.S. Army and this
helped explain why local trade was drying up. By mid-1835 Comanche families
only came into Texan towns seeking sugar, apparently the one thing they had
trouble getting from their new native and Anglo-American allies. But just as
new dangers had been forged on the borders of Texas, so too might solutions be
found there. As bad as the violence in Chihuahua had become, conflict in Texas
remained relatively minor. Mexicans had launched several small but destructive
campaigns into la comancheria from Texas and the lower Rio Grande in the
early 1830s, and the threat of more campaigns apparently made distant Chihua-
hua a safer target for southern plains raiders. Authorities in Chihuahua and the
rest of Mexico became increasingly hopeful that Mexican Texas might hold the
key to reestablishing peace ™

In 1834, Colonel Juan Nepomuceno Almonte traveled from Mexico City to
east Texas and met with the Cherokees, Shawnees, Kickapoos, Creeks, Dela-
wares, and others who had established themselves there years before. They seem
not to have taken part in the peace negotiations between their counterparts in
Indian Territory and Comanches and Kiowas. For years, Cherokees and others
in Texas had been negotiating with Mexican authorities to gain legal title to
their lands. They promised to punish the Plains Indians if Mexico confirmed
their titles. Ofhcials in Texas urged their constituents to contribute funds to out-
fit the Cherokees and others in a campaign against Comanches.”

While authorities in Texas tried to threaten Indians out of raiding, tejano ofhi-
cials endeavored to please Hois who still came in to conduct trade—often in
animals taken from Chihuahua. Authorities in Texas aimed to convince Hois
leaders of the value of a general peace with Mexico, one based on expanded com-
merce and more diplomatic gifts. If the Hois could be won over, perhaps they
would try to convince other divisions to stop raiding. Recognizing that Indian
“quietude depends for a major part” on gifts, a prominent general in Coahuila
ordered authorities in San Antonio to lavish presents upon Comanche leaders.
Talks about a new treaty got under way, and by August three hundred Coman-
ches had visited San Antonio with the intention of proceeding on to Matamoros
to finalize a peace agreement. After the terrible summer of 1835, then, hope
existed in Chihuahua and elsewhere in Mexico that Texas could be critical to
a renewed Comanche peace, peace born of threatened war and the application
of skilled diplomacy. But discontent within the Mexican Republic itself would
dash those hopes for good.*®



Buffalo-Hide Quiver 71
TO CONQUER THIS DESERT: THE TEXAS REBELLION

There was no such thing as an unpopular leader in la comancheria; leaders
were either popular or they were no longer leaders. While prominent Comanche
men injected politics into most of what they did, Comanches wasted little time
and few resources struggling over the structure of their political system. They
debated policy, of course, but had no divisive contests—let alone civil wars—
over how politics ought to work. Most contemporary non-Indians would have
explained this as part of the political vacuum that characterized all barbarian
societies. But such inattention to the forms of governance was one dividend
among many of a political tradition that freed up the energies and resources of
its people for other activities, like attacking Mexicans.

Mexico had a very different political experience during the 1830s. Busta-
mante’s government had proceeded vigorously with its program of enhancing
domestic stability and frontier security from 1830 into early 1832. But Busta-
mante and his key minister Lucas Alamén alienated important constituencies
by attacking the opposition press, behaving sympathetically toward Mexico’s re-
maining Spaniards, courting the church, passing draconian anticrime laws, and
meddling in state politics to augment Mexico City’s power.”

Moreover, Bustamante alienated General Antonio Lépez de Santa Anna, a
constituency unto himself. Only fifteen when the War of Independence began,
by the end of the war Santa Anna had distinguished himself through his brav-
ery, his seemingly inexhaustible energy, and his remarkable talent for raising
and organizing soldiers. After independence he rose to national prominence
by initiating the movement that deposed the emperor Iturbide and led to the
establishment of the federal republic in 1824. In 1829 he played a critical role in
repulsing the Spanish invasion and became the most popular figure in Mexico.
Bustamante began to worry. Santa Anna had mountainous personal ambition
and a ruthless streak that contrasted sharply with Bustamante’s amiable, some
would say naive, sincerity. “There cannot be a greater contrast,” wrote Fanny
Calderén de la Barca, “both in appearance and reality, than between him and
Santa Anna. There is no lurking devil in [Bustamante’s| eye.” Convinced that
Bustamante was undermining him in his home state of Veracruz and exquisitely
alert to political opportunities, Santa Anna initiated a protest against the admin-
istration. The protest became a rebellion, and the rebellion a brief but destruc-
tive civil war. By December 1832 Bustamante had been forced from power, and
in March of the following year Santa Anna was elected president. Never a man
enamored of policy and keenly aware that a cultivated disdain for politics would
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put him heroically above the fray in the public’s eyes, Santa Anna returned to his
hacienda in Veracruz. He left the government in the hands of his vice president,
the prominent federalist Valentin Gémez Farias.®

Goémez Farias proceeded with a reform program perceived by many elites to
be radical and dangerous, one including the promotion of state autonomy and
advocacy of state-controlled militias as an alternative to the bloated national
army. Bustamante had left behind an empty treasury and a debt of more than
eleven million pesos, and Gémez Farias tried to boost revenues by forcing the
church to sell most of its properties and taxing the sale. Church leaders resisted
and cast about for help in ridding themselves of this latest threat. There emerged
a conservative coalition of men convinced that the instability of the past sev-
eral years and the many crises that plagued that nation, including the brewing
trouble in Texas, could be remedied only through the centralization of political
power and decision making in Mexico City. They chose as their leader (or figure-
head) none other than Antonio Lépez de Santa Anna, who in the spring of 1834
forced his own vice president out of power, annulled most of the recent reforms,
and reinvented himself as a staunch centralist. Santa Anna and his allies moved
vigorously to stifle dissent and rein in the states, provoking several rebellions in
the process. The most serious erupted in Zacatecas, where the powerful gover-
nor raised four thousand militiamen in defense of state autonomy. In April 1835
Santa Anna marched north, crushed the militia, and sacked the state capital

These events sent Coahuila y Texas into a panic. Coahuila had been an un-
rivaled bastion of federalism since independence. The constitution of 1824 left
the state with remarkable latitude in distributing lands in Texas to would-be colo-
nists and empresarios, and successful applicants invariably had respectable fed-
eralist credentials. The ideological afhinity facilitated joint business ventures and
helped create a web of relationships binding prominent norteamericano colo-
nists to elites in Coahuila. The changes in national politics began tearing this
web apart. Colonists had already begun to question their pact with Mexico as a
result of Bustamante’s and Alaman’s Law of April 6, 1830, which criminalized
American immigration into Texas. The law proved a farce (the norteamericano
population of Texas doubled between 1830 and 1834 despite the ban), but it did
have the effect of alienating moderate Texans from the government and em-
powering the arguments of a separatist minority that had long been preaching se-
cession. Once Santa Anna came into power, federalists in Coahuila denounced
his government. Santa Anna’s allies established a rival government in Saltillo,
and the federalists fled to the city of Monclova, where they frantically started
selling off lands in Texas to pay for men and weapons, worrying little about prior
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claims or the interests of established empresarios. These land schemes poisoned
relationships that bound colonists to Coahuila’s federalist elite.*°

Feeling betrayed, despairing of Mexico’s political trajectory, and lacking viable
allies to support in Coahuila’s federalist/centralist contest, Anglo landholders in
Texas began talking seriously about independence. Separatists seized a garrison
near the Texan coast, and Mexican officials below the Rio Grande initiated plans
to suppress the rebellion. Rumors spread that Santa Anna would free the slaves
and that he would loot Texas just as he had Zacatecas. As late as 1830, Stephen F.
Austin had been assuring Mexican authorities that “it has been my ambition to
conquer this desert and add in this way to the prosperity, wealth, and physical
and moral strength of this Republic that I have adopted as my country.” But by
late 1835 even this great empresario, heretofore the voice of restraint in Texas,
advocated secession. Texan forces seized Goliad and San Antonio, and in March
of 1836 they issued a declaration of independence. Several tejanos, including
José Francisco Ruiz, signed the document. War was under way.**

Santa Anna marched six thousand weary soldiers into Texas and laid siege
to the defenders of San Antonio, holed up in a dilapidated Franciscan mission
known as the Alamo. Though they lost many of their own men, Mexicans killed
as many as 200 defenders in taking the Alamo. The colorful backwoods congress-
man Davy Crockett survived, along with 6 other Texan men. All were summarily
shot. Mexican forces also fought a Texan contingent near Goliad and quickly
compelled it to surrender along with another battalion nearby. Ignoring a plea
for clemency from a senior Mexican officer, Santa Anna had 342 Texan captives
shot dead on Palm Sunday.*?

The Mexican president now set out to crush the remainder of the Texan force,
about 1,200 men under Sam Houston, the politician and Indian agent who had
come to Texas three years earlier courting Comanches. Santa Anna brashly di-
vided his forces and led a portion in pursuit of the enemy. On April 20, 1836,
Houston’s spies reported that Santa Anna’s forces were resting unawares near the
San Jacinto River. The Texans surprised the overconfident Mexicans and, en-
raged no doubt by Santa Anna’s massacres, slaughtered more than 600 hapless
Mexicans and captured more than 700 others. The Texans lost 8 men killed in
the “Battle” of San Jacinto. Santa Anna tried to flee the scene dressed as an en-
listed man but was soon recognized and apprehended. He formally surrendered
to Houston, and in the Treaty of Velasco ordered the remainder of the Mexican
forces south of the Rio Grande. Texans would later claim that this clause in the
treaty amounted to Mexican recognition of the Rio Grande as the legitimate
southern and western boundary of independent Texas. Mexico City refused to
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recognize the treaty at all, let alone the extraordinary claim about the river, and
the two republics went on to harass each other along the border for another de-
cade. But the Mexican government would never again control Indian policy, or
anything else, in Texas.

The Texas revolt became the catalyst for the second major expansion in
Comanche raiding into Mexico, and its significance can hardly be overstated.
Since the eighteenth century, Spanish and Mexican diplomacy with Coman-
ches had been supported by the twin pillars of Santa Fe and San Antonio. The
rebellion threw that diplomacy into imbalance and confusion. Most immedi-
ately, the centerpiece of Mexico’s strategy for ending the current Comanche
hostilities had literally vanished from the national map. The project of enlisting
Cherokees and other eastern Indians in Texas against plains peoples would now
have to proceed quietly, in enemy territory, or not at all. And the peace negotia-
tions that had been painstakingly nurtured with Comanches in San Antonio had
become irrelevant.

As grave as these immediate complications were, in the loss of Texas the long-
term consequences for Comanche diplomacy mattered more. Mexico could no
longer deal with Plains Indians in the context of an implicit threat of military
action from Texas or from the lower Rio Grande. Retaliatory raids from these
places during the early 1830s had helped coax Comanche leaders back to nego-
tiations in 1834 and 1835. With Texas lost, however, any military campaign into
la comancheria would have to begin from the west, in isolated New Mexico or
distant Chihuahua, or else march through the Republic of Texas first. Perhaps
most disastrously, the intercultural resources Mexican Texas had possessed —
resources of ritual place, personality, and history, of which only New Mexico
had a greater share —were now beyond the reach of the Mexican state. Coman-
ches had made several thousand peaceful visits to San Antonio since 1790, and
these had been crucial in maintaining lines of communication. Go-betweens
such as Ellis P. Bean, Juan N. Seguin, and especially Ruiz, the most prominent
Comanche intermediary in all of Mexico, now worked for Mexico’s newest
enemy. Others, unnamed tejano traders, farmers, and ranchers who remained in
Texas after the rebellion and who may have done even more at the local level to
guard the lower Rio Grande and northeastern Mexico from Comanche hostility,
simply found their world much contracted. Tejanos from San Antonio and else-
where would continue trading and communicating with friends, business part-
ners, and relatives below the river. They would even act as spies, informing Mexi-
can authorities about the movements of hostile Comanches, and occasionally
offer assistance against raiders attacking the lower Rio Grande. Yet whereas they
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once interacted with the peoples of the plains as Mexican nationals, henceforth
they were an increasingly isolated minority living under alien government.?

With Mexican authority driven from Texas and the fighting force in north-
eastern Mexico in disarray, Comanche and Kiowa raiding parties shifted their
focus from eastern Chihuahua, already stripped of much of its animal wealth,
to the growing towns and ranches along the lower Rio Grande. While these
campaigns in the northeast resulted in fewer Mexican casualties than had cam-
paigns in Chihuahua, raiders devastated the region’s animal herds. They took
more than one thousand horses and mules from Laredo alone, totaling more
than four-fifths of the horses possessed by the city and its surrounding ranches.
The Indians burned huts and fields between the Nueces and the Rio Grande,
compelling the ranching families lately established there to retreat south of the
great river. Raiders slaughtered animals they had no interest in driving off. The
number of sheep and goats owned by families in Laredo plummeted from nearly
six thousand in late 1835 to a mere fifteen hundred by 1837. In just two years,
raids stalled and in some cases reversed the economic and demographic growth
the lower Rio Grande had enjoyed since the 1820s.*

As debilitating as the attacks had been along the river, officials in northeastern
Mexico discerned an even more alarming trend by 1837. Comanches and their
allies began extending their raids farther south, probing Tamaulipas, Nuevo
Leén, and Coahuila to discover better herds in the interior. The Indians seemed
poised for a major expansion in their raiding territory, and Nuevo Leén’s gover-
nor warned the minister of war that each day brought the region “closer to its
total destruction.” But the anticipated escalation did not come. Raiding activity
decreased dramatically from late summer 1837 through mid-1838, and in May
1838 five Comanche men even held peace talks with officials in northern Coa-
huila. They acknowledged that some of their people would inevitably continue
raiding but nonetheless signed a treaty promising peace in return for trading
privileges. And while Nuevo Leén suffered heavy casualties in a particularly vio-
lent campaign the following winter, southern plains Indians sent only two major
expeditions below the river in 1839 and confined them to well-known territory
in that one state. Something seemed to be holding the raiders back.?®

SLAUGHTERING THE ENEMY IN THEIR BEDS:
RENEWED CRISES

Northern Mexicans once again reaped benefits from warfare and misfortune
in la comancheria. To the east, Tenewas and especially Hois plunged into night-
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marish confrontations with the newly independent Republic of Texas. During
the Texan rebellion, Comanches and their allies took the opportunity to avenge
prior Anglo-Texan hostilities and disperse new settlements trespassing on their
hunting grounds. The following few years were marked by occasional raids and
counterraids, but also by cautious negotiation. Houston, now president of Texas,
championed a policy of coexistence and diplomacy with Indians. Comanches
held a number of talks with Houston’s representatives and expressed anger over
encroachment onto the eastern fringes of la comancheria, but the president had
little desire or ability to arrest this movement. At the same time, Shawnee traders
assured Comanches that the Texans intended to take their lands and even that
Mexico had fought the Texan rebellion over the issue of native land rights. With
suspicions and tensions mounting in 1838, an autumn attack upon a Comanche
party by Texas Rangers led to a cycle of retaliatory raids. The violence helped dis-
credit Houston’s peace policies just in time for a new election. Constitutionally
forbidden from holding the presidency in consecutive terms, Houston put his
energy into electing a successor. But after an improbable series of misfortunes
(Houston’s first pick committed suicide, and then a hastily recruited replace-
ment mysteriously drowned), the Indian hater Mirabeau B. Lamar ascended
to the presidency. Lamar repudiated the agreements Houston had made with
Cherokees and other immigrant Indians in east Texas and drove them from
the republic. In the west, he employed plunder-hungry rangers in a program of
active campaigning designed to terrorize Comanche families and drive them
away from the rapidly expanding line of Texan settlement.*

Lamar depended on a shrewd new ally for many of his victories. Cuelgas de
Castro and his Lipanes had undoubtedly suftered from increasing Comanche
raiding like everyone else along the lower Rio Grande. In late 1837 they had
moved farther south, seeking shelter with Mexican communities deep inside
Nuevo Leén. Recalling perhaps that Lipanes had guided Comanche raiders in
the 1820s, local Mexicans soon grew suspicious of their new guests and drove
them north. Three months later, Castro signed a treaty of peace, commerce, and
friendship with the Republic of Texas. By early 1839, Lipan scouts were back out
on the plains hunting bison and spying on Comanche families. During the win-
ter of 183839 Lipdn spies discovered “the place where the women and children
of the hostile Comanches are stationed.” In January, the editors of the popular
newspaper Telegraph and Texas Register informed readers that “the warriors are
now absent on an excursion” and that a force of Texans, Lipanes, and Tonkawas
were outfitting to take advantage of the opportunity. Two weeks later, this force
attacked the Comanche camp without warning, “throwing open the doors of
the wigwams or pulling them down and slaughtering the enemy in their beds.”
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The Texan and Indian force estimated that they killed or wounded eighty to one
hundred Comanches but made little of the fact that most of the victims were
women, children, and aged men.”’

The Hois war leaders Potsanaquahip, Saviah, and Pia Kusa led minor retal-
iatory raids and patrolled the eastern section of la comancheria against hostile
Texan parties, but it was obvious that Texans and Mexicans could not be fought
at the same time, at least not profitably. In early 1840 Hois sent emissaries to San
Antonio. Officials there told them to bring in every Texan captive they had and
to send negotiators to conclude a definitive peace treaty. Once the emissaries
left, Texan authorities agreed that when Comanche negotiators came in they
should be detained until all Texan captives went free. Lamar’s secretary of war
further insisted that Comanches henceforth avoid the settlements, accept the
permanent cessation of diplomatic gifts, and stay away from surveyors or settlers
who ventured into Comanche territory (which, according to the secretary, did
not exist).?®

In March, the prominent paraibo Muguara led a large party of men, women,
and children into San Antonio for negotiations. He brought with him a young
woman named Matilda Lockhart, captured two years before, and Muguara in-
sisted he had no other Texan captives. Decades later, Mary Maverick, a pioneer
and diarist who had tended Lockhart in San Antonio, claimed the young woman
had been beaten and disfigured by her captors: “Her head, arms, and face were
full of bruises, and sores, and her nose was actually burnt off to the bone. The
nostrils were wide open and denuded of flesh.” It is a shocking image, one sus-
piciously absent from other firsthand accounts. Whether or not Lockhart really
came in with so frightful a look, the Texans present did not need her as an excuse
for what they were about to do. Already convinced that their guests held other
Texans in bondage (a suspicion Lockhart confirmed), the commanding officer,
Hugh McLeod, asked his tejano translator to inform the Comanches that they
were now prisoners. The translator looked at McLeod, walked to the entrance,
opened the door, and translated the message as he hurried outside. After a mo-
ment of stunned silence, a Comanche man tried to escape and a fight broke out.
McLeod’s men killed 35 Comanches, including Muguara, and imprisoned 27
others. Seven Texans were killed. The massacre drew condemnations in news-
papers across the United States and an unmistakable reaction from Comanche
warriors. A few months after the killings, 500 plainsmen attacked the town of
Victoria and nearly destroyed the nearby settlement of Linnville. But Texan
forces intercepted the triumphant Comanche party on its return north, killing
at least a dozen warriors. In October 1840, Lipdn scouts again led a large Texan
force to yet another Comanche camp, where they took 35 Indians prisoner and
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massacred 140 more. When shocked survivors made for the Colorado River,
many were shot or drowned while crossing to the other side. Texan attackers
suffered 2 men wounded.”

To the north and west, Kiowas, Kiowa Apaches, Yamparikas, and Kotsotekas
struggled with their own crises and tragedies in the late 1830s. The Southern
Cheyennes and Arapahos, who had stolen so many horses from the southern
plains during the early 1830s, seem to have relaxed their assaults by mid-decade,
possibly thanks to the intervention of a third party. In the early 1830s both
peoples had become intimately associated with the American trading enterprise
of Bent, St. Vrain, and Company. The Bent brothers Charles and William grew
up in Missouri and spent their youths in the western fur trade. Together with
their fellow Missourian Ceran St. Vrain they opened stores in Santa Fe and Taos
and constructed a formidable adobe fort in present-day Colorado, just north of
what was then the international border, the Arkansas River. In 1830 William
Bent helped two young men associated with the Cheyenne leader Yellow Wolf
escape a party of Comanches who had come to punish them for stealing horses.
Southern Cheyennes and their Arapaho allies became the Bents’ main native
clients, but the brothers also looked south. They knew that southern plains fami-
lies produced an enormous number of processed hides and that they had access
to far more horses and mules than anyone on the central plains. In the sum-
mer of 1835 William ventured south and traded with upward of two thousand
Comanches on the Red River. He clearly had an interest in ending the conflict
that Cheyennes and Arapahos had with Comanches and Kiowas, and though
there is no direct evidence, he may have tried to initiate a truce as part of this
trading endeavor in 183s. If so, that would help explain the large Comanche
campaigns into Mexico during those years, campaigns which took so many men
away from their families for weeks at a time.*

Whether or not there had been a temporary truce between peoples of the
central and southern plains in the mid-1830s, by the summer of 1837 fighting
escalated once again. The Kiowa calendar attests to the violence of these years
and to the shift in focus on the southern plains. Whereas the key events from the
previous few seasons had emerged from the Mexican campaigns, the memori-
alists devoted 1837-39 entirely to enemies from the north. They called summer
1837 the “summer that the Cheyenne were massacred” and winter 1837/1838
the “winter that they dragged the head.” Summer 1838 was the “summer that
the Cheyenne attacked the camp on Wolf River,” an attack in which Lokota
Sioux supposedly helped Cheyennes and Arapahos kill hundreds of Kiowa and
Comanche men and women. The winter of 1838/1839 was memorialized by yet



Buffalo-Hide Quiver 79

another storied battle with the Arapaho. While the defenders garnered signifi-
cant victories in these years, the conflicts nonetheless kept southern plains fami-
lies in a state of anxiety and alarm and made it exceedingly dangerous for men
to leave on campaigns into Mexico.”!

Two other factors likely contributed to the lull in raiding during the late
1830s. First, many of the men who had been eager raiders in the previous few
years may have found that they had as many horses and mules as they could
manage by late decade. A major trade outlet disappeared when Choteau’s posts
were closed following his death in 1838. Those families who failed to dispose
of excess trade animals had to expend labor caring for them and make difficult
choices about camping in large, relatively safe groups and moving constantly or
abiding in smaller, more manageable rancherias and hoping for the best. This di-
lemma became keen in winter and could mean life or death so long as enemies
harried the region. Second, the Kiowa calendar for winter 1839/1840 depicts a
man covered from head to foot in spots; that is, a man suffering from smallpox.
Brought to the southern plains by Osage traders, this was the same epidemic
that virtually destroyed the Mandans. As is so often the case during the 1830s
and early 1840s, surviving sources tell us little of this event’s consequences in
la comancheria, but it is fair to assume that the tragedy complicated short-term
plans for campaigning.*?

Families across the southern plains therefore experienced a defensive crisis
by the late 1830s. Hois and Tenewas suffered major losses to Lipan and Texan
raiders, Kiowas, Kiowa Apaches, Kotsotekas, and Yamparikas faced an increas-
ingly aggressive threat from the central plains, and it is probable that smallpox
visited all of these communities. Before war leaders could escalate their cam-
paigning into Mexico, Comanches and their allies had to come to terms with
their other, more threatening enemies. Moreover, war with Texans and with
Cheyennes and Arapahos held out few benefits to Comanches and their allies.
The Texans were too close, too many, and too dangerous to attack directly, as the
aftermath of the Linnville and Victoria raids demonstrated. Moreover, Lipdn
scouts and warriors enabled Texans to track and attack Comanche families in
their home ranges. Likewise, nearly all of the violence between peoples of the
central and southern plains during the late 1830s seems to have taken place in la
comancheria. Comanches and their allies might seek to plunder their northern
enemies, but it simply was not worth the risk of sending raiding parties north
when it was so much easier and more profitable to steal horses and mules from
Mexico. By early 1840 southern plains Indians were looking to change the re-
gional dynamic.
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WE WILL GO AND BRING MORE HANDSOME LADS:
PEACE AND WAR IN 1840

The breakthrough came in 1840, when Comanches and Kiowas made peace
with their formidable Cheyenne and Arapaho enemies. Oral traditions disagree
about who initiated the peace, but southern plains peoples undoubtedly had
the more compelling interest. The peace put a stop to years of violence, freed
families on both sides of the Arkansas from much suffering and uncertainty, and
inaugurated an intense commercial relationship. It is also likely that the epi-
demic facilitated peace. Insofar as plains families lost kin to the disease, they also
found themselves more vulnerable to enemies. Just as the calamitous smallpox
epidemic of 1780-81 seems to have empowered the proponents of an alliance
with New Spain, disease in 1839 probably resulted in a reconsideration of policy
and a greater willingness to come to terms with dangerous foes.

The former adversaries celebrated at a huge ceremony near the Arkansas
River. Cheyennes and Arapahos gave their new allies blankets, guns, ammuni-
tion, beads, calico, and brass kettles. The Kiowas and Comanches gave —what
else?—horses. Even “unimportant” Cheyenne and Arapaho men and women
got four, five, six horses each. So many animals changed hands that recipients
lacked ropes enough to lead them all home. Perhaps there had indeed been a
glut of horses on the southern plains. After giving presents and seeing to the
more formal aspects of the ceremony, the participants engaged in a great trading
session that anticipated partnerships lasting into the reservation era.”

Cheyennes and Arapahos had lost many men on raids into la comancheria,
and doubtless some among them wanted to stop the bloodletting. But their en-
thusiasm for peace probably had less to do with casualties than with an eco-
nomic reorientation toward commercial bison hunting. The Bents provided
Cheyennes and Arapahos with an almost inexhaustible market for hides and
robes. Through the 1830s and 1840s both groups increasingly spent their time
hunting and processing hides for sale. War with Comanches and Kiowas had
made hunting in the region between the Platte and Arkansas rivers dangerous
for several years, and consequently the region became a buffer zone where game
flourished. Peace gave Cheyenne and Arapaho hunters safe access to this rich
territory** Given the paucity of source material for fleshing out the Great Peace
of 1840 (historians do not even know in which month it took place), scholars
have speculated that southern plains negotiators were motivated by strategic
threats from Texans and immigrant tribes. The trouble with this interpretation
is that the Kiowas, Kiowa Apaches, Kotsotekas, and Yamparikas in closest com-
munication with Cheyennes and Arapahos had little to fear from these eastern
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8. The Great Peace of 1840. Ledger art by Howling Wolf, Southern Cheyenne
(ca. 1878-1881). Late twentieth-century Cheyenne informants identified this image

as a representation of the second day of the ceremonies surrounding the peace of
1840, when Cheyennes received gifts of horses from Kiowas (see Moore,

Cheyenne Nation, 6—7). Image courtesy Joslyn Art Museum, 1991.19.

threats. Moreover, with one possible but unlikely exception, they seem not to
have turned their attentions eastward in the aftermath of the Great Peace®
They did, however, look south. Soon after the ceremonies on the Arkansas,
southern plains warriors dramatically expanded their attacks below the Rio
Grande. The first campaign got under way in early September 1840, crossing
the river near the town of Guerrero in Tamaulipas, and, over the course of the
next two or three weeks, plundered ranches and haciendas across eastern Nuevo
Ledn. Another crossed the river in the beginning of October, rode through north-
ern Coahuila, swept down the eastern border of Nuevo Leén, and then drove
toward the center of the state, to the very outskirts of the capital, Monterrey,
before retreating. In December and January Comanches raided the length of
Coahuila into northern Zacatecas and San Luis Potosi, while another, separate
group struck targets throughout Nuevo Leén. Raiders returned to Nuevo Leén
in February, and that same month a reported eight hundred Comanches and
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2. Territorial expansion of Comanche and Kiowa raiding, 1831-46
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Kiowas campaigned throughout Chihuahua and Durango. This dramatic expan-
sion in raiding would have been impossible without improved security, and the
Great Peace gave thousands of men on the southern plains both freedom to re-
sume large-scale, long-distance raids, and a new and lucrative market for stolen
horses and mules. In other words, strategic concerns did motivate Comanches
and Kiowas to seek peace with their central plains adversaries, but these con-
cerns had more to do with Mexico than with Texas or eastern Indians*

It is unclear whether many Hois men participated in the campaigns of 1840
and 1841, given their ongoing collisions with Lamar’s Texans. But for them, too,
security would soon improve. In 1841 Sam Houston won a second term as presi-
dent of Texas and put a stop to state-sanctioned raids by Lipanes and rangers.
Hois leaders understandably harbored intense ill will against Texans and refused
Houston’s early requests for peace talks. Nonetheless, by late 1841 the threat
from Texas had much diminished. More broadly, la comancheria as a whole was
more secure than it had been in a generation. Men had unprecedented freedom
to leave their families for prolonged raiding campaigns and embraced the op-
portunity to plunder new territories. As campaigns pushed into previously un-
known areas Comanches and Kiowas became astonished at the animal wealth
they discovered. Following a raid into Zacatecas in 1842, for example, an es-
caped Mexican captive reported that these Indians had never been this far south
before and that one warrior had said, “We will go and bring more handsome lads
and come back here, for there are many horses.” This they certainly did. From
1840 through 1847, Comanches and Kiowas sent more than twice as many large
campaigns below the river as they had in the previous eight years. All the while,
Mexicans could do little to convince Comanches and Kiowas to change their
policies and restore the peace.””

The Kiowa symbol for the winter of 1840/1841 is a quiver made of buffalo hide.
Put into context, this simple drawing is an eloquent marker for the changing re-
lationships between southern plains Indians and Mexicans from 1830 to 1840.
By 1830 Mexico’s frontier defenses had declined considerably, and the Mexican
government had little to offer Comanches and their allies in diplomatic gifts or
military support. The peace limped along nonetheless, with prominent Coman-
che leaders working to restrain young men and negotiate with Mexican authori-
ties. But the peace had come to depend upon the extensive trade plains families
conducted with Mexican citizens and, especially, upon the limits that conflicts
with other Indians placed on the activities of Comanche and Kiowa men. The
breakthrough with Osages and eastern Indians in 1834 secured alternative mar-
kets while at the same time freeing up hundreds of warriors to attend raids in
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9. Winter 1840-41, Hide Quiver War Expedition Winter.
The black bar below the quiver indicates dead vegetation,

hence winter. From Mooney, Calendar, 2776.

Mexico. Rebellion in 1836 destroyed any hope that Mexico would be able to use
Texas as a diplomatic and military base from which to refashion the Comanche
alliance. Finally, peace with Cheyennes and Arapahos and, more gradually and
warily, with the Texans opened up new markets and brought unprecedented
security to the southern plains, which meant that more men than ever were free
to ride south into Mexico for prolonged campaigns.®®

Of course, Comanches, Kiowas, and Kiowa Apaches had complicated and
divergent motives for making peace with Indians and Texans in this period, these
motives changed over the 1830s and 1840s, and not everyone in la comancheria
supported the agreements in any case. The alliances may also be seen as part
of a broader effort by native peoples across the Great Plains in this period to
forge strong partnerships in the face of demographic, ecological, and economic
change. Moreover, the negotiations that led to peace were themselves complex
and contingent events, and it is easy enough to imagine different outcomes.
Still, while the sources do not give us access to high-level deliberations about
regional strategy, the convergence of events above and below the river makes it
clear that Mexico played an increasingly important role in the geopolitical deci-
sions of the period. Surely southern plains leaders anticipated the ways in which
security and expanded markets would facilitate and reward raiding campaigns
into Mexico. How else explain the speed with which so many of them capital-
ized on geopolitical change by leading their men below the Rio Grande? or the
tremendous resources they devoted to this dangerous, complicated, and labor-
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intensive project year after year? By 1840 the war with Mexico had become a key
fact of economic and political life on the southern plains.*

The consequences of these changes can be seen hiding behind the draw-
ing of the buffalo-hide quiver. By the 1840s, young Kiowa warriors preferred
quivers made of sleek Mexican leather or panther skin to those made of buffalo
hide, which only old men used. The symbol for “Hide-quiver war expedition
winter” memorializes a campaign comprised of older men who headed south
into Mexico. Traditionally, older men were the minimum defense Kiowas and
Comanches would leave behind to guard women, children, and herds. But the
changes of the past six years had produced such freedom of movement and such
enthusiasm for war that even aged warriors joined the campaigns, bearing their
rough, outmoded quivers made of buffalo hide to the scattered ranches and ha-
ciendas south of the Rio Grande. They rode oft to join their sons and nephews
in a series of campaigns marking the definitive end of a transition begun in the
early 1830s. In the intervening years, Comanches and their allies had finally
abandoned an unprofitable peace with Mexico and adopted a policy of aggres-
sive war. The war in turn would revitalize their economy and transform the
southern plains into a busy plunderer’s bazaar.



PLUNDER AND PARTNERS

On September 12, 1843, Juan Antonio de Olaciregui wrote to inform Juan
Meléndez that several Comanches had attacked the Rancho de Torreén in Du-
rango. The Indians “gravely wounded a shepherd and took his woman captive,”
though the terrified woman soon escaped her captors and returned home, “very
broken down.” Before the Comanches left the vicinity they robbed eight horses
from the nearby Estancia de Salgado. Olaciregui had no way of knowing what
became of these eight animals, and, since his letter is the only record of this inci-
dent, neither do we. This is a shame because their histories would offer a glimpse
into the complex and far-flung network of material interests that helped propel
Comanches into Mexico!

If we could indeed follow the journeys of these eight horses, we might see
something like this:

The raiders were Yamparikas, including a man of Mexican descent who had
been captured as a boy and raised Yamparika, and were accompanied by one
free Mexican—a resident of San Carlos, Chihuahua. After attacking Torreén,
the party took the eight horses and headed north along the border between
Coahuila and Chihuahua. The first division of booty took place when the
Mexican from San Carlos departed and took one horse as a fee for having
guided the Comanche party to Torreén. San Carlos was notorious for its ties to
Indian raiders, so this man thought it safer to bring the horses to a discrete ha-
cienda farther south where the operator bought animals without asking ques-
tions. Three years later Chiricahua Apaches attacked the hacienda and stole
the horse a second time. The animal spent the rest of its life with an Apache
family in what is now southern New Mexico?

86
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The Yamparika party, meanwhile, had driven their seven remaining animals
along a familiar trail system to a crossing near the Big Bend in the Rio Grande.
While camping in the rough country between the Pecos River and the Big
Bend they were hailed by a handful of Hois who had returned along the same
trail system from Coahuila. The Yamparikas agreed to exchange three of their
seven remaining horses for two Mexican girls, sisters the Hois had captured
near Patos. The Hois drove these three horses back to their rancherfa on the
upper Brazos River in Texas. Thereafter these three animals met very different
fates. One, an old, weak beast, was given to an elderly woman who used it as a
packhorse for three seasons before it died. A second joined the herd of one of
the more senior raiders. He eventually gave the animal to a poor nephew, who
used it as part of a bride price for a young Hois woman he wished to marry. The
father of this girl kept the horse for one year and then traded it for a knife, some
clothing, and a bolt of patterned cloth at a Texan trading post on the Brazos.
From there the horse was purchased by a trader, who took the animal to the
city of Austin and sold it to a newly arrived farmer from Alabama who wanted
the horse to help him clear land on his new property and to transport crops to
market. The horse stayed with the farmer until its death. The third animal was
the strongest of the trio, and its owner sold it to a Delaware man for a quantity
of gunpowder, several bars of lead, some tobacco, six yards of red ribbon, and
a large brass kettle. The Delaware drove the horse east and sold it to another
Delaware trader, who took it north and sold it to a Cherokee family in present-
day Oklahoma. The family kept the horse until it died in a hard winter.

The original group of Yamparika raiders returned to their residence band in
what is now northeastern New Mexico with four Mexican horses. One stayed
in the band for life, becoming the favorite mount of one of the raiders’ wives.
Another remained in a local herd for two years until it was given to an ambi-
tious young man who wished to participate in a raid but had no horses of his
own. He rode off into Tamaulipas, where, following a successful attack on a
ranch outside Matamoros, his party was surprised the next day at sunrise by
Mexican militia. A middle-aged rancher shot and killed the young man, cap-
tured the dead youth’s horse, and, effacing the old Durango brand by burning
it with gunpowder, claimed it as his own. The rancher kept the horse for six
months and then gave it to a neighbor to settle a long-standing debt. The ani-
mal stayed with this last owner for the rest of its life?

The Yamparikas traded the two remaining Durango horses to a Cheyenne,
who kept them both for one year. At the end of that year the Cheyenne met
with a party of Oglala Sioux who gave him a British-made rifle and several
knives for one of the two horses. The Oglala owner kept the horse for a few
years and then sold it to a trader at Fort Laramie in early 1849. Soon after, the
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horse was purchased by a party of miners traveling on the Oregon Trail to the
goldfields in California. The old horse broke a leg somewhere in present-day
Idaho. The would-be miners shot the animal and, running low on rations, ate
it on the trail.

The Cheyenne man who had one horse remaining from the two he obtained
from the Yamparikas traded it to William Bent at Bent’s Fort on the Arkansas
River in the summer of 1845. Bent had the animal taken east to a business as-
sociate in St. Louis, Missouri, where it remained until it was purchased along
with several hundred other horses (and far more mules) by the U.S. Army in
June of 1846. A minor officer rode the horse to participate in the conquest of
New Mexico and Chihuahua. Somewhere between Parras and Buena Vista
the horse became ill, and the young officer left it with a local rancher who, re-
markably, recognized the original brand from Durango and contemplated re-
turning the horse to its rightful owner. In the end the rancher decided to keep
the horse, and the animal stayed on his land for almost a year before Coman-
che raiders stole it again in the winter of 1848. Pursued by Mexican militia, the
Comanches drove their herd of captured animals unrelentingly, and this most
well traveled of horses died of thirst and exhaustion ten miles south of the Rio
Grande*

It may seem unlikely that the eight Mexican horses taken from la Estancia de
Salgado could have gone on to lead such exciting lives, but this imaginary his-
tory suggests the very real complexities of the trading network that helped fuel
Comanche raids into Mexico. The Durango horses in particular may not have
traveled thousands of miles and changed hands so many times, but others did.
The horses, mules, and captives that Comanches and their allies robbed from
northern Mexico entered a vast network of markets. Once inside the network,
these animals and people traveled throughout la comancheria, to the central
and northern plains and even to Canada; throughout Anglo-Texas, Missouri,
and the U.S. South; to New Mexico, to present-day Arizona west to the Colo-
rado River drainage and even back into northern Mexico.

Animals and people underwent transformations on these journeys. From the
perspective of their temporary owners, markets transformed horses into prestige
and deference, or into cash or titles to land, or into clothes, blankets, brass but-
tons, and tobacco. Mules turned into gunpowder and lead, dried corn, jackets,
mirrors, knives, and silver coins. Captives became bridles, bread, iron pots, and
rifles or wives, daughters, sons, slaves, and warriors. The variety of these transfor-
mations testifies to the diversity of the network’s participants. While dynamic,
profitable, and far-reaching, this network was not a single market with a coherent
set of values and meanings. It was rather a system of trails and human relation-
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ships that bound together very different economic cultures and value systems
without imposing any one set of meanings on the whole. Animals and captive
Mexicans had different significance and utility and were assigned different ma-
terial values among the Kiowas, Chihuahuans, Hois, Kiowa Apaches, Chey-
ennes, Oglalas, Texans, Yamparikas, Osages, Missourians, Tenewas, Creeks,
Kotsotekas, Delawares, Arapahos, comancheros, and other peoples active in the
trading network.

The several Comanches who attacked the Rancho de Torreén in September
1843 obviously had distinct ambitions of their own. And yet the attack must be
understood as a manifestation of a far larger and more diverse collection of ma-
terial interests implicating dozens of different peoples in the violence, losses, and
sorrows afHlicting northern Mexicans throughout the 1830s and 1840s. To under-
stand the material dimension of the raiding campaigns that did so much damage
to the Mexican north, it is necessary to look both at the economic context on the
southern plains and the markets it intersected with—markets that could make
raiders insatiable by turning captives, mules, and horses into almost anything
they wanted.

CAUGHT HIM ON THE RIO GRANDE:
COMANCHES AND CAPTIVES

For Comanches themselves, the immediate material incentives that drove raids
into northern Mexico can be divided into three categories, in increasing order of
significance: miscellaneous plunder, captives, and animals. Miscellaneous plun-
der is often overlooked in discussions of raiding because it was so varied, seldom
recorded in detail, and not immediately implicated in far-flung trade networks,
as captives and, especially, animals were. Raiding provided southern plains Indi-
ans with many of the things they had once acquired peacefully at places like San
Antonio. In 1836, for example, Comanches attacked a party of travelers heading
north from a failed settlement near the Rio Grande, killing most of the party’s
men and taking several women and children captive. Sarah Ann Horn, one of
the captives, later recalled that the raiders took all the dead men’s clothes and
even stripped the party’s wagons, boxes, and trunks of every piece of metal that
could be used, as barrel hoops from San Antonio had been used, for making
arrow and lance heads. Dolly Webster, another redeemed captive, remembered
that after Comanches overwhelmed her party they seized various items of inter-
est, including mirrors: “Our looking-glasses were broken into small pieces and
divided amongst them as the most valuable property we had.”

Indians sacking homes in towns and ranches probably sought food, among
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other things, including corn and other grains, and goods like sugar that remained
difficult to acquire elsewhere. Raiders also collected weapons and ammunition
whenever they could find them and sometimes took papers and books to stuff
their shields. On more than one occasion they carried off a large quantity of
silver coin. And just as textiles had been key items in the Comanche-Mexican
trade, raiders hauled off clothes and cloth whenever they won access to Mexican
homes. Horn’s captors forced her to alter linens and dresses taken from a Mexi-
can house. Webster remembered that raiders returning from Mexico brought
silks, clothes, calicoes, and “a large quantity of jewelry.” In one of the bold raids
into Nuevo Leén during 1840 a Mexican woman witnessed Comanches leaving
plundered houses with, among other things, pillows, silk tunics, sheets, dyed
wool, shirts, printed calico tunics, and bedspreads.®

Comanches also acquired several hundred Mexican captives during the 1830s
and 1840s, and many things could befall Mexicans once their captors brought
them across the Rio Grande. Most simply, captives could become commodi-
ties. Sometimes Comanches brought captives into Mexican towns along the
Rio Grande to fish for an appealing ransom. The Bent brothers often purchased
Mexican captives from Comanches and Kiowas and had them manage animals,
do maintenance work, and assist in commerce at the fort. Comancheros regu-
larly attempted to acquire Mexicans from Plains Indians, and Americans and
Mexicans resident in eastern New Mexico also sought to buy and “rescue” non-
Indian captives. A Mexican man purchased Sarah Ann Horn near San Miguel
del Vado for a horse, four fine bridles, two blankets, two looking glasses, two
knives, some tobacco, and a quantity of powder and balls. Eastern markets were
even more important in this trade. After Comanches and their allies destroyed
Parker’s fort in Texas and captured several women and children, James Parker
spent years looking for his family. He covered hundreds of miles following rumors
and newspaper reports of children who had been sold by Comanches to eastern
Indian traders or to prairie Indians like the Osage and who were then bought
by officials or private citizens in western frontier towns in the United States.
Parker’s wanderings encompassed only one section of la comancheria’s perime-
ter, but they begin to suggest the scope of the trading networks implicated in
Comanche raiding”

Comanches and others found considerable profits in this trade. For example,
Burnet bought four Mexican captives from Comanches at an average price of
$200 in goods each. In 1842 General Zachary Taylor, at Fort Smith in Arkansas,
issued a standing offer of $200 for any white children purchased from Coman-
ches. In 1844 American residents of Jasper County, Missouri, paid native inter-
mediaries $100 and a good horse for a Mexican girl, and in the following year a
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Delaware paid a Comanche paraibo $300 for a Texan boy named Gillis Doyle.
Anglo-Texan traders on the borders of la comancheria purchased Mexican cap-
tives who seemed useful or who managed to convince them that family mem-
bers would reward their kindness. A Mexican boy from Presidio de Rio Grande
escaped the Comanches this way. When his brothers learned he had been pur-
chased they journeyed to Texas in order to “return” the $120 ransom that the
“kind hearted” trader said he had paid, so that they could bring the boy back
home. Pity no doubt motivated some such transactions. But whether through
manipulation of the supposed value of goods paid to Indians or through outright
lies, the rescue business could be profitable indeed®

While Comanches sold many of their captives, it seems that the majority re-
mained in la comancheria for life. The principal material dividends of captive
taking came from the additional labor it brought to plains households, and gen-
der structured this labor. Captors almost always required boys to tend horses and
mules. Most boys from northern Mexico would have had prior experience work-
ing with animals, and even at a young age their skills could be especially valuable
on the plains. Boys tried to keep the animals from wandering away, to see that
they got sufficient pasture in the daytime, and to keep them safe from thieves.
One observer estimated that each boy had responsibility for around 150 animals.
This hard work became considerably harder in winter— Sarah Ann Horn’s son
froze to death watching over a Comanche herd. Young Mexican males also
worked as trainers and breakers of horses and mules. Two Mexican youths that
a Texan trader purchased from Comanches excelled everyone else in his outfit
at breaking mules. Comanches usually killed the men they captured but occa-
sionally took younger males old enough to have acquired other important skills,
like making or mending saddles. Mexican boys who grew to manhood among
Comanches were often sought after by prominent men to become husbands for
low-status female kin. It was said that Mexicans made ideal husbands in such
circumstances because they generally had little wealth or social standing of their
own and could thus be depended upon to obey their fathers-in-law and help
with their herds and their interests more broadly.”

Captured females performed very different tasks. They labored at a variety
of daily chores, including gathering wood, fetching water, cooking, tending
to children, repairing clothing, collecting wild foods and medicines, and dis-
assembling, packing, moving, and reassembling camp. Their most significant
economic contribution was in processing bison and other animals for meat and
hides. New Mexicans, tejanos, and Mexicans along the lower Rio Grande had
always bartered for Comanche skins. Even as these transactions became com-
plicated by war, new partnerships to the east and north deepened connections
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between southern plains Indians and the ravenous international market for
skins. While market demand for beaver declined in the early 1830s, demand and
prices for bison robes and hides increased considerably, peaking for a time in the
early 1840s. Bent’s Fort became the epicenter of this trade for the southern and
central plains, but comancheros, Texans, and eastern Indian traders also sought
hides and robes !

It took tremendous labor to produce such hides in quantity. Comanche and
Kiowa women obviously had a great deal of work to do besides the processing of
skins. Successful participants in the hide trade therefore had several female “de-
pendents” that together could complete chores with dispatch and devote much
or most of their time to hide production. Cooperation paid dividends. Among
the Blackfeet, for example, it was said that eight wives working together could
produce nearly double the number of hides produced by eight women working
alone. Because of high mortality in wars and raiding, women outnumbered men
in Comanche and Kiowa residence bands. Since raiders almost never brought
Mexican men back to la comancheria, captive raiding probably contributed to
this imbalance. Some prominent Comanche men had as many as ten wives, or
even more. Captive Mexican females therefore provided critical labor at a mo-
ment when Comanches had more market outlets for women’s work than ever
before. There is also some evidence that Comanches had an unusually low birth
rate per capita, for a variety of reasons, and Mexican wives who became mothers
thus helped recreate population on the southern plains™

These boys and girls and women labored long and hard for their captors, who
under some circumstances held them as chattel slaves in the long term. It seems
that older boys or adolescents who resisted assimilation were especially vulner-
able to this social condition. A good number of male captives eventually escaped
and resumed their lives in Mexican ranches, towns, and cities. But the risks were
considerable. A Texan captive recalled that two twelve-year-old Mexican boys
who ran away from their Comanche captors “were caught, brought back to
camp, and hung until nearly dead.” Given the danger of flight and the traumas
captives endured, it is not surprising that nineteenth-century observers often
found young captives to be resigned to and even happy with life as Comanches.
As one put it, “Even the born frontiersman, taken prisoner and given a few years
to live with the natives, no longer cares for civilization once he has had a taste
of the desert life.” Most captives eventually became family: low-status kin who
shared the rights and responsibilities of membership in Comanche communi-
ties. Mexican women became wives; children became sons and daughters and
brothers and sisters and eventually husbands and wives in their own right. In this
way, captive taking strengthened not only the Comanche economy, but also the
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10. Comanche Village, Women Dressing Robes and Drying Meat.

George Catlin, 1834-35. Courtesy of the Smithsonian American
Art Museum, Gift of Mrs. Joseph Harrison, Jr.

community itself. As family members rather than simple laborers, captives freely
made contributions of great importance in mediating between the plains and
the Anglo-American and Mexican worlds.”?

They also made critical contributions to the war Comanches waged on
Mexico. Literate captives could translate intercepted documents and news-
papers reporting engagements and troop movements. After some years, captive
males could themselves participate in raids in northern Mexico. For example,
Comanches captured Sabés Rodriguez on the lower Rio Grande in 1844, when
he was a teenager. The young man spent three years guarding horses and mules
before being allowed to accompany minor raids against Americans and other
Indians. After two years more he started raiding his former countrymen south
of the river. It became a truism among observers of the southern plains that
“Comanche” raiders like Rodriguez were far crueler toward other Mexicans
than their captors were. Josiah Gregg believed that captives became “the most
formidable savages. Combining the subtlety of the Mexican with the barbarity
of the Indian, they sometimes pilot into their native frontier and instigate horrid
outrages.” The captive-turned-Comanche phenomenon produced some striking
scenes. While a captive among Comanches, Dolly Webster met a blue-eyed,
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blond-haired boy named Lyons who had supposedly been seized on the Texas
frontier some time before. In Webster’s estimation Lyons had already become
“almost a savage,” and she noted acidly that he spied on other captives in camp
for his captors. A German visitor to Texas met Lyons eight or nine years later,
in 1847, in la comancheria. An eight-year-old Mexican boy rode behind Lyons
on his horse, “half starved and shivering in the cold north wind, because of his
scanty dress.” The German inquired about the child, and the Comanche Lyons

“we

answered quietly, “‘I caught him on the Rio Grande.” This was said in a tone of

voice, as if he were speaking of some animal.”*

THE PURPOSE OF GIVING IT TO OTHERS:
WEALTH IN HORSES

Horses and mules made for less complicated spoils than captives, but these
animals were the most important objects in the raiding economy. Between 1830
and 1846 Comanches and their allies robbed tens of thousands of horses and
mules from northern Mexican ranches and haciendas, and the total number
probably exceeded one hundred thousand during this period. Still, the number
of horses and mules raiders drove off far exceeded the number they got back
across the river. Comanches seem to have discriminated very little in the ani-
mals they stole. Young or old, weak or strong, each horse and mule that could be
driven off was driven off. Weaker animals were sometimes eaten in camp. More
important, as living plunder the creatures were mobile but fragile. Harried by
Mexican pursuers, Comanches inevitably drove their hundreds or thousands of
captured animals hard, often to death, as they raced around northern Mexico.
Herds diminished through accidental drowning, heat stroke, thirst, and simple
exhaustion. David G. Burnet estimated that only half of the animals plains
raiders rounded up ever made it back to la comancheria alive

Those they did get home became the key commodities in the political econ-
omy of the southern plains. In order to appreciate what happened to stolen ani-
mals after they shook the water from their coats on the north bank of the Rio
Grande, we first have to look more closely at this political economy and contrast
it with the international market economy with which it intersected. Horses were
prerequisite for the hunting and raiding that allowed men to feed families and
accumulate wealth and honor of their own. Horses also became the standard
payment family heads required when giving female dependents away in mar-
riage. If they lacked horses, in other words, young men were shut out of the most
fundamental aspects of social and economic life on the plains. These indispens-
able creatures were unequally distributed within Comanche and Kiowa society.
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It has been suggested that peoples on the plains needed a minimum of six horses
per capita to lead a fully nomadic, equestrian lifestyle, and they needed as many
as twelve each for comfort and security. Most established Comanche and Kiowa
families would have had such wealth, owning several horses and mules they used
as pack animals, several more for riding transportation, and a select handful of
strong horses reserved for hunting and raiding. Many young men and poor fami-
lies, however, did not have sufficient animals to meet these various needs. Some
owned none.”

Kiowas observed finer social distinctions than Comanches, and one’s ability
to ascend from lower to higher social ranks depended to a considerable extent on
family wealth in animals. Men achieved membership in the most distinguished
social category, dngop, by being independently wealthy, generous, handsome,
dignified, and gracious. Above all, this preeminent rank demanded remarkable
accomplishments in war: counting first coup against an enemy, for example,
charging while others fled, recovering slain or wounded comrades before re-
treating, or rushing a party of adversaries alone. Young men whose fathers be-
longed to the éngop grade invariably had access to horses—prominent Kiowa
families sometimes had several hundred horses in their herd, most unbroken and
reserved for future use. Consequently, children of the elite had means to go on
raids and, just as important, could concentrate on acquiring war honors rather
than on stealing more animals. Ambitious men of lower ranks often had to bor-
row horses from wealthier relatives and, once in enemy territory, necessarily pri-
oritized horses over war deeds. Moreover, they often had to split their spoils with
their patrons once they returned to camp. Thus, while material wealth was only
one facet of a complex system for evaluating social worth, horses empowered the
relatively wealthy to achieve nonmaterial distinction.'

Given the necessity of horses for every Kiowa and Comanche family and for
junior men in particular, established men used their large herds to get what
they valued most: social prestige and political power. It was not, therefore, ma-
terial accumulation, even accumulation of horses and mules, but rather the
broad redistribution of animals and other goods as gifts that helped secure the
social prestige and political following that every ambitious man on the south-
ern plains strove for. Once accepted, such gifts generally required reciprocation,
not through repayment in kind, but through perpetual deference, respect, occa-
sional service, and political obedience. Gifts produced solidarity, and the giver
had the power to dictate the ends to which solidarity would be turned.”

Generosity was therefore prerequisite for the acquisition of political power in
la comancheria. Ambitious men needed to accumulate animals, but more than
that they needed to accumulate followers, primarily through the obligations
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conferred by gifts. As has been said of similar economic values in another con-
text, “successful entrepreneurs in the end turned their ‘profits” back into people:
dependent kin, clients, and slaves.” One of the distinguishing characteristics be-
tween such “gift economies” as opposed to the market economy was thus that
the “rich” stayed rich by getting rid of their possessions. Non-Indians marveled
at these values. One sensitive observer of nineteenth-century Comanches re-
marked, in puzzled precision, “From the liberality with which they dispose of
their effects . . . it would induce the belief that they acquire property merely for
the purpose of giving it to others.”*

Throughout the plains the perpetual contest over prestige and followers led to
acts of conspicuous generosity in a number of contexts. At its most nakedly po-
litical, animals could be given in the manner suggested above, to needy juniors
or indigent families, who then became clients to the giver. Most venues for gift
giving were subtler, mediated by cultural traditions. Once a warrior returned
from a successful raid, for example, young women often came to his tent, danc-
ing and chanting his glories, appealing for a share of his spoils. Comanches con-
sidered these visits public honors, and proud warriors or their fathers would rise
to the occasion by giving out horses, mules, and perhaps other goods to the as-
sembled dancers. By redistributing stolen horses to young women who usually
had few other opportunities to acquire the animals, prominent men also used
the so-called shakedown dance as an opportunity to increase their public stat-
ure and personal followings. Deaths in the family presented other occasions for
conspicuous generosity and the reaffirmation of client allegiance. When close
kin of a wealthy Comanche died, mourners wailed and wept in fantastic dis-
plays of exaggerated grief. Only through distributing gifts could kin of the dead
silence these public mourners. The public grieving and the requisite number of
silencing gifts became all the greater if the deceased had been a warrior killed
on campaign. Should there be a body to dispose of, pallbearers received gifts as
well

Through a variety of channels, then, horses taken from Mexico trotted off
to different households throughout la comancheria, and with their hoofprints
laid down a community schematic of patronage and obligation that testified to
raiding’s political dividends. War, especially so lucrative a war as the one waged
against Mexican ranchers and hacendados, offered juniors opportunities for
economic and social advancement that simply did not exist in times of peace.
More details survive about the Hois in this regard than about other Comanche
divisions because of their interactions with Texans during these years. With so
many prominent men killed in 1840 during the Council House Massacre in San
Antonio, emerging Hois leaders found a mournful opportunity to distinguish
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themselves. After 1840 a handful of warriors appear often enough to indicate the
rise of certain individuals through raiding in Mexico, but only two emerge in
any kind of detail: Pia Kusa and Potsanaquahip.?’

Almost nothing is recorded about Pia Kusa’s (Big Leggins’) life before 1840,
though he surely cut his teeth in conflicts with other native peoples in the 1820s
and early 1830s. Mexicans, Texans, and Americans came to know him as Santa
Anna. He likely acquired this second name in manhood, perhaps because it was
one he or his people thought Texans held in dread. After the Council House
Massacre he became a key leader in the resistance against Lamar’s Texas. Few
Hois rivaled Pia Kusa in raw hatred for Texans, and he long remained a bitter
holdout while older leaders tried to reestablish peace during Houston’s second
term. But Comanches faired poorly against Texas, and few war leaders seem to
have obtained much honor, wealth, or prestige from that lopsided contest. Like
many of his contemporaries, Pia Kusa made his reputation on campaigns against
Mexicans. He led scores of expeditions throughout the northeast and possibly
into Chihuahua, and “Santa Anna” became well known and much feared by
the people of the lower Rio Grande. George Wilkins Kendall, cofounder of the
influential newspaper the New Orleans Picayune, met Pia Kusa in 1846 and de-
scribed him as “a fine, portly looking fellow, weighing over two hundred pounds
and with a countenance expressive of both good humor and good nature. They
say, however, that he is one of their fiercest and most relentless warriors.” A Ger-
man visitor to Texas described him simply as “a powerfully-built man with a
benevolent and lively countenance.”*

The most prominent Hois raider to emerge from the campaigns of the 1830s
and 1840s was a man named Potsanaquahip (“male buffalo,” commonly called
Buffalo Hump). Potsanaquahip seems to have been considerably younger than
Pia Kusa, likely only in his midtwenties by the time of the Texas rebellion. He
enjoyed a reputation for bravery and sound leadership even before Comanches
started sending huge campaigns below the river. Potsanaquahip distinguished
himself in a number of these raids, organized some of his own, and after the
Council House Massacre quickly emerged as the Hois" most influential war
leader. Potsanaquahip also earned the trust and esteem of older Comanches and
was said to be a “great favorite” of the prominent Hois paraibo Pahayuco. Like Pia
Kusa he initially resisted peace with the Texans. When he finally agreed to attend
talks Potsanaquahip became an eloquent and strident advocate of Comanche
territorial rights. His reputation and his knowledge of northern Mexico helped
him organize many hundreds of men for campaigns, and his exploits below the
river found their way into the occasional Texan and U.S. newspaper. Writers
who met Potsanaquahip described a paragon of Indian manhood. The German
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traveler characterized him as “the genuine, unadulterated picture of a North
American Indian.” Unlike his companions he wore no Euro-American textiles
and sat naked above the waist with a bison hide around his hips. He had yellow
copper rings around his arms, beads around his neck, long black hair hanging
down, and “sat there with the earnest (to the European almost apathetic) expres-
sion of the North American savage.” The artist John Mix Stanley accompanied
a U.S. delegation onto the southern plains in 1844 and painted Potsanaquahip’s
portrait, but the work was destroyed along with another 199 of Stanley’s paint-
ings in the Smithsonian fire of 1865.22

Pia Kusa and Potsanaquahip probably did as much as any other individuals to
shape the War of a Thousand Deserts. These men and their lesser-known Hois,
Kotsoteka, Tenewa, Yamparika, Kiowa, and Kiowa Apache counterparts obvi-
ously had privileged access to animals, captives, and plunder that they could
redistribute to kin and clients upon returning from Mexico. Prior to this, war
leaders had to oversee the division of booty among the campaigners. In the end
the leaders usually ended up with a minor share. To take too much would be
miserly and suggestive that he was pessimistic about acquiring more at a later
date; that his prowess was waning. Leaders of raiding campaigns “gave” shares of
spoils to the men under their command. Giving booty to the men who helped
take it did not create the same kinds of political obligations as would giving gifts
to poor families, but war leaders developed reputations and followings based in
large part on how liberal they were in splitting the spoils. Given that the size of
war parties correlated with the prestige of the man leading the campaign, the
many large parties that rode south of the Rio Grande in the 1830s and 1840s
testify to the political careers forged during the war against Mexico.”

Older Hois paraibos such as Muguara, Pahayuco, and Mopechucope seem
not to have gone on campaign below the river in the 1830s and 1840s, but they
nonetheless reaped significant political dividends from raids into Mexico. Elder
leaders were critical figures in the raiding economy because they generally
negotiated trade and relations with outsiders. Unlike marketplace bargaining,
exchanges within the gift economy on the plains were not structured by compe-
tition between customers for producers. Traders in Comanche villages did not
find Comanches undercutting each other, for example, in the number of mules
or horses they would part with for a trade bundle. Instead, traders negotiated
first with the resident authority, gave gifts, established or renewed friendships
or even fictive kinships, and then arrived at an understanding with the paraibo
about a set price for hides, horses, or mules. The diversity of the trade bundle
allowed for minute adjustments based on availability of supplies and also on
the quality of the relationship the trader enjoyed with the paraibo. Once trading
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commenced, everyone in the village more or less proceeded with the agreed-
upon price. This mediating position gave leaders access to special prestige gifts
and, more important, to the very political power that was itself the final aim of
material wealth?*

Just as the material benefits of increased raiding into Mexico helped native
leaders on the plains build their reputations and their personal followings, in-
creased raiding also enabled Comanches and Kiowas to recreate a dominant
position in regional trade that had eroded in the 1820s and early 1830s. During
the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries Comanches had enjoyed a privi-
leged market position on the southern plains, with multiple trading partners on
the fringes of la comancherfa. Comanche families to the east enjoyed access to
French, British, and finally U.S. traders from Louisiana. They also maintained
close commercial relationships with several Wichita villages, which both pro-
vided necessary foodstuffs and acted as middlemen between Comanches and
representatives of Euro-American markets east of the Mississippi. Families in
the north and west of la comancheria did considerable business with New Mexi-
can traders and towns, especially after the Spanish peace in the 1780s. More
important, Comanches in this region interacted with a great variety of native
peoples who came to trade with them seasonally on the upper Arkansas River.
Peace with the Kiowas and Kiowa Apaches had connected Comanches to British
merchants via the Mandans and Hidatsas on the upper Missouri, and for a time
in the early nineteenth century representatives of the newly arrived Cheyennes
and especially Arapahos participated peacefully in the Comanche trade”

These diverse commercial relationships went into sharp decline in the 1820s
and 1830s, thanks in large part to escalating violence in the region. Moreover,
the Wichitas had been experiencing severe population losses from disease and
warfare from the late eighteenth century onward, and as they lost their com-
mercial position Comanches lost a critical trade outlet. But just as peace and
steady trade with Mexico had been a consequence of war and closed markets
with other communities, after 1834 war with Mexico was both a consequence
of and a reason for peace and expanded commerce between Comanches and
their former enemies. By the mid-1830s Comanches started recreating a diverse
commercial network out from the southern plains, based in large part upon the
spoils they wrested from Mexico. Southern plains raiders sought a variety of ex-
ternal market outlets through which they could dispose of human and animal
plunder. By 1840 they enjoyed commercial relationships with contrabandistas
and trading companies from the United States and the Republic of Texas, with
a host of indigenous peoples and individual native traders, with New Mexican
towns, traveling Pueblos and comancheros, and even with northern Mexicans
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below the river. The sound of opportunity rang like a bell and called ambitious
men from all of these societies into the southern plains.?®

SUNDRY ORNAMENTS: ANGLO-AMERICAN TRADERS

Compared to other peoples active on the southern plains, Anglo-American
traders are the easiest to trace through the records. With the opening of com-
merce along the Santa Fe Trail in the early 1820s, some traders, Josiah Gregg
among them, engaged in incidental commerce with Plains Indians along the
way. But this rarely became more than distraction along the trail. Americans
eager to trade with Comanches were much more likely to venture into Texas.
Intrepid merchants had been traveling from Louisiana since the late eighteenth
century to barter for Comanche horses and mules, but by the 1820s found the
southern plains market difficult to work with. With justifiably suspicious Mexi-
can officials on watch and amidst mounting conflicts between southern plains
Indians and their indigenous neighbors, Anglo-American traders who would do
business in la comancheria did so quietly, usually in small parties, and with the
utmost caution. They also had to adjust their market economy expectations to
the social realities of the gift economy. While commerce would benefit both
parties involved, alien traders first had to open the relationship with presents for
local leaders. Gifts had the power to tentatively eliminate the social distance that
would otherwise produce relations of suspicion or even hostility. This was deadly
serious business. Traders who bungled the established protocols of gift exchange
ran the risk of making enemies rather than friends. Berlandier commented that
while U.S. traders had taken advantage of growing Comanche-Mexican hos-
tility to tap the southern plains market in the 1820s, business had cooled by
the time of his visit to Texas because Indians had killed several Anglo-American
traders. In 1832 a trading party was attacked and the traders killed in the Texas
panhandle. On another occasion, a redeemed Mexican prisoner recalled seeing
the body of an Anglo-American trader whom Comanches had killed for descon-
fianza, for being untrustworthy.”

Holland Coffee negotiated the trade’s dangers better than most. Coftee prob-
ably came from Kentucky, grew up parentless in Tennessee, and moved to Ar-
kansas as a young man to participate in the Indian trade. In 1833 he established
his first posts in the Red River region of northeastern Texas and southeastern
Oklahoma. Coffee assisted U.S. negotiators in the Camp Holmes Treaty with
peoples of the southern plains in 1835. That same year alarmed Mexican ofhi-
cials learned that Comanches, Wichitas, and others had been frequenting one
of his trading posts, a fort guarded by several Indians and twenty-five well-armed
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norteamericanos. The officials reported that Coffee had told Indians “to go to
the interior and kill Mexicans and bring their horses and mules to him and he
would give them a fair price.” Authorities in east Texas were just organizing to
march on Coffee’s establishment when the Texan rebellion intervened. Anglo-
Texan authorities likewise accused him of arming enemy Indians, but he some-
how allayed these concerns and even served as a member of the Texan congress.
Coftee apparently continued to provide an important outlet for stolen animals
until 1846, when, in a confrontation over an insult to his wife, a rival merchant
stabbed him to death with a bowie knife.?®

Coflee had his competitors. Following the watershed peace agreements with
the prairies and eastern Indians in 1834, with Southern Cheyennes and Arapa-
hos in 1840, and with the Republic of Texas a few years later, Anglo-American
trade increased considerably. Merchants approached la comancheria from a
greater position of strength, building permanent trading establishments on its
fringes, and operating with formal or informal backing from nation-states. Three
merchant families dominated this establishment trade: the Chouteaus, Bents,
and Torreys.

Auguste Pierre Chouteau established a trading post at Camp Holmes after the
peace brought about by the dragoon expedition of 1834 and quickly began doing
a brisk business with southern plains peoples. Chouteau, or Soto as Kiowas called
him, had pedigree. He came from the founding family of St. Louis, dabbled in
the Rocky Mountain fur trade during the 1810s, and maintained strong connec-
tions to the Osages. He seems even to have been one of the traders in la coman-
cheria during the 1820s. Many observers thought he had a better understanding
of western Indians and the protocols for interacting with them than any other
American of his time. Chouteau forged profitable relationships with the Tenewa
paraibos Isacony and Tabequena, and he regularly sent skilled family members
onto the plains looking for more Kiowas and Comanches to trade with.*’

In contrast to the Chouteaus, the Bent brothers failed to establish regular
commercial connections with the southern plains during the 1830s. Chouteau’s
operation represented the brothers’ main competition and was a market outlet
that disinclined Comanches and Kiowas from dealing with Bent’s Fort. Chou-
teau’s death in 1838 and the consequent shuttering of his post may have influ-
enced the pace of peace negotiations with Cheyennes and Arapahos because
such a peace was very obviously a prerequisite to opening up Bent’s operation
to the southern plains. The brothers started planning for a dramatic expansion
in business immediately after the Great Peace in the summer of 1840. In Janu-
ary of 1841, while a massive Comanche raiding campaign was making its way
through three northern Mexican states, Charles Bent wrote an associate to say
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he expected fifteen hundred Comanche lodges at the fort in the spring. Thirty-
one Kiowa and Comanche headmen arrived to formally “make peas” at the
fort in March, and Bent sent his traders into la comancheria that summer. In
1842 the Bents built a log post on the south fork of the Canadian River in the
Texas panhandle specifically catering to southern plains customers. They built
another post in the panhandle in 1845. Traders attached to the company also
seem to have ventured south onto the plains to visit the Indians in their ranche-
rias. Given the booming hide market, the Bents were especially interested in
the skins and robes processed by women throughout la comancherfa and would
more than double the number of robes they sent back east after 1840.>°

Hois and Tenewas had another major firm to do business with. Sam Hous-
ton cautiously tried to secure a negotiated settlement with the Hois soon after
he reassumed the presidency of Texas in late 1841, though formal peace would
take years to materialize. As part of the gradual thaw in relations, Houston en-
couraged the firm of Torrey and Brothers to establish several trading posts. John
Torrey and his brothers established posts at Austin, San Antonio, New Braunfels,
and elsewhere in the early 1840s. In 1843 they received a license from the Texan
government authorizing a major trading house on Tehuacana Creek, near the
Brazos Falls, just on the edge of Comanche territory. This post was critical to
Houston’s Indian policy and came to have a virtual monopoly on the licensed
Indian trade in Texas*

All of these firms had the same material interests: hides, horses, mules, and,
occasionally, captives. Traders could dispose of horses and mules that Coman-
ches and their allies had seized from northern Mexico in a number of ways. As
early as 1827 Anglo-American traders reported that they could buy mules for
six dollars in northern Mexico and sell them in Missouri for sixty. The Bents
drove their herds to eastern Missouri, where, by the early 1840s, thousands of
immigrants were buying tens of thousands of animals to pull, pack, and carry
them and their families to Oregon. The growing U.S. Army presence in the west-
ern states was another important market for horses and mules. And exponential
population growth in Texas during the 1830s and 1840s meant that many thou-
sands of Anglo farmers would need horses and mules to clear land, haul plows,
and transport goods to market. Most brought animals with them to Texas, but
those who did not and those who needed more would have had little compunc-
tion about buying animals with Mexican brands via traders such as the Torreys.
It is also possible that many horses and mules stolen from Mexican settlements
made their way east of the Mississippi to help with the enormous project of clear-
ing and working the millions of acres of tribal land opened up to Americans
following Indian removal *?
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What did Texans and Americans give Comanches and Kiowas in return for
their hides, horses, mules, and captives? Most Mexican observers understand-
ably focused on two commodities in particular: guns and ammunition. Mexico
had been lodging formal complaints with U.S. officials over the weapons trade
since the 1820s, and even in the midst of the Texas revolt Santa Anna accused
Anglo-Texans of arming Indian raiders. Later historians have followed the Mexi-
can sources and focused on the animals-for-arms trade between Comanches
and Anglos as well, suggesting that it was perhaps the key dynamic propelling
the violence of the 1830s and 1840s. Some Anglo-American traders did indeed
supply Comanches and their allies with guns and ammunition. Coffee did. A
Mexican man who had been held among Comanches between 1820 and 1830
insisted that Americans came to his rancheria every year to trade weapons and
powder, and these were probably Coffee’s men. Sometimes the trade proceeded
informally: the Texan commissioner for Indian affairs lamented the fact that
Anglo-Texan settlers provided Comanches with arms and ammunition. Torrey’s
establishments sometimes distributed powder and lead to men from the south-
ern plains, though ostensibly in modest amounts for hunting purposes only. By
the mid-1840s Hois openly approached the fort and interior towns in an attempt
to acquire the ammunition they needed “to carry on the war with Mexico.”*

These examples notwithstanding, Mexican observers exaggerated the scope,
the conspiratorial character, and the significance of the trade between Coman-
ches and Americans for animals and guns. Most commerce that southern plains
Indians carried on with Anglo-American traders went through the large com-
mercial outfits. After 1836 Coffee came under pressure from the Republic of
Texas to stop selling weapons to Indians. And Chouteau and Torrey both en-
joyed the support of governments that for defensive, political, and sometimes
diplomatic reasons felt disinclined to see la comancheria flooded with firearms
and ammunition. Similarly, the Bents had much of their resources, personnel,
and capital in New Mexico, where relations could have been greatly complicated
if proof emerged that significant numbers of weapons went out from Bent’s Fort
onto the southern plains. Though the Bents had important adversaries in New
Mexico who, given the chance, would have gladly discredited and undermined
their operations, no credible evidence arose that guns or ammunition made for
particularly important items in the brothers’ trade**

Comanches in fact demanded a very mixed assortment of goods for the horses,
mules, hides, and captives they sold to Anglo-American traders. Abel Warren,
on-and-off proprietor of small trading posts on the Red River during the 1830s
and 1840s, stocked a variety of wares, including red and blue blankets, wampum,
ochre, gingham handkerchiefs, iron for arrow and lance heads, calico, and brass
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wire (which his customers fashioned into armguards). Josiah Gregg found that
Comanches wanted looking glasses, awls and other metal tools, flints, vermilion,
beads, tobacco, and blankets. The account receipts from Torrey’s establishment
reveal even greater diversity, with an emphasis on textiles, clothing, and metal
tools, and space left over for Jew’s harps, shaving boxes, and “sundry ornaments.”
Comanches and Kiowas could go elsewhere for guns®

ABUNDANTLY SUPPLIED WITH FIREARMS: INDIAN TRADERS

Southern plains Indians almost certainly obtained more weapons through
other native peoples than through all of the Anglo-American traders combined.
Indeed, Comanches had always gotten the bulk of their firearms from other Indi-
ans. During the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, consumers on
the southern plains turned to the French in Louisiana for guns, usually working
through Caddo and Wichita intermediaries. British sources were probably even
more important. British traders in Canada and the upper Missouri sent guns
onto the plains via Mandans, Arikaras, and Hidatsas, who traded the weapons
to groups on the prairies and central plains who in turn exchanged them for
horses and mules from Comanches and their allies. Mexican General Manuel
Mier y Terdn observed that “the majority of this commerce is mediated by other
barbarians on the frontiers of the United States.” Berlandier agreed, noting that
Comanches were “abundantly supplied with firearms” in the late 1820s, thanks
in large part to the Skiri Pawnees, who brought them British guns from Canada.
Skiri Pawnees seem to have been one of the few links Comanches and their
allies had to non-Mexican markets in the late 1820s and early 1830s, however,
and even this relationship seemed threatened. According to one account, the
Osages who attacked Kiowas in the summer of 1833 stuffed the severed heads of
their victims into brass buckets because they resented the fact that the Kiowas
had obtained the buckets from enemy Pawnees.*®

When the Mandan, Arikara, and Hidatsa villages saw their positions erode be-
cause of warfare with the Western Sioux and, especially, from epidemic disease
in the 1830s, other indigenous traders stepped in. Relocated eastern Indians and
tribes native to lands bordering the Mississippi River received annuities from
the U.S. government for surrendered lands. These peoples had mature connec-
tions to the U.S. market economy and hence ready access to manufactured items
from American merchants. There is even some evidence that Mexican authori-
ties in Matamoros, eager to secure native allies against their Texan and native
enemies, supplied Delawares, Shawnees, and others with firearms. These easily
could have made their way into Comanche and Kiowa hands. Once they had
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established peace with southern plains Indians, Osages, Cherokees, Choctaws,
Creeks, Delawares, Shawnees, and others would have had none of the Ameri-
cans’ ambivalence about arming Comanches and Kiowas. In 1840, for example,
officials from the Republic of Texas complained to their U.S. counterparts
that Caddos receiving pensions from the U.S. government were selling arms
and ammunition to hostile Comanches. That same year the Arkansas Gazette
reported that Creeks had sold Comanches many of the three thousand rifles
they had obtained from U.S. officials. In 1842 Ethan Allen Hitchcock, a career
army officer and an insightful observer of Indians, noted that Shawnees, some of
whom “probably fought by the side of Tecumseh,” carried on an “extensive inter-
course” in ammunition and other supplies with Comanches. In 1843 a party of
Omahas in la comancheria disposed not only of all their trade goods, but even
the rifles and ammunition they had brought for their own hunting and defense.
Testimony from captives also suggests that Indians were the key figures in the
regional weapons trade. Comanches captured Francisco Trevifio in 1841, and
throughout his three years with the Indians he often saw Cherokee and Shawnee
traders arrive with arms and ammunition.””

The native peoples surrounding la comancheria had good reason to engage
the southern plains market. As thousands of eastern Indians moved into what
had traditionally been Osage territory, for example, pressures upon land and
hunting resources multiplied along with conflicts. Peace agreements with their
neighbors provided Osages with a new economic opportunity to offset wartime
losses, and trade on the southern plains became critical to the relative stability
and prosperity they enjoyed through the 1840s. Native peoples forced west of
the Mississippi through the U.S. policy of Indian removal demanded even more
horses and mules than their Osage neighbors. Choctaws, for example, had inte-
grated horses into their culture and economy as early as the end of the seven-
teenth century. Horses became indispensable to the burgeoning deerskin trade
in the Southeast, and the animals retained their economic and cultural signifi-
cance into the nineteenth century even as the deerskin trade collapsed. Esti-
mates from a missionary census suggest that the Choctaws owned nearly fifteen
thousand horses in 1829, collectively worth almost half a million dollars. Nearly
one out of every seven Choctaw horses either died or was stolen during removal.
Families had to restock herds, in part to work new lands in Indian Territory.
Moreover, cattle quickly became critical to the reviving Choctaw economy after
1830 and demand for horses increased as a result. After they concluded peace
with native emigrants from the Fast in 1834 and 1835, Comanches supplied
Choctaws and the many other indigenous communities in similar situations
with horses and mules taken from Mexico.*®
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11. Comanche powder horn. Cattle horn, brass tacks, and leather plug.

Collected by Jean Louis Berlandier, c. 1828-51. Courtesy of the Department
of Anthropology, Smithsonian Institution, E1472-0.

Sometimes eastern Indians traded with Comanches and their allies directly,
by venturing out on the plains and forging lasting relationships. Jesse Chisholm,
a Cherokee most famous for pioneering the so-called Chisholm Trail, was one
such trader. Chisholm had served as an interpreter to Dodge’s dragoon expedi-
tion in 1834 and soon after began doing business on his own. Chisholm most
likely learned the Comanche language and became enough of a trusted figure
that he often served them as a go-between with outsiders. These diplomatic ser-
vices enhanced his carefully cultivated trading position, allowing him to chan-
nel horses, mules, and skins east to Cherokees and others and manufactured
goods west to Kiowas and Comanches.”

Chisholm was unusual. Most eastern Indians obtained Comanche horses,
mules, hides, and captives through other native intermediaries. Comanches had
long relied upon Wichitas and Caddos to be their middlemen with eastern mar-
kets, but both groups suffered demographic and territorial losses in the early
nineteenth century that compromised their market position. New arrivals, espe-
cially Shawnees, Kickapoos, and Delawares, took their place in the trade. In the
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early 1830s members of these communities settled on the Canadian River, took
to hunting on the plains for part of the year, and quickly became vital players
in the Comanche trade. Some imitated Chisholm and became important fig-
ures in diplomacy as well as commerce. The Delaware Jim Shaw, for example,
emerged as the key guide and interpreter for Texan officials seeking to reestab-
lish peaceful relations with Comanches in the early 1840s.*°

Traffic between Indians is the most elusive sort of commerce to track through
surviving documents, but the scattered references that do exist suggest myriad
participants collectively doing an enormous volume of trade. In 1838, for ex-
ample, while Houston tried to secure a stable peace with Comanches during his
first term, his alarmed subordinates informed him that Shawnee traders were
attempting to turn plains peoples against Texas by disposing of goods at artifi-
cially low prices. A Mexican taken captive in 1838 recalled in later testimony
that in eight years he never saw norteamericano traders visit Comanches; his
captors always traded with northern Indian intermediaries. Another freed cap-
tive reported that Cherokees and Shawnees were by far the most familiar traders
among his band. In 1841, a letter writer from Santa Fe informed correspondents
in Missouri that a recent expedition had encountered no Indians “except a few
Delawares bound on a trading expedition to the Comanches.”*

In 1843 one of Houston’s emissaries got a glimpse into the burgeoning com-
merce on the southern plains. As the Texan made his way through Comanche
territory he saw evidence of native traders nearly everywhere he went. At one
village he learned that a hundred Pawnees had lately visited the Wichitas and
that they hoped to continue into la comancheria to trade with “the wild Indi-
ans.” The Comanches he met with were also expecting a party of Osage traders.
When the agent reached the paraibo Pahayuco’s village he learned that Chey-
enne and Kickapoo parties had just left with most of the Comanches’ disposable
skins and mules. And as he made his way to a meeting with another band he
became greatly inconvenienced when his Delaware interpreter and guide, the
indefatigable Jim Shaw, made a lengthy and unscheduled stop to trade for mules
with a Comanche paraibo they met on the road.*?

Hois and Tenewas benefited most directly from connections to prairies and
Eastern Indian traders. More northern and easterly Kiowas, Kotsotekas, and
Yamparikas had access to other markets. Cheyennes and Arapahos who had long
raided Comanche and Kiowa herds sought to satisty their needs through trade
after 1840. Moreover, Cheyennes and Arapahos had a strategic position on the
central plains that enabled them to channel horses and mules from the southern
plains northward to meet the demands of the massive market on the northern
plains, dominated by the Western Sioux. The harder winters of the northern



Plunder and Partners 109

plains forced Western Sioux and others to replenish their herds annually, either
by raiding or by trading manufactured goods acquired from Canada and the
Missouri traders to southern allies such as Cheyennes and Arapahos. In other
words, the central plains market had a demand for animals that even the most in-
dustrious raiders among the Kiowas, Kotsotekas, and Yamparikas were unlikely
to satiate, and central plains traders sometimes traveled farther south to trade
with Hois as well.#®

By the 1840s, then, native peoples came from far and wide seeking deals in the
plunderer’s bazaar that was la comancheria. While their activities left a much
smaller mark in the documentary record, indigenous entrepreneurs almost cer-
tainly did more to enliven the southern plains economy than Americans or Tex-
ans. In so doing native traders from the central plains and prairies played an
indirect but crucial role in northern Mexico’s despoliation—a supporting role
they shared not only with avid Americans and Texas, but with many Mexicans as
well.

THEY LEARNED FROM THESE FRIENDS:
MEXICAN ACCOMPLICES

Nowhere did Comanches find a warmer welcome than in New Mexico. New
Mexican officials had been key figures in forging the peace of the late eighteenth
century, and the alliance endured in New Mexico long after it had collapsed
elsewhere in the Mexican republic. There were several reasons for this. For one,
Comanches and New Mexicans enjoyed a profitable and generally reliable trade
with each other. Just as important, proximity gave both peoples a healthy appre-
ciation for the dangers of war—none wanted to revisit the mutual destruction of
the mid-eighteenth century. Finally, New Mexico’s animal wealth was in sheep
and goats, and Comanches were not shepherds. New Mexicans owned perhaps
3 million sheep in the 1820s, but another survey a few years later reported only
a paltry 3,000 horses and mules.** By comparison, a careful observer estimated
that Durango possessed more than 150,000 horses and mules in 1849—de-
spite having been plundered by Comanches, Kiowas, and Apaches for nearly
a decade. The benefits of peace and the dangers of war with New Mexico were
hardly worth risking when in comparison to other states New Mexico remained
so horse-poor. Confident of peace with their western neighbors, Comanches felt
secure launching annual raiding campaigns against other Mexicans during the
1830s and 1840s. Confident of continued peace with Comanches, New Mexi-
cans steadily expanded the ranges of their burgeoning flocks east of the Rio
Grande during these same decades.*
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Anglo-American captives often reported encounters between Comanche
bands and traveling comancheros. These traders seem to have been interested
in basically the same commodities as Americans and Texans, though what New
Mexicans offered southern plains families in return was somewhat different.
Comanches and Kiowas had a diet rich in protein but poor in carbohydrates, and
comancheros from New Mexico regularly hauled bags of baked bread, flour, and
cornmeal onto the plains to trade. New Mexicans also offered Comanches sugar,
saddles and other riding equipment, onions, tobacco, dried pumpkins, lances,
tomahawks, and iron for blades and projectile points. Josiah Gregg claimed that
comancheros traded arms and munitions to Plains Indians as well ¢

Mexicans in Texas, along the Rio Grande, and even below the river also par-
ticipated in the trading network fed by Comanche raids upon their countrymen.
In 1837, authorities in Tamaulipas learned from a captured Comanche warrior
that the “ingrate” José Francisco Ruiz, only a few years before the key tejano am-
bassador to southern plains Indians, had been buying horses stolen from north-
ern Mexico and encouraging raids. Hois regularly sought trade in San Antonio
and possibly in other tejano villages and ranches. Most of the friendly visits
Comanches made to settlements along or below the river went unrecorded,
though there are scattered references to trading sessions in northern Coahuila in
the late 1830s. Even into the 1840s, commerce between northern Mexicans and
Comanches remained sufficiently widespread that frontier officials criminalized
it and imposed severe penalties upon offenders.*”

Northern Mexicans found another, still more important way to contribute
to the Comanches” Mexico campaigns, by providing raiders with information
rather than markets. The unprecedented expansion of raiding below the Rio
Grande would in fact have been impossible without help from Mexicans famil-
iar with the territory, its defenses, and its resources. The Cheyenne mixed-blood
George Bent wrote that Comanches maintained close ties with Mexicans in
towns and villages throughout northern Mexico, even in times of war, through
the medium of acculturated Mexican captives who stayed in contact with kin
and friends below the river. “They learned from these friends where the finest
herds of horses and mules were to be found, and the movements of the Mexican
troops. By making use of this information the peons [acculturated Mexican cap-
tives] often led their war parties into the heart of the Mexican settlements and
made big hauls of plunder.”*

Sometimes, of course, Mexicans rendered these services unwillingly. Coman-
ches often granted Mexican men temporary reprieve in order to extract infor-
mation. Sarah Ann Horn recalled that Comanches captured a Mexican man
soon after her own party had been attacked. She watched as they stripped him
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of his clothes. This done, the raiders began to “protest the utmost friendship for
him” and tried to calm his fears, speaking kindly to him and inquiring about the
surrounding country: where his neighbors’ houses were, what the terrain was
like, how large was his family. The terrified Mexican answered the questions and
somehow calmed down enough to fall asleep, whereupon his captors shot him
dead. Following his directions, they found and plundered his house the next day,
killing his wife and children.*

As useful as both raw and seasoned captives were in this regard, free Mexi-
cans may have been more helpful still. Mexican authorities had tried to exploit
the local, interethnic community bonds some residents of Mexican ranches and
towns enjoyed with Plains Indians during their struggle to maintain peace in the
early 1830s. But these relationships remained outside of government control.
Once the peace between la comancheria and the northern Mexican states col-
lapsed, some frontier Mexicans chose to profit from the connection and assist
Comanches in their raids. The phenomenon was widespread enough that in
the winter of 1840 Mariano Arista, the ranking general in northeastern Mexico,
decreed that any Mexican found talking with a Comanche was to be summarily
executed. In 1841 Arista ordered the arrest of an indigenous resident of the lower
Rio Grande (presumably one of the mixed-blood descendants of Coahuiltecan
speakers who lived peacefully among Mexicans) because he was spying for
Comanches. And talking was not the worst of the offenses: many free Mexicans
rode and raided alongside Comanche war parties below the Rio Grande and
guided them from place to place in person. In 1845, for example, a Durango
newspaper article mentioned in an almost offhand way that Comanches relied
on Mexican guides “so that they will be more assured of success.”*®

Mexicans had several reasons to provide such assistance. Most obviously
there were material incentives for cooperating. Mexicans raiders could expect
a share of the same plunder and animals that Comanches took and would likely
have had trading networks through which to dispose of suspect commodities
like branded horses. There may also have been an element of personal politics
involved. The opportunity to guide and assist Indian raiders put an individual
Mexican in a position of considerable, if temporary, power, which he could
turn against enemies or rivals by directing the raiders toward certain targets and
away from others. Finally, it is likely that Indians compelled many free Mexi-
cans to cooperate. Given the Comanche practice of manipulating new captives
into helping them, even against their own families, it is easy to imagine raiders
presenting local people with stark choices. In the spring of 1842, for example,
Comanches killed six muleteers in Nuevo Leén. Survivors reported that a man
named Jests Najar had been seen with the mule train before the attack and
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noted that Najar’s son had recently been captured by Indians. Locals denounced
Najar and assumed he had guided the raiders to the mule train. Perhaps he did
so as part of a deal to recover his son.”

Sometimes unlikely acts of mercy suggest the presence of reluctant or at
least ambivalent Mexicans in raiding parties. In the fall of 1840 a large party
of Comanches attacked a ranch in northern Nuevo Leén and captured a
young woman and her daughter. The two were soon separated. Two days later
a bearded raider whispering that he was not an indio but “a Christian” reunited
the woman and her daughter and helped them escape to a nearby town. During
a major campaign in 1844 Comanches captured a Mexican prelate and, extraor-
dinarily, forced him to give confession to a wounded captive. There must have
been someone with them who felt strongly about the power and necessity of this
rite. In 1846 two young boys were captured by seven individuals, six of whom
were obviously natives because they spoke no Spanish, and a seventh who was
merely “disguised” as an Indian. This last man stopped the others from harming
the boys and helped the pair escape at the first opportunity.”

More often free Mexican raiders became implicated in the same robberies,
cruelties, and killings as their native companions. Northern officials reserved a
special hatred for such men, the “thieves and contrabandists of the frontier,” and
came to associate them with the worst excesses of the Comanche war. In the fall
of 1840, for example, four hundred raiders attacked the town of Bustamante in
Nuevo Ledn, killing eleven people, taking thirteen more captive, and stealing
some eight hundred horses. Survivors claimed that many “Christians” accompa-
nied the attackers, including two men from Rio Grande whom witnesses identi-
fied as Juan Jiroa and José Maria Ramos. Sometimes the presence of Mexicans
riding with Comanches lulled isolated communities into naive hospitality. In
1838 residents of Cuatro Ciénegas in Coahuila opened their town to a party of
Comanches led by Mexicans from San Antonio, presumably under the pretext
of trade. Once inside, the Indian and tejano party fell on their hosts, killing sev-
eral, kidnapping more, and stealing over one thousand horses and mules. Four
years later, Indians plundered two tiny ranches in Coahuila under similar cir-
cumstances after the raiders had deceived the “careless vecinos” with “the strata-
gem of presenting a white flag.”>*

On rare occasions authorities captured free Mexicans while they raided along-
side Indians. In 1838, for example, Mexican forces apprehended Agustin Garza,
a resident of Matamoros, who had been raiding in Tamaulipas with los barbaros.
Mexican ofhcials hanged his native companions immediately, but delayed
Garza’s execution until someone could come and give him last rites. As the
ranking official on the scene put it, “This wretch will pay for his crimes within
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two days, since the war of extermination waged by the savages with whom he
came admits no prisoners whatever.” In 1842 soldiers caught a Mexican named
Estéban Montelongo plundering corpses in the wake of a Comanche raid into
Durango. The soldiers had delayed their pursuit of the Indians and gone to
much trouble to catch Montelongo because he had earlier been seen riding and
raiding alongside Comanches. Three years later authorities in the state captured
an unnamed Mexican identified only as an “old thief” The man said he had
ridden with the Comanches for more than a year, and he took such satisfaction
in recounting their exploits that his captors decided not to hold him in a regular
jail for fear he would convince other prisoners to escape with him and rejoin the
Indians>*

Mexicans like Garza, Montelongo, and the unrepentant old thief were in-
dispensable to the massive expansion of Comanche raiding that took place in
the 1840s. Without the knowledge and guidance of people such as these, plains
casualties would have undoubtedly been far higher, and the sufferings and de-
feats of Mexicans fewer. But apart from epitomizing this specific, tactical contri-
bution, these three Mexican entrepreneurs are equally illustrative as represen-
tatives of what was by 1840 a highly competitive, diverse, and rapidly expanding
borderland economy that fed off northern Mexico. Comanches and Kiowas were
the face of aggression and the key producers in this economy, but many other
peoples—American, Texan, Mexican, and, especially, Indian—rushed to the
southern plains in the 1830s and 1840s to profit from Mexico’s losses. Coman-
ches and their close allies cultivated these connections and used them to rebuild
their lucrative trading position on the plains. This good fortune and success had
a momentum of its own. The market opportunities and pressures were such that
by 1840 raiding below the Rio Grande began to compete with bison hunting and
hide processing as the activity of first importance to the Comanche economy.
But Comanches and their allies wanted something more from Mexicans than
cotton bedspreads, obedient captives, and sturdy horses. Plains warriors saw their
Mexican neighbors not as victims, but as enemies. This distinction multiplied
the grief and suffering of these years many times over and had political implica-
tions for Comanches and Mexicans alike.



THE POLITICS OF VENGEANCE

In early December 1840, Comanche raiders crossed the Rio Grande into
Coahuila and embarked on a remarkable journey. The men began by follow-
ing the Rio Sabinas nearly to the border of Nuevo Leén, striking settlements
along the way— San Juan de Sabinas, Soledad, Berroteran, Oballos, and others.
Desperate reports poured out of ranches and towns as the attackers changed
course and raced south. Ofhcials described houses sacked and women stolen in
Santa Gertrudis, terrified, weeping families cowering on rooftops at San Buena-
ventura, wild-eyed Indian runners screaming through the streets of Nadadores,
homes aflame in town after town, and piles of reeking, slaughtered animals in-
side Don Vicente Arreola’s fattening pen.' Gathering horses, mules, and captives
as they went, the raiders traversed the length of Coahuila, cut across the north
of Zacatecas, and burst into northern San Luis Potos{, whose residents had not
seen men like these in more than a century. After setting fire to the Hacienda
de Salado, the raiders stopped, turned their horses around, and began the return
journey north. Anxious and enraged authorities in Coahuila organized to inter-
cept them, assuming they would head for the hacienda of San Francisco de los
Patos, the richest and most magnificent in Coahuila, forty kilometers west of
the state capital, Saltillo. Soldiers and civilians streamed out of Saltillo and its
nearby towns to reinforce Patos and await the enemy?

These Comanches had confounded Mexican expectations more than once,
but the audacity of their next move left even the most chastened observers
shaking their heads. Forgoing the hacienda’s temptations, they attacked greater
Saltillo itself. With most of their fellow soldiers and armed neighbors massing at
Patos, Saltillo’s few remaining armed men shook off their disbelief at the raiders’
“inconceivable boldness” and rallied around Don José Marfa Goribar, former
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governor, scion of one the region’s preeminent families, and now magistrate of
the Superior Justice Tribunal. Goribar and his volunteers probably said prayers
before they rode out of the city. And at first it looked like their prayers might
be answered: the Comanches seemed to hesitate, fall into confusion, and then
retreat upon seeing Goribar’s force. Mexicans often flattered themselves that
salvajes were cowards when pressed, and, heartened, the defenders dismounted
and prepared to block the road. But the enemy’s hesitation had been a ruse —the
Indians organized in an instant and raced at the Mexicans “with extraordinary
violence.” Sick with the realization that they had been fooled into dismounting,
the Mexicans panicked and dashed for their horses. Comanches killed Goribar
and several of his companions before they could climb into their saddles.?

The capital of Coahuila and its surrounding ranches and towns now had vir-
tually no defenders. The attackers could have concentrated their formidable
energies on rounding up the largest haul of captives, animals, and plunder ever
taken by a plains raiding campaign and then driven it all to safety before the in-
evitable defenders arrived. And, indeed, they made captives of twenty-six people.
But instead of finding more or fleeing with those they had, the attackers spent
the precious time available to them searching for and killing more than one
hundred other Mexicans. And while some raiders rounded up nearly seventeen
hundred horses and mules, others rode through the fields, broke into pens, and
slaughtered more than eleven hundred cows, sheep, goats, and pigs.*

The men who attacked Saltillo were remarkable for their “inconceivable bold-
ness” but not for their determined cruelty. Other raiding parties likewise spent
precious energy and took tremendous risks to kill or injure Mexicans, slaughter
domestic animals, and destroy property. Any interpretation of Comanche and
Kiowa raiding has to confront and explain the fact that plains warriors crossed
the river to hurt as well as steal.

INTERPRETATIONS OF COMANCHE RAIDING

The current scholarly consensus about raiding does a better job explaining
theft than destruction. Refuting older interpretations that stressed cultural and
ecological explanations and often trivialized plains Indian raiding and warfare,
the last generation of historians and anthropologists has demonstrated convine-
ingly that economic considerations were central to conflicts between Indians
and between natives and nonnatives. One of the most fruitful directions this ar-
gument has taken emphasizes inequalities of wealth and status within individual
indigenous groups. Ambitious men on the southern plains, for example, robbed
horses, mules, and people in part to better their social and economic positions
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relative to kinsmen.’ This perspective has recently been expanded upon and
presented as an explanation for the dramatic increase in Comanche and Kiowa
raiding during the 1830s and 1840s. Poor men of low rank had either to accept
permanent subordinate status or else “strike out on their own with others of
their cohort,” often in defiance of their leaders, and acquire through raiding
the things they desired. Such individualistic struggles were, according to one
historian, “the internal force behind the expansion of the plains raiding econ-
omy in the nineteenth century.”® That argument fits nicely with another recent
study that associates increased raiding with Comanche political decline. By the
early 1830s, influential leaders were few compared to prior decades, and raiding
had supposedly become an uncoordinated, unregulated activity in which small
parties of young men engaged, slinking off into the night with little or no sanc-
tion from elders.”

This individualistic and materialistic framework has yielded important in-
sights into social tensions and highlighted the centrality of markets and material
interests in fueling raids. But the interpretation reinforces a tendency among
historians and anthropologists to focus on raiding as an ongoing economic ac-
tivity instead of on individual raids as historical events. Thus while raiding merits
study, particular raids generally do not. This tendency helps explain why schol-
ars of southern plains Indians have not done research in present-day Mexico to
determine what exactly Comanches and Kiowas did below the river. However, if
we historicize raiding by collecting the details of individual encounters and then
secking patterns in the aggregate data, two insights emerge to complicate the
prevailing individualistic and materialistic consensus®

First, if Comanche politics was in tatters or otherwise marginal to raiding ac-
tivity by the 1830s, the remarkable coordination that characterized campaigns
below the river would have been impossible. The fact that the scale and inten-
sity of raiding in the 1830s and 1840s expanded in sharply defined stages, stages
corresponding to geopolitical events on and around the southern plains, reflects
coordination of policy more than coincidence of ambition. Just as important,
individual raiding campaigns were often huge, tightly organized endeavors. Be-
tween the fall of 1834 and the winter of 1847, Comanches and Kiowas sent at
least forty-four major raiding campaigns south into Mexican territory, each in-
volving one hundred men or more. Nearly half of these campaigns, including
the one that struck Saltillo, included four hundred men or more, and on at
least four occasions Mexican officials reported expeditions of eight hundred to
a thousand men. Assuming that warriors accounted for one out of every five
people in a total southern plains population of ten to twelve thousand, these
largest endeavors involved upward of half of the region’s total fighting force.
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Second, if men on these campaigns were motivated only or even mostly by
material ambitions, then the breathtaking, systematic carnage they inflicted
on Mexicans below the river makes little sense. A certain amount of violence
would have been inevitable, not least because Mexicans used force to resist
their would-be despoilers. Moreover, southern plains Indians themselves lived
in a phenomenally insecure and violent world and perhaps could be expected
to subject their Mexican adversaries to the same cruelties their own enemies
had visited upon them.!® But the character and scale of the damage inflicted
on Mexicans suggest that violence was less an inevitable by-product of raiding
than an important goal in its own right. Indeed, the violence was so frequent,
determined, and severe that it often deprived the raiders of some or all of their
spoils and put their own men at grave risk. The force that struck greater Saltillo
in early 1841, for example, became so engrossed in what were obviously the twin
priorities of taking what they wanted and destroying what they did not that they
tarried too long around the capital. Mexican reinforcements arrived from Parras
and merged with an impromptu militia raised by the sitting governor. After a
bitter fight the defenders forced the Comanches to flee with scores of dead and
wounded comrades. The raiders left eleven Mexican captives, three thousand
horses and mules, and nine of their own dead on the field ™ A few weeks later em-
boldened Mexican defenders intercepted the wounded, weary, and burdened
Comanche force near the Rio Grande, killed many, and deprived the survivors
of most of their remaining animals and captives. If Comanches and Kiowas con-
ceived of their raids primarily in terms of material wealth, why then risk coming
home with fewer horses, mules, captives, and, most important, fellow warriors
just so they could hurt Mexicans?'?

HATEFUL TO THE EYES OF THEIR WOMEN:
DISCIPLINING WARRIORS

Explaining the size and destructive malice of the raids means paying as much
attention to how Comanches and Kiowas organized their campaigns as to the
material and social rewards they hoped to reap through them. It means paying
as much attention to political process as to economic calculation. There are no
written sources to tell us exactly how Comanches and Kiowas organized their
policies and activities in these years, and it is doubtful that the full workings of
what was a very complicated, informal, and fluid political tradition can ever
be recovered. But it is clear that order cannot have been imposed from the top
down. Comanche and Kiowa paraibos had little prescribed coercive power, ex-
cept in the midst of dangerous expeditions, when war leaders enjoyed strict com-
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mand. Before men took to the trail, no individual had the authority to compel
widespread cooperation.”

Mexican, Texan, and American observers from the period often saw the in-
ability of Comanche leaders to dictate and enforce policy as evidence of a po-
litical vacuum. But as anthropologists have long recognized, most societies in
world history organized themselves without the sorts of formal roles and codi-
fied institutions associated with nation-states. The all-too-common notion that
nation-states are normative and that polities deviating from that norm are some-
how politically incomplete necessarily misrepresents the workings of nonstate
societies. It is more illuminating to pay closer attention to process than to form
and to define politics broadly, as the process whereby public goals are discussed,
established, and acted upon. A public goal is a desired outcome that a consider-
able portion of a community is directly or indirectly invested in. If, to choose a
relevant example, a few prominent warriors from a village announce their inten-
tion to attack and plunder an enemy and then proceed to recruit young men to
their cause —that would be an eminently political act. While private aspirations
obviously play a key role in this scenario, such aspirations were bound up in con-
cerns of wealth and poverty, honor and shame, and life and death that almost
always transcended the individual. On many levels the fate of the men setting off
together would be a matter of great public import, and communities employed
an array of subtle but potent political tools to make that known.**

Comanches and Kiowas relied upon several established mechanisms to har-
monize the activities of their warriors with the consensus policies and interests
of the larger community. These mechanisms helped turn individual interest to
communal ends. Conversely, they encouraged and promoted a value system
that bestowed communal legitimacy and honor upon men’s pursuit of glory and
wealth. Communities on the southern plains nurtured cultures of honor, brav-
ery, and martial prowess not simply to turn boys into warriors, but also to co-opt
personal desires and safeguard communities—families, extended families, and
residence bands—against the potentially disruptive effects of individual ambi-
tion.

Military societies were one of the mechanisms through which southern plains
Indians imposed communal responsibilities upon men and their personal goals.
Kiowas had several active military societies by the 1830s, one of which served to
educate and socialize male children. Men held membership in different soci-
eties according to their age, accomplishments, and social status. By bringing
together men from multiple bands, Kiowa military societies contributed to the
integration of the tribe and the perpetuation of shared notions of honor, valor,
and appropriate behavior. While Kiowas and other native peoples on the north-
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ern and central plains had long traditions of organizing warriors into associa-
tions that cut across residence groups, Comanches seem to have had no such
organizations until the 1810s or 1820s, and they developed unevenly thereafter.
In the 18205 Jean Louis Berlandier, probably drawing on conversations with
José Francisco Ruiz, described the existence of a “society of elite fighting men”
called lobos (wolves) who went into battle with a long strap of wolf skin trailing
behind them. These men—older, experienced warriors—pledged never to flee
from the enemy unless their leader called retreat. So long as they observed the
highest standards of bravery, the men in this organization enjoyed great prestige
among their people; and the granting of conditional prestige is an extraordi-
narily effective means of social control. In other words, lobos became bound by
their social positions to always put concern for maintaining “face” among their
peers and their broader community above the pursuit of individual economic
interests.”

The typical Comanche man may not have felt bound by the lobos’ standards,
but he nonetheless had to reconcile his personal ambitions with the norms of a
community perpetually reevaluating his social worth. This reconciliation often
took place at a dance. Dances were among the most important tools Comanches
and their allies used to imbed personal ambition into a matrix of communal
values. Ceremonial dances held on the nights before warriors departed on expe-
ditions gave the men an opportunity, and an obligation, to assert their regard for
their community’s values. Just as important, dances allowed the community and
its leaders to legitimate the undertaking and thereby exert some control over it.

Ceremonial dances connected with raiding and warfare could be held in a
number of social contexts. Some were very small and simple, nearly informal, in
which a group of young men in war regalia danced or pranced their horses be-
fore some of their leaders and kinspeople prior to departing on an excursion. An
observer in Texas during the 1840s reported seeing “some young men on parade
just about to start to war against the Mexicans.” Another described a different
group with red face paint, most with bison headdresses, decorated shields, and
horses whose heads and tails had been painted carmine red. The men paraded
several times and then disappeared into the darkness. Other observers saw more
elaborate dances, often held for several consecutive nights prior to an expedi-
tion. Whatever their form or size, dances helped integrate the activities of indi-
vidual warriors into a sensitive system of shared values and expectations. In this
way nonwarriors participated indirectly in a raid by helping to shape the social
identity of those executing it.'®

Sometimes nonwarrior Comanches participated more directly. Women in
particular made vital contributions to raiding and to the imposition of social
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rules upon raiding activities. Most concretely, Comanche campaigns often in-
cluded a small number of women who helped manage and guard camp, assisted
in carrying off spoils, and, according to Berlandier, served to “accommodate their
husbands’ relations and friends.”"” Very occasionally women also participated
in the action of individual raids. In 1844 several Comanches captured three
women who had been fetching water at a ranch outside Matamoros. According
to Mexican sources, the warriors raped two of the captives, but a native woman
present in the party intervened on behalf of the third. The intervention secured
a momentary reprieve, though it may have angered the men somehow because
a search party soon found the corpse of the Mexican woman a few leagues from
her family’s ranch® In 1844 another Indian woman was seen in the midst of a
large Comanche force campaigning through Durango. She wore elaborate dress
and sat mounted on a large horse which was also much adorned, and she appar-
ently served to inspire her warrior kinsmen in battle. A year later Mexican forces
in the state killed a female warrior, whom they referred to as a “captain.”*

Still, female raiders were the exception. Women performed a more regular
and more fundamental task in cultivating and maintaining the value system
that made raiding and warfare such important and such communal elements
of Comanche life. Despite their notoriously subservient economic and politi-
cal position by the nineteenth century, it nonetheless fell to Comanche women
to police the landscape of martial honor in their communities. Once a raiding
expedition had been announced, for example, scores of young women often
gathered in public to chant the names and reputations of male kin and neigh-
bors. Josiah Gregg said that these informal ceremonies could continue for sev-
eral nights and that “all those designated by the serenading band are held as
drafted for the campaign.”*

More often women performed the critical task of policing male honor after
the campaign ended. Families across la comancheria passed the weeks that
brothers, husbands, sons, and fathers were away on campaign anxiously waiting
for news. That news could come one of two ways. A herald might ride boldly
into camp, announcing the men’s imminent return. Such was the protocol if the
endeavor had been successful. The relieved community would send a respected
older woman to escort the party back into camp. Soon she returned chanting
and carrying a long, decorated pole to which she had affixed whatever scalps
the men had taken. Before long other women young and old joined the matron,
each chanting, dancing, and celebrating acts of daring that had taken place dur-
ing the expedition. Berlandier’s informants told him that young women also re-
warded victorious warriors with sex. Ruiz noted that women who refused would
be “subdued by force.” Upon the return of a lobo from a successful raid, unmar-
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ried girls in the camp danced for him and supposedly complied with his “every
desire.” Kiowa women likewise celebrated victorious men, singing, dancing, and
carrying scalps through camp on long poles. The successes of warriors on cam-
paign gave mothers, daughters, and sisters prestige of their own. Kiowa women,
for example, put stripes upon their leggings for every scalp or coup won by some
intrepid kinsmen.!

If, however, the party had been unsuccessful and lost men, communities
learned the news in a very different way. Without notice individual men would
begin slinking back into camp, often with their faces painted black, their ponies’
tails shorn down to the nub. News of ill tidings sped through the rancheria, and
lamentations went up from all quarters. Women made frantic inquiries about
kin, and once the names of the dead became known grieving families sobbed
inconsolably and slashed at their arms and legs with knives. Kin demanded to
know the circumstances of the deaths, probing survivors for their own roles in
the event. Lobos came under special scrutiny. If a lobo had been among the
party and had acted cowardly in defeat, the women ran to “to break and burn
his belongings,” to taunt and insult him, and to say he was “nothing more than
a woman like themselves.” Shunned lobos sometimes fled their rancherias en-
tirely, amid the taunts of children. “Often the very women who were so eager to
offer their favors as rewards for the Wolves” mighty deeds try to kill them as the
only way to slake the fury and disgust they have aroused.”??

Policing honor and martial prowess in these ways, Comanche women served
their community by demanding the highest standards of bravery and compe-
tence from all of the men, by rewarding success, and by imposing severe so-
cial sanctions for failure and weakness. Comanche leaders depended heavily
upon women in this capacity. Old men would rush through the camp before
an expedition got under way, admonishing unmarried girls “to satisfy all the de-
sires of those warriors who distinguish themselves in battle, and not to forget to
heap scorn and opprobrium on those who show cowardice.” Berlandier recalled
that the old paraibo Paruakevitsi “could rouse the women of his tribe to fury
against the leader of a minor foray against the Spanish in which one of the chief’s
nephews had been lost.” Comanche women possessed immense influence over
the apportioning of male honor. It was said even that permanently crippled war-
riors would kill themselves “rather than be hateful to the eyes of their women,
who mock them.”?

Raiders would have been able to extricate themselves from these coercive
webs of collective values and community oversight only with great difhiculty.
Few would have wanted to. But these mechanisms promoted conformity and
cooperation at the local level. Few residence bands could have mustered one
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hundred warriors for a campaign into Mexico, let alone five hundred or a thou-
sand. Organization above the band level required different political tools.

TO SUMMON THE TRIBES OF THEIR PEOPLE:
COOPERATION IN REVENGE

In Comanche society extended families collected into bands, and bands col-
lected into one of the four Comanche divisions active in the 1830s and 1840s.
Little existed in the way of formal obligations between distinct units, but families
from different bands and divisions forged relationships in a variety of ways. These
obviously included marriage, but also exchange and cooperation in ceremonies,
hunts, and warfare. It has been argued that in order to realize the widespread
political coordination latent in such a system, the many segments had to be
confronted with either a serious threat or an especially compelling opportunity.
Physical threats from enemies were more obviously situations demanding co-
operation. It is less clear in such a social system how one leader or group con-
vinces other leaders or groups that an opportunity requires widespread coopera-
tion. Opportunities such as those presented by Mexican ranches and haciendas
required something more than simple material incentive to elevate them above
the realm of band politics.?*

For Comanches and Kiowas, vengeance was the principal political idiom used
to invoke collective responsibilities and mobilize broad cooperation. Like many
other plains peoples, Comanches traditionally thought of raiding for plunder,
animals, or captives and waging war for revenge as separate activities. Ideally,
horse-raiding parties included a handful of men and generally avoided violence.
Revenge or war parties could exceed one thousand men but were supposed to
last only a brief time and culminate in a single enemy’s death and scalping?
This notional distinction may have held for most of their history, but the di-
chotomy does little to illuminate periods of intense warfare against Spaniards
and Mexicans. Amid the conflicts with New Mexico and Texas in the eighteenth
century and, less so, the bouts of destructive raiding in the 1810s and 1820s,
raiders plundered horses and seized captives but also went out of their way to kill
Spaniards and Mexicans. The idealized separation of raiding and warfare meant
even less in the 1830s and 1840s, when these supposedly distinct endeavors
collapsed into one. Vengeance helped Comanches raise enough men to travel
with confidence throughout northern Mexico and plunder the region’s richest
properties. In addition to championing the individualistic, economic benefits
of raiding Mexican settlements, therefore, Comanches and Kiowas united their
broader communities in the enterprise through a discourse of honor, pity, and,
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above all, revenge. One Mexican observer listed vengeance as the Comanches’
“most common vice.” Berlandier wrote that “their fathers inculcate the idea of
vengeance in them from their tenderest infancy. They are so thoroughly accus-
tomed to the violence of this passion that they constantly invoke it to incite their
compatriots to arms. It is invariably the desire for vengeance that incites them to
make the raids which occupy most of their days.”*¢

In some tribal societies revenge made demands on a relatively small num-
ber of people — for the most part immediate and perhaps extended family mem-
bers. But many peoples on the plains could enlist help from a massive network.
Comanche mourners visited extended family, naturally, but also approached re-
spected warriors and paraibos within their own band. The injured party came
before these influential men as supplicants, wept, appealed to their honor to
show pity and to help them assuage their grief and their responsibility to dead
kin. Then the seekers would widen the circle. Once the grieving relative had
convinced a paraibo in his own community to sponsor his quest, according to
Berlandier, the pair then journeyed to other neighboring bands, “weeping and
calling for help in defeating the enemy.” This more distant paraibo received the
two “afflicted ones” graciously, gathering warriors and old men to listen to the
guests explain “why they have come and the reasons which impel them to sum-
mon the tribes of their people.” The social context pressured the resident pa-
raibo to grant the request. If the leader were inclined to refuse, he had to justify
himself before the assembly and “set forth the reasons why he cannot accept the
invitation that has been extended.” More commonly the paraibo accepted the
summons, in which case, according to Ruiz, “his decision is then communicated
to the entire rancherfa by an old man who loudly announces the results of the
meeting.” The recruited paraibo thus drew upon his political capital to raise
volunteers and perhaps send runners to other resident groups. The soliciting
pair would “explain who the enemies are,” set a time and a place for a general
rendezvous, and then move on to visit still another paraibo. This process could
continue for weeks or even months.?’

Mourners and their sponsors also sought volunteers for revenge campaigns at
tribal and pantribal meetings. Divisional gatherings seem to have happened dur-
ing most summers. There is also evidence of enormous, multidivisional gather-
ings in the 1830s and 1840s, which might also be attended by Kiowas, Kiowa
Apaches, Shoshones, Wichitas, and others. The Kiowas held annual Sun Dance
ceremonies, and mourners regularly saw these tribal gatherings as opportunities
to raise men for revenge expeditions against Mexican settlements.?®

Once parties of warriors began to arrive at the prearranged meeting place,
they held ceremonies and dances to integrate this new, temporary community,
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establish standards for behavior, and serve as a forum for the public evaluation
of personal worth in advance of the campaign. Berlandier has left us a remark-
able description of a ceremony held on such occasions, something he called the
“little war” and that Comanches call the Na‘wapina'r, or “stirring up.” A parade
took place in the morning, wherein fighting men in their regalia marched in
double file amid their paraibos and renowned warriors, followed by the women
and children in their “choicest finery” to the sounds of drums, chants, whistles,
and pebble-filled gourds. Old men past their fighting prime stood at the margins
recounting their own brave deeds and exhorting the young men to acts of valor:
“The homilies are delivered with such fervor and energy that they inspire almost
all who are present.”*

Then, at twilight, a great fire would be lit. Men dressed for war formed a huge
circle around the bonfire, leaving an opening in the direction of the enemy’s
territory. Paraibos and the bravest warriors entered the circle, gave public reci-
tations of their own daring careers, and implored their comrades to shoot them
down if they acted cowardly in the impending campaign. Outside the circle war-
riors were grouped together in three flanks. First, the right flank entered through
the opening and began chanting and dancing around the fire. The warriors pre-
tended to attack those in the circle and fired their weapons into the night while
aged warriors urged them on. Then the dancing stopped and all of the men gave
“a horrible, piercing cry, which seems to voice their thirst for vengeance.” The
warriors fired their guns above the head of their leader and then exited the circle.
Next, the leader himself entered, galloped right up to the fire, “whose flames,
whipped by the desert winds, lights this scene at once wild and impressive,” and
thanked the warriors for their bravery and coolness. The men of the left and then
the middle flanks repeated the sequence, and then everyone dispersed to sleep
before embarking in the morning*°

Men’s societies, pre- and postraid dances, the powers of women to police male
honor, rituals and obligations regarding revenge, integrative ceremonies at divi-
sional and pandivisional meetings, and the Na‘wapina‘r were all pieces of an
informal political tradition. This tradition generated impressive coordination
of policies and people without relying on formally coercive political structures.
Shared notions of honor and obligation served to activate the remarkable poten-
tial for cooperation always inherent in the superficially fragmented social organi-
zation that characterized the Comanche people. Individual warriors came under
enormous pressure to adhere to group norms and to act as responsible members
of their societies. Thus a seemingly individualistic activity like raiding for ani-
mals and captives became subsumed into a group endeavor that communities
supported and invested themselves in. Finally, traditional protocols for seeking
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revenge, and pressures upon plains leaders to assist in such undertakings, pro-
vided the centripetal force to pull these disciplined men from separate local
communities together into a single, focused, aggressive unit. All of these ele-
ments converged to empower the Comanche war against Mexico in the 1830s
and 1840s.

BEASTS THEY HAVE DEVOURED: WHY MEXICO?

Comanches and Kiowas obviously had other, more dangerous enemies than
Mexicans during these years. For a variety of reasons Mexico almost never man-
aged to send forces into la comancheria to kill Comanche and Kiowa families
and plunder their herds. In contrast, Texans and Lipanes killed hundreds of
Comanche men, women, and children, and other Indians killed hundreds more.
If vengeance structured acts of collective violence, southern plains communi-
ties might have focused on these more threatening groups. And yet Comanches
and Kiowas seem to have organized large revenge campaigns against these ene-
mies only rarely between 1834 and 1846. In contrast there were, as noted, more
than forty such campaigns below the Rio Grande during these same years. Why
would they turn the formidable power generated by the politics of vengeance
against Mexicans when other enemies seemingly did them more harm?

The question contains part of the answer. Because Texans, Lipanes, and other
native peoples had it in their power to attack Comanches and Kiowas where they
lived, the costs of escalating the conflict could be grievous, as those who tried
to avenge the Council House Massacre learned to their sorrow. Moreover, as
long as southern plains families had multiple enemies, men had to think twice
about leaving on revenge campaigns. Finally, groups several hundred strong
often had difficulty finding enough food for themselves and their mounts on the
plains if they stayed together for long. Consider the massive revenge expedition
against the Osages that Ruiz witnessed in 1824, involving two thousand men and
a vast, guarded camp of women, children, and animals. “This campaign, which,
by all appearances, was to decide the destinies of two mighty peoples,” ended
instead with a modest skirmish and two Comanche deaths. Groups that large
simply could not travel together for very long on the plains, unless they had a
reliable supply service. This is surely one reason so many plains peoples put strict
notional limits on what large revenge campaigns were meant to accomplish. It
was important for the broader community to have a part in avenging deaths, and
yet it was dangerous and often impossible for hundreds, let alone thousands, of
men seeking revenge to stay together on the plains for extended campaigns. But
conditions below the Rio Grande were different.”
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When plains warriors embarked on their huge Mexican expeditions they
usually descended down a compact system of trails that itself testified to the
collective nature of Comanche raiding. A visitor to Texas in 1837 reported see-
ing “an immense trail of the Comanches who have recently returned from their
expedition into Mexican territory” and estimated that the raiders must have
been leading a thousand animals back to their camps. An officer in the U.S.
Army noted “deep trails worn into solid limestone rock by the unshod feet of the
ponies.” At one point the trail “was at least two miles wide and there was no more
grass on it than there would be in any well-beaten road . . . small trails were cut
into the ground in every direction. None of us had ever seen anything like it be-
fore.” Warriors following this system eventually arrived at a ford, often one near
the Big Bend of the Rio Grande known as el Vado de los Chisos, or el Gran Paso
de los Indios. From there, as one Mexican frontier official put it, riders crossed
over from “the great desert where our enemies live [to] the other desert, the Bol-
s6n de Mapimi.”*?

The Bolsén de Mapimi is a huge, vaguely bordered region extending perhaps
four hundred kilometers from the Big Bend south to the Rio Nazas, and two
hundred and fifty kilometers east from Parral in Chihuahua to Cuatro Ciénegas
in central Coahuila. The Bolson (literally “lagoon”) is in fact a region of varied
topography, cut by seasonal rivers and streams and broken by scattered moun-
tains, canyons, and several individual lagoons. During one of their intermittent
peace agreements, Apaches taught Comanches about the topography and re-
sources of the Bolsén and also about the best routes out to the exposed ranches,
farms, and haciendas to the west, south, and east. By the 1830s the Apache—
Comanche alliance had long since collapsed, and Comanches had come to
dominate the Bolsén de Mapimi for their own purposes.”

Because the terrain is so arid, varied, and difficult, Mexican ofhcials in the
early nineteenth century found it impossible to patrol the Bolsén regularly and
had to content themselves with the occasional costly reconnaissance expedition.
During one particularly ambitious and typically fruitless tour in 1843, Mexican
forces marched throughout the area and never found the Indians, though they
saw signs of them everywhere they went. At one abandoned camp they found a
system of barricades and trenches that Comanches had constructed for defense
against Mexican forces. They also discovered “a multitude of skulls and bones
of the beasts that they have devoured” and a camp crisscrossed with children’s
footprints. Entire rancherfas would sometimes establish themselves in the Bol-
sén. This enabled raiders to ride almost to the point of collapse, knowing that
if they could only return to their people in the Bolsén they could “surrender to
fatigue for many days, leaving their arms and handing their animals over to other
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Indians.” The region offered more than safety and sustenance to Comanches.
Most important, it presented a series of portals into Coahuila, Chihuahua, and
Durango. Raiders could enter these states at any number of points, slip quickly
out of one into another, and elude the most determined pursuers inside the Bol-
son’s rough, irregular geography.*

When raiders did emerge into the settled regions of northern Mexico, they
commonly split into smaller parties only to regroup at prearranged times and
places. As they moved across the land in these shifting cohorts, parties small
and large enjoyed a virtually inexhaustible supply of food for men and animals.
In contrast to the plains, where enemy peoples and game animals moved con-
stantly and were rarely in the same place, below the river the targets were fixed
settlements where people and animals lived together. Raiders easily found and
caught livestock, and they simply killed and ate what they wanted when they
wanted it. In contrast to bison, deer, or antelope, spooked cows, oxen, pigs, and
sheep on Mexican ranches could only go so far, so fast. Mexican forces on patrol
often found the remains of dozens or even hundreds of animals where Coman-
ches had made camp. Some Mexicans such as the unfortunate Don Arreola
even kept their livestock in fattening pens—a delicious change for men accus-
tomed to tiring hunts. Most animals were not even eaten but simply destroyed,
like so much other Mexican property. Thousands of dead animals unused for
food and scattered in rotting heaps across northern Mexico offered graphic testi-
mony to the superabundance of protein available to Comanches and Kiowas on
campaign below the river.”’

Moreover, raiders found it easier to feed their horses below the river. Killing
frosts generally came later south of the Rio Grande than in la comancheria,
and in some places they did not come at all, so mounts had more reliable pas-
turage. Indian raiders also took advantage of the mountain environments scat-
tered through much of northern Mexico, using the rough terrain and cover to
travel undetected and elude pursuers. The low mountain forests in Coahuila
and Nuevo Leén had significantly higher precipitation than the lowlands and
consequently copious grass cover for grazing horses. Once actively raiding ha-
ciendas and ranches, plains warriors again found fodder for animals. The Mexi-
cans’ own grazing lands were obviously available in the comparatively warmer
climate, and native raiders would also have occasional access to grain stores they
could distribute to hungry animals>®

These dependable resources help explain why two-thirds of all campaigns in
the 1830s and 1840s happened in fall and winter. Large expeditions did some-
times embark in summer, though doing so left less time for other important
activities—hunting, especially, but also extensive trading and participation in
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integrative summer ceremonies. Comanche women spent the winter months
processing hides and tending to innumerable domestic tasks, but, relative to
their busy summers, men remained comparatively idle in winter. Winter raid-
ing thus had the incidental advantage of making Comanche men economically
productive during months when they often did little more than guard camp and
hunt casually. Moreover, fall and early winter were the best seasons to traverse
much of northern Mexico. The rainy season (such as it is) on the lower Rio
Grande begins by around September to fill up the watering holes that men and
animals depend upon while traveling. Winter campaigns also brought men from
different bands and divisions together at a time when peoples on the plains gen-
erally separated out of necessity and thereby presented another opportunity to
deepen connections.”

Comanches and Kiowas therefore had many practical reasons to raid Mexi-
cans rather than Texans or other Indians, apart from the obvious fact that Mexi-
cans had far more horses and mules than anyone else. But safety, convenience,
and profit are not enough to explain the terrific violence of the campaigns below
the Rio Grande. The question remains how Mexicans attracted such wrath if
they posed no threat to families and fortunes on the southern plains. The answer
reveals northern Mexico’s unhappy predicament. Comanches and their allies
sought revenge for dead raiders—for men killed while attacking Mexican towns,
ranches, and haciendas.

THEY ARE IN FACT BUT ONE PEOPLE.:
THE GALVANIZING DEAD

Comanche and Kiowa families presumably would have expected warriors to
die this way, given that their sons, husbands, and brothers were, after all, trying
to kidnap and rob the Mexicans they encountered. And yet Comanches and
Kiowas viewed the battleground death of a warrior as simultaneously glorious
and shattering, wherever it happened. Kiowas often chose the deaths of promi-
nent men as the defining incidents of the year. The winter of 1834-35, for ex-
ample, was “winter that Pa’to’n was killed”; 1835-36 was “winter T6‘edalte was
killed”; and 1836-37 was “winter that K‘ifidhiate was killed.” Mexicans shot each
of these warriors to death below the Rio Grande. These kinds of deaths produced
mourners and calls for revenge, and the complicated machinery on the southern
plains for provoking pity, invoking obligations, and organizing retaliatory cam-
paigns would begin its work.

In the winter of 184445, for example, a Kiowa man named Zépkoeéte orga-
nized a campaign to avenge the death of his brother, killed while raiding in
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Tamaulipas the year before. More than two hundred warriors, Kiowas, Kiowa
Apaches, and Comanches, followed Zépkoeéte into Tamaulipas. A'tahaik, one
of the more prominent Kiowa participants, was himself killed in a siege of a
Mexican ranch, and Kiowas thereafter memorialized the season as “winter that
A'tahdik‘f was killed.” Euro-American sources occasionally detected the revenge
component of major raids as well. In 1840, following the deaths of thirty warriors
in a disastrous Mexican campaign, men in Dolly Webster’s Comanche camp
began organizing themselves to seck revenge. Twice in 1845, large parties of Hois
preparing to descend upon Mexico told Texan envoys that vengeance was their
goal. The first sought to redress an “unfortunate expedition to Mexico,” and the
second to avenge the deaths of many men in one of Potsanaquahip’s campaigns
the year before*®

It is difficult to know who exactly Comanches and Kiowas sought to avenge
themselves upon. Neither people’s notions of justice demanded that revenge be
exacted upon a particular person, family, or settlement. That does not mean,
however, that these peoples viewed “Mexicans” as equally culpable or even that
they thought of Mexicans as a distinct and meaningfully coherent political com-
munity. For example, the root element in the compound terms Kiowas used to
refer to particular groups of Mexicans, t'a’ka’i, is also present in the term they
used to refer to Americans (T'ot’a’ka’i, “cold [northern] whitemen”). There
is a certain rhythm to the shifting geography of raiding campaigns below the
river that indicates warriors leveled their wrath not at Mexicans per se but at
the residents of particular regions. Campaigns focused on Chihuahua during
the early and mid-1830s, shifted to the northeast and especially Nuevo Leén
from 1837 through the early 1840s, and concentrated on Chihuahua, Durango,
and Zacatecas by mid-decade. Warriors killed in these regions would help ex-
plain why campaigns returned there year after year*

At the same time vengeance was a flexible tool. Calls for revenge accommo-
dated shifting judgments about the most lucrative regions to strike; raiders con-
stantly probed new areas and need not have visited a place previously to kill and
impoverish people they found there. Indeed, Kiowas apparently thought it ac-
ceptable to avenge themselves upon an enemy who had no connection whatever
to the one that first brought them to grief. If so, the losses they endured at the
hands of Osages, Cheyennes, Arapahos, and others might have helped fuel re-
venge campaigns below the Rio Grande. And whatever distinctions Kiowas and
Comanches made among different Mexicans, the fact remains that they sent
huge campaigns everywhere in the north except for New Mexico and distant
Sonora and California in the 1830s and 1840s.*

Collective revenge excursions became folded into the ongoing economic pro-
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gram of animal and captive raiding, resulting in dozens of focused, coordinated,
large-scale campaigns in the 1830s and 1840s. Once a formidable force had been
organized, it proceeded down to the Mexican settlements with vengeance as a
shared goal, though this formal and sacred purpose in no way precluded the
plundering of Mexican ranches—on the contrary. A single Comanche death
at the hands of a Mexican defending his family or ranch or town could provide
occasion for hundreds of raiders to unite in a later revenge campaign. Revenge
helped organize and motivate the second campaign, but in practical terms ven-
geance gave momentum to and imposed political coherence on the widespread
desire for the same animals, captives, and war honors that had motivated the
first raid. More Comanche or Kiowa deaths during the revenge campaign led
to still more calls for vengeance and to a steady stream of large raiding parties
heading south every fall and winter. As a knowledgeable Mexican observer put
it, Comanche leaders impress upon their men “the necessity of opening a cam-
paign, both to provide the plunder that the tribe needs and to avenge some out-
rage or offense.”*

The raiding-revenge cycle therefore became a self-reinforcing phenome-
non, and increased raiding in northern Mexico following the eastern peace in
1834 provided ample human material. There is documentary evidence of 622
Comanches and Kiowas killed in conflicts with Mexicans from 1831 through
1846. Fighting men accounted for nearly all of these casualties because nearly
all of the violence in these years took place while warriors campaigned below the
river.*?

Six hundred twenty-two dead is in fact a significant underestimate. Many
smaller raids were likely never documented, or the documentation has been
lost or destroyed or else has yet to be found. Comanches often left their con-
frontations with Mexicans bearing serious wounds, and undoubtedly many of
these men died without their adversaries knowing.*® Finally and most impor-
tant, Comanches and Kiowas put the highest priority on recovering the bodies of
their slain warriors and carrying them off the field before a retreat. They thought
the fulfillment of this duty one of the most laudable and honored deeds a warrior
could perform, and they took extraordinary risks to ensure that their companions
would not be defiled in death. Mexicans reinforced this imperative by regu-
larly dismembering dead Indian enemies, by displaying Comanche scalps, ears,
hands, and heads in Mexican settlements as trophies. Because plains raiders
usually absconded with their dead, Mexican authorities often had no definite
number of enemy casualties to record, even in the aftermath of the largest
battles, and could only gesture at the blood the attackers left behind to suggest
the scale of their loss. If there were no such silences the known Comanche death
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toll would be far higher. Still, even with the very low estimate of 622 killed, on
average every extended family in la comancheria could have mourned a slain
male relative at some time during these fifteen years.**

Ambitious war leaders began attaching their political fortunes to this potent
revenge cycle as early as 1834. Mourning kin appealed to the honor and pity of
such men to organize revenge campaigns. The mourner traditionally led the
campaign himself. But with all the violence and death of the 1830s and 1840s,
any single campaign could include a crowd of mourning kin, with many deaths
to be avenged. Under such circumstances, men like Zépkoeéte, Potsanaquahip,
and Pia Kusa, proven leaders with experience below the Rio Grande, assumed
leadership of the endeavor. Such men had the skills and the political capital to
attract a huge and diverse following of raiders.**

The lure of animals, the growing expertise and prominence of young war
leaders, the mounting casualties of the war, and the established practice of so-
liciting help in seeking revenge combined to bring together men from across
the southern plains. It is clear from the Kiowas’ calendar, for example, that they
included Kiowa Apaches and Comanches in their revenge campaigns. In 1844
Pierce M. Butler, former governor of South Carolina, journeyed to the south-
ern plains as a representative of the U.S. government. He learned from a “very
reputable and intelligent Delaware” that Tenewa and Hois warriors had recently
formed a joint campaign into Chihuahua that resulted in the “destruction” of
two towns. A year later an observer in Texas reported that “several of the north-
ern bands of the Comanches, and a portion of the tribes of the Towaccanies, Kio-
ways, and Wacos had mustered about 1000 warriors under a chief named Santa
Anna” (presumably the Hois Pia Kusa) to campaign below the river. Robert S.
Neighbors, the most skilled Anglo-American intermediary between Texans and
Hois, wrote that although Comanches were separated into several divisions,
“they keep up continual intercourse with each other, and are equally engaged
in their depredations and war parties. Whenever a chief from one of the upper
[divisions] starts to Mexico or to any point on our frontier, they send runners to
the lower [divisions], and all their warriors join him, so they are in fact but one
people.” On another occasion Neighbors reported that Kiowas, Apaches, and
Yamparikas were endeavoring to recruit Hois warriors for a joint campaign into
Mexico, “proposing to unite and send several thousand warriors.” When invoked
by skilled, experienced leaders, the politics of vengeance therefore attracted ac-
quisitive men from different families, bands, divisions, and even different lin-
guistic groups to pursue their economic interests collectively. Vengeance thus
made it possible for war leaders to organize armies and go places that a few dozen
raiders could not, plundering richer and richer areas of Mexico’s north.*¢
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13. Comanche war whistle. Bird bone, plug of gum and pitch, buckskin cord, painted
quill. This whistle testifies to the collective nature of Comanche raiding in more
ways than one. First, southern plains war leaders used whistles such as these to give
signals to their men during combat. Second, the precise decorations of black and red
quillwork, which once covered the entire bone and were almost certainly put there by
a Comanche woman, reflect the fact that the performance and the fate of the whistle’s
owner was a matter of profound importance to the broader community. The whistle
broke at some point and was enough valued to be carefully repaired with twisted cord
and a bone splint. Collected by Jean Louis Berlandier, c. 1828-51. Courtesy of the
Department of Anthropology, Smithsonian Institution, E5964-o.

Despite its obvious utility, vengeance did more than impose a superficial or
merely ceremonial coherence upon individual economic ambitions. Vengeance
was such a devastatingly effective organizational tool because it had genuine
meaning. Conditions were such on the southern plains and in northern Mexico
during the 1830s and 1840s that vengeance helped embed individual ambition
into a profound collective purpose: it folded plunder into war. Indeed, in those
rare moments when literate observers recorded conversations with Comanches
about their activities below the river, the word war appeared again and again.
Such references became especially common once Hois began interacting regu-
larly with Texans during Houston’s second term. In the spring of 1844, for ex-
ample, two Comanches told a tejano that the Hois paraibo Pahayuco had lost a
son in the “Spanish war.” In 1845 Pia Kusa requested a passport from Houston
so that Texan soldiers would not harass him and his men when they “went to
make war on the Mexicans.” He went on to say that the cause of “the war with
Mexico” was the bad faith of the “Spaniards.” That same year, Texan authorities
reported that one thousand Comanches were readying a “war expedition on the
other side of the Rio Grande” to avenge the casualties of a previous expedition.
Texan representatives were repeatedly told that Hois men were “going to war
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against the Mexicans” or “to make war upon the Mexican towns of the Rio
Grande.”*

Still, it was common enough for Texans, Mexicans, or Americans to put words
in native mouths; war certainly meant something different to Comanches and
Kiowas than it did to their non-Indian counterparts, and, after all, words usually
tell us less than deeds. The most important evidence that vengeance was some-
thing greater than a convenient excuse for organized plunder is that Comanches
and Kiowas spent much energy and took tremendous risks to hurt Mexicans as
well as steal from them. Revenge helps explain not only why the campaigns of
the 1830s and 1840s were so large, but also why they were so destructive.*®

THE LAW OF RETALIATION: HURTING MEXICANS

One of the usual ways raiders inflicted pain on their Mexican enemies was to
destroy the animals they depended upon for their livelihoods. Animals have no
clear place in Comanche and Kiowa notions of revenge, but slaughtering cows,
goats, pigs, and sheep seems to have been part of a broader program of inflicting
damage on Mexican enemies. In the aftermath of a raid in February 1837, for ex-
ample, Mexican soldiers on the lower Rio Grande counted more than fourteen
hundred dead horses and cattle and seemingly innumerable goats and sheep
“piled up in heaps in every direction.” Comanches killed more than a thousand
animals in a single afternoon in greater Saltillo in January of 1841. Following a
particularly destructive campaign into Durango in 1845, a local official reported
there were so many dead sheep “littering the fields that they cannot be counted,
though it is certain that I have lost more than two thousand.” That same year,
residents of El Paso suffered a typhoid epidemic, and many blamed the illness
on bad air drifting in from the countryside, where Comanches had lately slaugh-
tered large numbers of animals.*

Southern plains warriors also regularly set fire to huts and houses in raids
across northern Mexico, leaving survivors bereft of homes as well as animal prop-
erty and missing or dead kin. Sometimes the consequences were more dire still,
as when in the autumn of 1845 Comanches killed thirty residents of La Pilla,
Durango, and set a fire that consumed ten thousand bushels of maize, likely
all of the stores the residents had saved for winter. Setting fire to buildings and
chasing after and killing thousands of animals took a considerable amount of
time and therefore exposed native men to increased risks in an already danger-
ous endeavor. There were no material incentives to slaughter livestock and torch
buildings; rather a desire to hurt people Comanches and Kiowas evidently con-
sidered hated enemies instead of incidental victims*°
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Raiders took the horses and mules they wanted and destroyed other animals
as well as fixed property. One of these activities could delay or temporarily inter-
fere with the other, but even greater complications arose over Mexican bodies.
Captives had value as marketable chattels, as laborers in every dimension of the
southern plains economy, and, for many, as eventual full-right Comanches or
Kiowas. But just as their humanity made them more than simple commodities,
so too did their humanity mark them initially as enemies subject to a terrible
wrath. Plains warriors sometimes killed Mexicans soon after capturing them.
Documents often make reference to bodies discovered in the aftermath of cam-
paigns, sometimes mutilated and scattered in fields distant from population cen-
ters. Many of these had likely been temporary captives. When the Indian fighter
Galén dispersed the huge Comanche encampment at the end of the great cam-
paign in 1840—41, redeemed Mexican prisoners told him that the raiders had
been “immolating” three or four captives each day as they traversed the Mexican
countryside. Comanches and their allies plainly believed that many Mexican
captives were worth more as corpses than cousins.™

Nonetheless, most Mexicans killed during these years were not people Coman-
ches had taken captive, even temporarily. Plains Indians killed three Mexicans
for every one they captured. The sources consulted for this book contained
notice of nearly two thousand Mexicans killed by Comanches and Kiowas in
the fifteen years before the U.S. invasion. Like the number of Comanche dead,
this is an underestimate. The figure derives from what scholars of public health
call passive surveillance, that is, from counting figures in reports that come in
from local officials, military personnel, and the like. Studies of modern wars
have shown that in conflict situations passive surveillance methods (as opposed
to active surveillance, where researchers go out and seek information from a
representative sample of the population) reveal only a fraction of total casu-
alties. Indeed, the occasional state estimate from nineteenth-century northern
Mexico suggests that Comanches took many more than two thousand lives in
these years. A report from Coahuila, for example, insisted that twelve hundred
Mexicans had been killed in that state alone between 1835 and 1845. The vio-
lence in Coahuila seems to have been roughly equal to that in Nuevo Leén and
Tamaulipas and was probably less than in Durango and Chihuahua. In other
words, if Coahuila lost twelve hundred people in ten years, then the total figure
of northern Mexicans killed by Comanches in the same period would have been
several times that many*?

The majority of Mexican victims were not soldiers or even organized, armed
defenders. Mexican military and militia engaged in numerous battles with
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raiders, but most Mexican casualties were noncombatants: lone herders, trav-
elers, and field hands, especially; but also women and children washing clothes
or fetching water, adolescents racing to fetch the animals no one could afford
to lose, terrified men lined up together with lassos, slings, and farm tools for
weapons, families burned alive inside their homes. Plains Indians inscribed
their grief and their rage upon Mexican bodies, sometimes to the point of taking
identity as well as life. In October of 1845 the heartsick mayor of San Juan del
Rio, Durango, reported sixty-eight deaths in the wake of a Comanche raid but
could identify only fifty-six by name because twelve of the dead had been “torn
to pieces.” Such were the consequences of the politics of vengeance. David G.
Burnet once asked his Comanche hosts why they occasionally killed women and
children: “When reproved on this awful subject, these undisciplined warriors
justify their deeds of horror, as more enlightened nations have attempted to jus-
tify theirs, by the law of retaliation.”*

Some of the Mexican reports describe scenes almost too brutal to be believed.
In 1844, for example, Mexican ofhcials corresponded furiously about hundreds
of Kiowas and Comanches attacking ranches and towns in northern Tamaulipas.
At Rancho de la Palmita alone the raiders were said to have killed around one
hundred people. When the raiders arrived at nearby Rancho de los Moros they
found the settlement nearly abandoned, save for one building where more than
twenty men, women, and children had crowded together for protection. Accord-
ing to the Mexicans, the raiders set the building on fire and burned everyone in-
side alive. Expecting raids motivated by strictly material objectives, modern-day
readers might be tempted to dismiss such an account as wild exaggeration.*

But the burning of los Moros is one of those rare events confirmed by a native
source. In the campaign into Tamaulipas that the Kiowa Zépkoeéte organized
to avenge his brother’s death, his was the force that rode into los Moros in the
fall of 1844. According to the history associated with the Kiowa calendar, Zép-
koeéte’s warriors discovered that a small number of Mexican men, “not soldiers,”
had taken refuge with their families in a fort. The Indians attacked the building
and someone inside fired a gun, killing the warrior A'tahdiki. The besiegers re-
acted by stacking wood against the log walls of the fort and setting the building
on fire. Everyone inside either died in the smoke and flames or was killed while
trying to escape. The list of the dead reveals that what had started with family
grief ended with family grief. Don Manuel Benavides, Don Trinidad Benavides,
Nepomuceno Benavides, Angela Benavides, Faustino Benavides, Dofia Maria
Francisca Judrez, Marta Garza, Margarita Garza, José Maria Garza, Juan Garza,
Ventura Garza, Justo Rodriguez, Salome Ortiz, Nepomuceno Ortiz, Josefa He-
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rrera, Refugio Pérez, Espiridion Pérez, Antonio Botello, Francisco Botello, Mar-
garita Botello, Natividad Botello, and Sabrino Botello all died at los Moros that
day, cowering inside their little fort.

Nineteenth-century Mexico was part of the modern Western world, where
wars were supposed to be fought by armies against other armies and where inde-
pendent indigenous peoples were supposed to be too weak to effect more than
the occasional “outrage” against civilians. This was an ideal, of course, and yet
dozens of massive and destructive Comanche campaigns might have wrecked
the foundations of that illusion but for the related Western notion that Indians
were holdovers from an ancient past, from a time when people acted more like
animals than humans. Indian raiders did what they did because they were sav-
ages. Modern historians have to think harder about the problem. Today, scholars
usually situate indigenous violence against colonial populations within a frame-
work of resistance.”® An older scholarship had recounted native North American
history in stark and bloody detail, invoking purported acts of Indian atrocities
against non-Indians by way of justifying the wars that drove native peoples from
their lands. Work over the past generation has shown that later chroniclers often
exaggerated Indian aggressions and that native peoples generally resorted to col-
lective violence against their dangerous neighbors only in order to resist dispos-
session.

This resistance model explains much, but not what Comanches and Kiowas
did to Mexicans in the 1830s and 1840s. By 1834 most southern plains Indi-
ans had stopped trying to adjust their relationship with Mexico. Comanche and
Kiowa men were not fighting to change Mexican behavior. They were not fight-
ing for their land or for the safety of their families or in defense of their culture.
They were not avenging Mexican attacks on their villages or resisting Mexican
economic and territorial colonialism. At bottom they were fighting to win honor,
avenge fallen comrades, and grow rich. But to say that Comanches and Kiowas
waged an extraordinarily cruel war for revenge, personal prestige, and material
gain and that they justified it with arguments that might sound unpersuasive
today is not to revive the discredited stereotype of the subhuman “savage.” Just
the opposite: it is to say that these people were fully human. Comanches were
obviously not the only group in history, or even in nineteenth-century North
America, to butcher, enslave, and impoverish people who had done them little
harm. And, as any atlas will attest, Comanches were not the only people to ex-
aggerate their grievances with Mexicans in order to take from them what they
wanted during the 1830s and 1840s.
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INDIANS DON'T UNMAKE PRESIDENTS

Wiriting about Comanches during the relative calm of the late 1820s, Jean
Louis Berlandier insisted that “it is still a very difficult matter to live in peace
with the whole people. Divided into a multiplicity of independent tribes, they do
not realize that all the people on the Mexican border belong to the same nation,
and that they cannot perfectly well live in peace in Texas while they make war
beyond the Rio Grande.” Here, unusually, this inexhaustibly curious reporter
had it wrong. Comanches could and did maintain an imperfect peace with Texas
from the late 1820s to the Texas rebellion and with New Mexico for much longer
while warring below the Rio Grande. They enjoyed trading relationships and
occasionally made treaties with individual Mexican settlements and even found
free Mexicans to ride alongside them, men who helped rob, murder, and enslave
their own countrymen and women. Indians on the southern plains enjoyed far
more political coherence than Berlandier realized, and Mexicans evidently had
much less.!

Understanding why is a prerequisite to grasping the national and interna-
tional consequences of the War of a Thousand Deserts. Northern Mexicans
faced mounting terrors and tragedies in the fifteen years before the U.S. in-
vasion, when they stumbled into bloody conflicts with Navajos, Utes, and sev-
eral different tribes of Apaches as well as Comanches and Kiowas. As interethnic
violence escalated in all quarters, northerners struggled with one another, with
local and state authorities, and with a succession of national administrations
over resources to protect themselves, their families, and their property. They also
engaged in bitter debates with their countrymen about the nature of the enemy
and, inevitably, about the nature of the nation-state. The questions arising from
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these debates were practical, aimed at wresting money, weapons, and horses
from government, but they also shed light on fundamental ambiguities in the
Mexican national project. What were the rightful obligations and expectations
of mexicanos? What constituted a national crisis? or a national enemy? What
was the proper relationship of the national government to the states? And what
was government for, if not to protect its people? In other words, when raiders
came and attacked a family in northern Mexico, what good was Mexican citi-
zenship?

It is easy to be skeptical about such questions and the claims northerners
made regarding their rights and obligations as Mexicans. Obviously they wanted
help from the central government, but whether or not northern Mexicans really
thought about their predicament in national terms is another question. Most
scholars agree that states preceded nations in Latin America, in contrast to emerg-
ing states in Europe, which generally grew up around preexisting “nations” with
shared ethnic and historic identities. Independent Mexico, like most postcolo-
nial countries, had a fledgling state apparatus long before the people inside its
territorial boundaries subscribed to a common national identity. Village, local,
or ethnic identification mattered far more to the great majority of nineteenth-
century Mexicans than did the abstraction that was Mexico. Hence one could
dismiss northern talk about the nation and about national rights and obligations
as the predictable and ultimately meaningless jargon of supplicants kneeling
before the state treasury.?

In fact there was something more complex and more interesting going on.
After 1821 Mexican governments worked earnestly to inculcate the symbols,
stories, and values of Mexican nationalism within the broader public. They
strove to integrate populations at the margins of the country through a variety of
religious and civic rituals, political and economic bureaucracies, and patronage
networks that cut across several sectors of society. While these efforts were halt-
ing and incomplete even into the early twentieth century, nonetheless, in the
words of one scholar, they “engaged the emerging loyalties of frontier society” in
the years after independence. Once Indian raiding became a systemic problem
in the 1830s, northerners returned to the same rhetoric of nationalism they had
encountered over the previous decade and turned it to their own purposes. They
called Mexico City’s bluft. Northern officials and commentators insisted that the
nation-state was indeed a reality, that northerners were Mexicans, and that they
therefore had a right to expect national help. In the process they took the idea
of the nation-state away from administration officials and nationalist thinkers in
the capital and fashioned their own vision of what it meant to be mexicano—
one they would risk much to defend. This vision of rights and responsibilities
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was not without its internal contradictions, exaggeration, and hypocrisy. But the
Wiar of a Thousand Deserts nonetheless compelled many northern Mexicans to
talk about the nation-state and their place in it in an authentic and urgent way.
In this sense their long struggle to nationalize the war against los barbaros gives
insight not only into a failure and a missed opportunity, but also into the con-
tested and often regional nature of nation making in the postcolonial world.?

At bottom northern Mexico’s struggles were not so different from those that
independent Indian communities grappled with during these same years as they
tried to secure unanimity of purpose in their conflicts with Mexicans. The most
practical difference was that, unlike Comanches, Kiowas, Navajos, and Apaches,
Mexicans recorded their conversations in books, newspapers, political and mili-
tary correspondence, memoirs, public pronouncements, laws, and congressional
records. What emerges from these sources is the parallel story of Mexicans strug-
gling against Indian raiders and struggling with each other about Indian raiders,
from the start of the security crisis in 1831 to the eve of the American invasion in
1846. Each contest had consequences for the other and ultimately for the shape
of North America.

THE CRUEL AND INDOMITABLE APACHES:
THE NEW WAR BEGINS

In early 1831 authorities in Chihuahua and Sonora made history by refusing
to feed Apaches. Though this proved to be a catastrophic error, at the time the
decision seemed sensible. Mexicans had been supporting the Indians at peace
establishments for nearly two generations—ever since the nightmarish inter-
ethnic wars of the late eighteenth century. Officials argued that it was finally
time for Apaches to start raising their own crops and their own cattle, settling
down and caring for their families in the same way that humble Mexicans did.
And while the ration program amounted to only a small fraction of the frontier’s
overall military budget, it nonetheless cost nearly as much to keep an Apache
in blankets, corn, salt, cigarettes, and beef throughout the year as most neigh-
boring Mexicans made in annual wages. That was unseemly. So was the fact
that Apaches kept getting handouts while dwindling revenues meant salary cuts
for soldiers on the frontier. Things needed to change, the thinking went, and
authorities began cautiously, starting in the 1820s, by eliminating salt, tobacco,
even beef from the program. They also stopped distributing food in absentia, an
old practice that had allowed Apaches to have kin collect rations for them while
they hunted or gathered food elsewhere. By 1831 even the vestigial remnant of
the ration program, allotments of corn for individuals who came in person to
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collect them, was more than the states were willing to bear. The time had come
for the Indians to fend for themselves*

Apaches rose to the challenge. Most who were hanging on at the old peace
establishments evacuated en masse, and within months Apache raiding parties
were stealing animals, waylaying travelers, and killing and kidnapping Mexicans
across Sonora and Chihuahua. Before long the raids spread to southern New
Mexico, northern Durango, and western Coahuila as well’ The sudden and
widespread collapse of peace testifies to a shared sense of identity and to political
mechanisms that promoted informal coordination of activity. Apaches living to
the north of Sonora and Chihuahua were divided into three tribal groups—Mes-
caleros, Chiricahuas, and Western Apaches—but decisions about raiding and
warfare fell to the bands that comprised the three tribes or, more narrowly, to
the local groups of extended families that comprised the bands. Despite the frag-
mentation of political power, kinship networks ensured communication and a
shared sense of obligation between members of different local groups and bands.
Consequently, informal political mechanisms fostered patterns of coordinated
action in both peace and war that could transcend the local nature of regular
political activity. For example, while only a fraction of the ten thousand or so
Apaches in north-central and northwestern Mexico had ever lived at the peace
establishments at any one time, Mexican rations had provided certain older,
conciliatory leaders with resources they could redistribute to kin and clients in
the interior. So long as these resources had been steady and regular, an influen-
tial cohort could argue persuasively that their people had more to gain through
peace with Mexico than through raiding. Once rations dwindled and then disap-
peared, advocates of more confrontational policies became ascendant and drew
on the same far-flung networks to galvanize support for raids. Older leaders with
a militant bent like Pisago Cabezén sent runners out to other Apache bands
and even to other Apache tribes, seeking solidarity in war. Although sometimes
setting forth in war parties one or two hundred strong, more commonly Apache
raiders moved in small groups. Nonetheless, the raids were frequent and wide-
spread enough to inflict tremendous damage across the northwest.®

However burdensome the ration program might have been to Mexican
pockets or sensibilities, by late 1831 a little tobacco, salt, beef, and corn seemed
mercifully reasonable compared to the gathering catastrophe. Indeed, Mexi-
cans would later urge their leaders to reinstate the ration program in return for
peace—but the genie could not be put back into the bottle. Newly influential
Apache leaders such as the famed Mangas Coloradas (Red Sleeves) could better
provide for their people on plunder than on Mexico’s parsimonious handouts,
and knew well that Mexican defenses had deteriorated since the Bourbon era.
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More elementally, once Mexicans and the “cruel and indomitable Apaches”
started killing, enslaving, and stealing from each other, hatreds, reprisals, and
calls for revenge acquired a fierce and ultimately irresistible momentum. And in
November of 1831, just as Chihuahuans began to come to terms with the gravity
of the Apache breach, one hundred Comanche warriors arrived from the plains
to herald another long-term threat. Desperate residents of northwestern Mexico
started to fear, correctly, that they were entering a terrible new war, a war like
the one their grandparents had suffered through in the 1770s and 1780s. But the
Republic of Mexico was not New Spain, and this war would be worse.”

HAPPY WILL BE THE DAY: APPEALS FOR HELP

Poorly armed, often isolated from each other on scattered ranches and settle-
ments, and unaccustomed to war after decades of usually peaceful interaction
with independent Indians, northwestern Mexicans looked to different levels of
government for help against raiders. At the first sign of trouble, local leaders
would dispatch a rider or two to summon men from nearby settlements. Once
the original report had been received, hasty letters would be written to minor offi-
cials, alcaldes and subprefects, who would try to organize men and supplies and
then write more letters that worked their way up the political chain from prefects
to the governor or the state’s military commander or both. Ideally all of this cor-
respondence would result in a sufficient force intercepting the raiders, defeating
them in battle, and recovering Mexican captives or stolen animals. Northerners
had only too many opportunities to practice this drill in the early 1830s, but the
results left much to be desired. Reaction made for a losing strategy. Government
could deliver important services in coordinating men and resources while raids
were under way, but, more than this, northerners understandably wanted their
officials to be proactive. Government needed to take the war to los barbaros, to
force them into treaties, to fortify defenses along the frontier, to stop raids from
happening in the first place. Justices of the peace, alcaldes, subprefects, and pre-
fects coordinated with militia and military authorities to respond to raids once
they began, but for more systematic steps at improving overall security most
people looked to the governor.

Governors did three sorts of things in response to the renewed security crisis.
First, they ordered frontier settlements to take practical steps in preparation for
war. Once the Apache peace collapsed in Chihuahua and Sonora, for example,
authorities in both states moved aggressively to reform relaxed behaviors that
had become habitual during the long peace® Governor José Isidro Madero of
Chihuahua lamented the “apathy and carelessness” rife in his state and ordered
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local officials to arm all the people, if not with guns then at least with bows
and lances. Those unfamiliar with such weapons were to be instructed in their
use, on Sundays. Towns, ranches, and haciendas were to be fortified, lookouts
posted, and patrols organized. No one was to travel in the countryside in parties
of fewer than three armed men. Chihuahua decreed that those who refused to
fight los barbaros or even hung back under the pretext of fighting defensively
were to be executed on the spot.’

Second, state authorities attempted to unify and rally their people against the
Indian enemy. They ordered reports of hostilities reprinted verbatim in ofhcial
state newspapers and published fiery circulars meant to galvanize the popula-
tion. Governor Manuel Escalante y Arvizu of Sonora urged his state on, insisting
that Apaches, that “most barbarous and cruel” of peoples, had committed such
heinous acts against Sonora’s population, sparing not even the most innocent,
as to place themselves entirely outside the law. He thus authorized all the state’s
residents to pursue and exterminate Apaches “like bloodthirsty animals.” Gover-
nors also tried to police ambivalent loyalties. Mexicans had forged many social
and economic connections with los barbaros during the generations of peace —
connections that persisted despite renewed war. Authorities learned that certain
Mexicans had been trading liquor and foodstuffs to Apaches in return for animals
the Indians had taken from Mexican settlements. Others, known as entregadores
(deliverers), were acting as spies for the raiders and “delivering” them to vulner-
able settlements, just as Mexicans in Nuevo Leén, Coahuila, Durango, and else-
where would do for Comanches in years to come. Governor José Joaquin Calvo
of Chihuahua decreed in 1834 that all such persons were to be surrendered to
military authorities upon discovery of their crimes, tried, and if found guilty im-
mediately put to death. Sonora passed a similar measure in 1835."°

The third and most important thing governors could do to improve secu-
rity was to spend money. Terrorized, impoverished families, whether they had
experienced Indian raiding directly or not, began abandoning certain frontier
areas as soon as attacks intensified in the early 1830s. Population flight only
compounded the security problem because it reduced the number of frontier
settlements and left those remaining shrunken and less capable of repelling
raiders before they reached the interior of the state. So authorities labored to
keep people where they were. Governor Calvo tried to stem the exodus by ex-
cusing the “neediest classes” from contributing funds to the war and by making
conspicuous rewards to certain communities who stayed and fought. The town
of Coyame, for instance, which, “notwithstanding its small population mounted
a vigorous defense against more than five hundred enemy Comanches” in the
summer of 1835, was exempted from all contributions and taxes for the duration
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of the barbaro war. The governor also abolished all duties on domestic produce
and manufactured goods shipped north to the state’s frontier settlements. While
necessary and popular, these sorts of concessions deprived desperate state ad-
ministrators of precious funds.

More important, state administrators found themselves flooded by local re-
quests for security investments of various kinds. Local officials always needed
more guns, more ammunition, and more horses. Above all, they clamored to
have the presidio (military garrison) system revived. This most common sug-
gestion also happened to be the most expensive. Presidios had been critical in-
stitutions in northern New Spain since the late sixteenth century and were a
vital component of Bourbon frontier policy in the late eighteenth century. By
the close of the colonial era there were more than a dozen presidios in Sonora
and Nueva Vizcaya, one in New Mexico, one in Texas, and several others in the
northeast. Presidios were military institutions, but perhaps more to the point
they served as centers of commerce and diplomacy with independent Indians.
Presidios also encouraged regional development along the thinly populated
northern frontier. Soldiers often lived at or near the bases with their families,
and they attracted other settlers, who established nearby farms, ranches, and
towns. New mines were frequently opened up nearby, and commerce and com-
munication developed in lines radiating out from the garrisons. In this way well-
integrated, fully funded presidios enabled growth where it would otherwise have
been impossible.”?

Conversely, threats to the presidios were also threats to the prosperity and
growth they encouraged and protected. Funding diminished and soldiers drifted
away during the War of Independence, and frontier defenses went into a sharp
decline during the 1810s and early 1820s. In 1826 the independent Mexican gov-
ernment seemed poised to remedy the situation, outlining a plan for reviving
existing presidios and even creating several new ones. The project never received
adequate resources or attention, however, and individual states bore the burden
of financing frontier defense. According to José Maria Sédnchez, the draftsman
on Manuel Mier y Terdn’s border commission of 1828, miserable presidial sol-
diers in Texas endured months, even years, “without wages, without uniforms,
engaged in continuous warfare with the savages in the desert, sustaining them-
selves on buffalo meat, venison, etc.” Venal officers preyed upon the isolation
and vulnerability of their men by charging exorbitant prices for basic goods and
by dispensing pay in credit or with certificates called pagarés instead of coin.
Demoralized soldiers sank into debt and understandably focused less and less
on the public good and more and more on simple survival. Many sold their
weapons and animals out of desperation, and others fled —some becoming ban-
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dits. By the 1830s service at the frontier had become synonymous with poverty,
misery, and danger, not only for the men but for their families as well. When
in 1834 Governor Calvo wanted to persuade local officials to take seriously the
unpopular task of arresting Mexicans who collaborated with Apaches, he threat-
ened anyone who failed to perform this duty with five years’ presidial service.””

Reviving the presidio system would mean having to pay soldiers regularly
and in cash; give them the horses, weapons, and supplies they required; reform
abuses in command; attract more honest and able men, especially in the upper
ranks; and repair or reconstruct the buildings and infrastructure of the presidios
themselves. To do all of this and also supply resources for local defense and the
occasional offensive campaign would require an enormous sum of money. A
writer from Chihuahua estimated in 1834 that it would take at least half a mil-
lion pesos a year to save his state from ruin. No governor in northern Mexico had
access to anywhere near this kind of money, though all of them spent a good deal
of their time trying to raise as much as they could. Authorities in Chihuahua and
Sonora issued numerous pleas for donations, arranged for voluntary and forced
loans, neglected “nonessential” public services, and slashed the salaries of gov-
ernment employees. Deputies in the state congress would take a one-third pay
cut, while other state employees would lose either one-fourth or one-tenth of
their salary, depending on their income. But none of these measures generated
enough revenue even to provide arms and ammunition to all the settlements
that requested them, let alone revive their state presidios*

Inevitably, then, people and politicians in the north turned to the national
government. This seemed obvious and necessary to most because no state could
cope with the deepening crisis on its own. Appeals to Mexico City also seemed
just: northerners believed they were doing the republic’s work by protecting the
frontier against barbarians. Moreover they paid taxes into the national treasury
and understandably expected some measure of assistance in return. But in effect
the obligations and the rightful expectations of mexicanos differed in important
ways from those of nuevomexicanos, chihuahuenses, and sonorenses. Governors
reflexively devoted time and resources to combating Indian raids upon settle-
ments in their states. Distracted national leaders needed convincing.

Though northern Mexicans requested national aid through a variety of chan-
nels in the early 1830s, the most detailed and comprehensive appeals came
from three politicians: José Agustin de Escudero, Antonio Barreiro, and Ignacio
Zuiiiga. Escudero was a native of Chihuahua. He practiced law in his home state
and served in several capacities in municipal, state, and national government,
including two terms as congressional deputy and five as senator. A scholar of
considerable talent and energy, Escudero took inspiration from Baron Alexan-
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der von Humboldt’s monumental work on New Spain. He belonged to several
learned societies, including the Mexican Society of Geography and Statistics,
and wrote a number of careful books on northwestern Mexico, the first being
Statistical News from the State of Chihuahua (1834). Like Escudero, Barreiro
was a lawyer and politician, though he did not hail from the north. Sent from
Mexico City to New Mexico in 1831 to serve as asesor (legal advisor) to terri-
torial authorities, Barreiro acquired a quick passion for his new home, raising
a family there and doing his utmost to champion its development. He printed
New Mexico’s first newspaper, The Twilight of Liberty, and twice won election
as New Mexico’s representative in the national assembly. His work Glance over
New Mexico (1832) reflected both his belief in the territory’s potential and his
anxieties about what threatened it. Finally, Ziniga understood the frontier with
his hands as well as his head and evoked its hard sadness more fervently than
his restrained contemporaries. His father had been a frontier officer and a com-
mander at Tucson, and Ziniga himself entered military service around age fif-
teen. He spent a decade serving at frontier presidios before becoming a mer-
chant and politician, first in the state legislature and, after 1832, as a deputy in
the National Congress. He published his Quick Glance at the State of Sonora
(1835) while in Mexico City.*

The authors spoke for an economic and political class with much to lose
in the war against los barbaros. They wrote their books to educate ofhcials in
Mexico City, officials the authors believed to be dangerously ignorant of the
northern territories. Ztniga complained, for example, that he had “heard people
very close to the government speak with more ignorance about remote Sonora
than they would about Tunkin or Biledulgerid.” All three works pivot on the
same theme: their states could be enormously productive if only Indian raiders
could be kept in check. Barreiro detailed New Mexico’s vast wealth in wild ani-
mals, whose skins and meat could make the state rich, especially if bison were
domesticated. Sheep in New Mexico multiplied “in an almost incredible man-
ner,” and the state abounded in uncultivated but “delicious” lands that could
blossom into productive farms if only the people did not fear los indios bérbaros.
“Happy will be the day,” Barreiro wrote, “when the government extends a pro-
tective hand over this land, for then the countryside, now wilderness and desert,
will be transformed into rich and cheerful pastures!”*¢

During the long Apache peace, Chihuahua reveled in the kind of growth Ba-
rreiro dreamed of. Escudero observed that Chihuahuans had founded hundreds
of ranches and haciendas in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.
These flourishing enterprises had produced nearly one million pesos in crops
and in animal increase annually. Zuiiiga likewise recalled a remarkable transfor-
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mation in Sonora following the Apache peace: “What had been for a hundred
years a theatre bloody with war, became in little more than thirty years of peace
a place where one found ranches and haciendas.” During its heyday, he claimed,
Sonora had exported eighteen to twenty thousand animals to neighboring states
each year. And, ever attentive to his audience, Ziniga hastened to add that new,
productive mines established in times of peace had enabled his state to send two
hundred thousand pesos in gold as tax to the central government each year.”

By the early 1830s, however, all of this prosperity and productivity was turning
to ash. Escudero offered the Hacienda del Carmen as an example. Once home
to a thousand people, by 1834 del Carmen had half that many. Raiders had de-
populated other haciendas and many more ranches. Those that remained were
producing only one-eighth of what they had previously. Animals had been driven
off or slaughtered, and laborers had fled their jobs. There was consequently a
crisis in provisioning urban areas, and even residents of major cities feared star-
vation.”® Zuniga used more evocative language, insisting that terrified families
were fleeing the region in huge numbers. Most of the new settlements that had
sprung up under cover of peace had disappeared by 1835. All that remained was
“the memory evoked by the rubble and by the embers that steam even now with
the blood of more than five thousand citizens or friendly Indians who have been
sacrificed to the ferocity of these barbarians.” Zafiiga’s claim of five thousand
killed in Sonora was a gross exaggeration. Less than two years earlier Governor
Escalante, anxious for help and unlikely to understate his problems, had insisted
that Apaches had killed two hundred Sonorans since the start of the conflict.
Zuiiiga’s hyperbole exploited the very ignorance he deplored in hopes of shock-
ing and perhaps shaming national officials into taking action. Escudero, though
soberer than Zuiiiga, went so far as to predict the “disappearance of the state of
Chihuahua. Its people want to emigrate, and this they will do unless they receive
the guarantees that society owes them.””

And there was something Mexico City had to fear even more than the “total
ruin” of the region. Zifiga gingerly reminded officials there that Sonora could
find other protectors, close as it was to “two powerful peoples,” Russia and the
United States. Barreiro more subtly asked his readers to consider what would
happen if three or four thousand armed men from the United States invaded
defenseless New Mexico, home to only one hundred permanent soldiers? Edi-
tors in Chihuahua went into more detail, insisting that northwesterners had but
two options. They could either “flee those places wet with the blood of our chil-
dren and wives, of our fathers and brothers,” abandon the land “to the authors
of our misfortunes,” and, in flight, destroy “those conventions necessary for po-
litical society”; or else they could court a foreign power. The authors oftered
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several precedents from Europe, where cities or regions had been forced to
break bonds with a weak lord or empire and seek protection from an abler cham-
pion. If such things had been done in Europe, “then what reason could stop
the chihuahuenses, sonorenses, and nuevomexicanos from doing as much with
any other nation, feeling absolutely undervalued or poorly attended in their just
complaints sent by different means to the supreme powers of the federation?”
Another editorial put a finer point on the proposition, insisting that given fed-
eral indifference Chihuahua had a right to “break the bonds that unite it to the
Mexican nation and join the republic of the north.”

EMPTY COFFERS: MEXICO’S FINANCES

Mexico’s leaders had little reason to worry over such threats. It is doubtful
that Sonorans, Chihuahuans, or even isolated New Mexicans seriously contem-
plated secession. Even if they did, they really had nowhere to go in the early
1830s. But the threats reflected deepening despair that national leaders could
ever be convinced to treat attacks on northern states as attacks on the republic.
Appeals from Barreiro, Zafiiga, Escudero, scores of newspaper editors, and gov-
ernment functionaries from across the north met with little success for a variety
of reasons, but none mattered more than money*!

By the early 1830s the Mexican government had become mired in fiscal crisis,
with revenues consistently falling short of expenses. The reigning assumptions
for more than a decade among Mexico’s political elites were that government
could be financed primarily by taxing foreign trade, that foreign trade would
grow steadily, that internal trade would likewise expand if not taxed, that foreign
investment would revive the all-important mining sector (which the war had left
in tatters), and that these happy developments would encourage wealthy Mexi-
cans to make loans and invest. None of this happened. Import tax policy quickly
became complicated and iniquitous, which encouraged smuggling and corrup-
tion and depressed foreign trade overall. Political instability discouraged foreign
and domestic investment, and the mining sector did not rebound as expected.??

Meanwhile, expenses soared. Three mouths consumed most of Mexico’s bud-
get in the ten years after independence. Twelve percent went to tax collection
and another 21 percent serviced loans, but above all it was the voracious war
department that devoured the treasury. Throughout the decade an average of
58 percent of Mexico’s annual budget went to the military® Mexico’s bloated
army exited the independence war with enormous political power—anyone
who would be president had to secure and maintain the support of the military.
Indeed, military men occupied the presidency for all but two and a half years
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of Mexico’s first three decades of independence. National politicians therefore
came under mighty pressure to maintain high levels of funding for the army,
pressures exacerbated throughout the 1820s by constant fears, justified to some
extent though exaggerated for temporary political advantage, that Spain would
try to reestablish its control over Mexico. Thus while most politicians under-
stood that their treasury would remain as empty as a drum until the war depart-
ment was disciplined, it seemed politically impossible to do so.**

With so much money going to the army one might expect secure frontiers, but
massive military spending had not translated into significant support for north-
erners fighting independent Indians. The permanent army consisted of more
than twenty thousand men serving in artillery brigades, infantry battalions, cav-
alry regiments, mobile companies, and presidial companies around the republic.
Excepting the presidial companies, the great majority of these units were based
in central Mexico or on the coasts.? It would have been extremely difhicult for
any president to convince a commander general to abandon his own regional
interests and move to the relative poverty of the frontier. Moreover, Mexican
elites of all political stripes, like their counterparts elsewhere in postindepen-
dence Latin America, obsessed over internal instability and the specter of class
or race war. In reality, therefore, the primary function of most Latin American
armies was not to fight independent Indians or resist foreign invasion, but to
suppress social unrest. In any case few northerners expressed much enthusiasm
for an increased national military presence. Despite its ravenous consumption
of national funds, the sheer size of the army left individual soldiers impoverished
and their commanders desperate for resources. Like presidial troops, regular sol-
diers often went without adequate pay, weapons, and supplies, and their ranks
were filled through a despised system of conscription and by rounding up crimi-
nals and vagrants. Desertion became a chronic problem. Generals often had to
resort to using their personal credit or to confiscations and forced loans to pro-
vision their men. Regular army units would therefore more likely be a draining,
destabilizing burden to struggling frontier states than an effective barrier against
raiders. Hence the northern fixation on presidios, which, while nominally over-
seen by the war department, were staffed by governors and state military com-
manders with locals or with men who would become locals. In other words, few
in northern Mexico wanted army units; they wanted national money to pay for
state defenses.*®

They would get neither. Anastacio Bustamante occupied the presidency
when raiding began to surge in the early 1830s and, with the fiscal crisis worsen-
ing around him, did little to help the frontier. Bustamante had in fact managed
to increase revenue through more rigorous enforcement of existing taxes and
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14. Anastacio Bustamante. Courtesy of the Benson Latin

American Collection, University of Texas, Austin.

tariffs, but his slavish devotion to and profligate spending on the military more
than offset gains in collection. Major international loans would have given his
administration more room to maneuver, but here too the earnest president ran
into complications. In the mid-1820s President Guadalupe Victoria’s govern-
ment had negotiated two huge loans from British firms for seventeen million
dollars. Within a few years the money had been spent, and financial problems
athome discouraged the British from lending more. With revenues from foreign
trade falling sharply, the Mexican government defaulted on the loan—leaving
its international credit in shambles. Like his predecessors, therefore, Bustamante
turned to short-term loans from lenders inside Mexico, who usually charged ex-
orbitant interest rates—sometimes exceeding 300 percent.”’

These entrenched fiscal problems fueled such political instability that north-
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erners had difficulty keeping pace. Barreiro had dedicated his book on New
Mexico to Bustamante, only to have Bustamante driven from office months after
it was published. Escudero dedicated his book on Chihuahua to the man who
took Bustamante’s place, the federalist Valentin Gémez Farias. Gémez Farias
was ousted by Santa Anna and a coalition of centralists soon after the book went
to press. Worried perhaps that no one in Mexico City was any longer reading
works dedicated to fallen leaders and sensibly uncertain about how long Santa
Anna would last, Ziniga prudently if blandly dedicated his book on Sonora to
“the Supreme Government.”

APACHES ARE MEN SIMILAR TO US: KNOWING THE ENEMY

If Santa Anna felt slighted it did not show because he paid more attention to
the frontier than either of his predecessors. For example, he authorized the gov-
ernor of Nuevo Leén to spend the funds necessary to relocate certain presidios
as a barrier against Lipdn Apaches and increasingly belligerent Comanches and
Kiowas. The president also expressed alarm over New Mexico’s wretched de-
fenses, sending a new governor to Santa Fe and urging him to move vigorously
against the Navajo raiders, lest New Mexico’s “fertile lands become deserts, and
everything [turn] into devastation and horror” Santa Anna ordered four hun-
dred carbines, four light cannon, and fifty cases of ammunition sent to Santa
Fe. He even acknowledged the fact that the presidios needed rebuilding. While
Mexico City’s “empty coffers” prevented the central government from immedi-
ately financing the whole project, some money, arms, munitions, and technical
advisors were to be supplied to presidial commanders in long-suffering Chihua-
hua and Sonora. Congress also seemed more attuned to the mounting intereth-
nic violence, calling for increased frontier security. Despite the ongoing fiscal
crisis, then, by mid-decade it seemed that the central government had finally
begun to take los salvajes more seriously.*®

Effective defense required more than money, weapons, and advice, however.
Santa Anna went a step farther and told northerners something they needed to
hear, namely, that since Apaches and Comanches threatened multiple states,
those states needed to cooperate. “The lack of a combined plan of operation has
for many years made the tribes insolent,” the president observed. Want of coordi-
nation had “deteriorated the presidial companies and placed the peaceful inhabi-
tants at the mercy of the aggressors.” For their own security, in other words, those
threatened by Indian raids had to respond not as residents of this or that town or
simply as New Mexicans, Chihuahuans, or Sonorans, but as Mexicans.*

Northerners seemed to understand this, in principle. In the early days of the
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conflict Sonora’s governor ignored protests from his subordinates and agreed
to supply Chihuahua with sedentary Opata Indian auxiliaries to fight Apaches,
arguing that the sacrifice would be “beneficial not only to that state but to this.”
Escudero observed that broad cooperation had been vital to Spain’s success on
the northern frontier during the late eighteenth century. Despite Bourbon will-
ingness to pour resources into northern defense, raiding continued until the
flexible, comprehensive strategies outlined in Galvez’s Instructions of 1786 had
been implemented across the frontier. In other words, Bourbon New Spain en-
joyed peace in the north not only because it had spent more money than in-
dependent Mexico, but also because it offered creative, responsive leadership
that resulted in cooperative policies across the region. While many northerners
remained dedicated federalists when centralists became ascendant in Mexico
City, there was nonetheless a growing realization among some in the north that
their salvation would hinge on coordinated defense and centralized leadership.
“God grant that the president of the republic will realize the need to take such a
step,” insisted an editor from Chihuahua, “because this portion of the republic
would, under the auspices of peace, come to occupy a very distinguished place
in the world.”*

While cooperation seemed sensible in the abstract, however, in practice north-
ern states were usually loath to coordinate policy with each other or relinquish
command of the barbaro war to national officials. Despite tentative cooperation
early on, Sonora and Chihuahua illustrate this point well. In the mid-1830s Chi-
huahuan policy still revolved around the Bourbon principle that Apaches could
not be permanently defeated through force. Warfare helped only insofar as it
compelled native leaders to renew and respect the peace. Chihuahua’s strategy
therefore focused on reestablishing even an imperfect peace as quickly as pos-
sible, and while the state pursued war aggressively and even treacherously, it also
seized upon opportunities to negotiate. Escudero reminded his contemporaries
that the sage Bourbons had never refused to enter into peace agreements with
Apaches, even though they took it as a given that the Indians negotiated in bad
faith. Part of the genius of late colonial policy was tolerating ambiguity —nego-
tiations need not achieve perfect peace to be useful. Sonoran authorities, on
the other hand, disliked the subtleties of Chihuahuan policy. They maintained
that their neighbors dealt too mildly with Apaches and were convinced that los
barbaros had to be soundly defeated before genuine peace would be possible.
There was more to this stance than dispassionate policy. The Sonoran govern-
ment publicly committed itself to exacting vengeance upon Apaches for the
many Sonorans they had killed since 1831, and the heated public rhetoric made
negotiations all the less likely
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The strategic divide had important consequences. In 1834 Sonora’s governor
personally led an ambitious and costly offensive against Apaches but withheld
information about the campaign from his counterparts in Chihuahua for fear
that in their shortsighted quest for peace they would alert the enemy. Sonoran
militia and allied Opatas attacked a relatively small Apache party in the Mogol-
lon Mountains in October and captured the prominent Chiricahua war leader
Tutije. By jurisdiction, Tutije ought to have been delivered to authorities in Chi-
huahua City. Instead he was marched to the Sonoran capital of Arizpe, paraded
before jeering crowds, and then strung up and executed in the street. Aside from
the gratification coming from this spectacle, the expensive campaign had been
a conspicuous failure. Apaches were expert at eluding hostile Mexican forces
in their homeland and disinclined to engage in set battles. Moreover, revenge
was at least as potent a political tool among Apaches as among Sonorans, and
Tutije’s execution predictably put wind at the backs of Chiricahua leaders such
as Mangas Coloradas and Pisago Cabezén, who argued for escalation. Raiding
intensified *?

The disagreements between Chihuahua and Sonora obviously complicated
an effective response to Apache hostilities, and, in theory, this was precisely the
type of unproductive factionalism that centralism was supposed to overcome.
Accordingly, in February 1835 the commander general of northwestern Mexico,
Colonel Ignacio Mora, who had jurisdiction over Chihuahua and Sonora,
ordered the governors of both states to send representatives to meet with certain
Apache leaders willing to negotiate peace. Any settlement had to be compre-
hensive, or else Apaches would continue raiding in one state while trading in
another. Mora’s directive represented a triumph for the Chihuahuan view, and
Sonora’s officials now had to decide whether to bow to national authority.”®

In his first response to Mora, Sonora’s Lieutenant Governor Ignacio de Bus-
tamante (no relation to Anastacio) insisted that while the intentions behind the
order were good, the commander general misunderstood barbarians. Apaches
did not live under Mexico’s government, Bustamante explained, nor did they
live even under their own government. They had no principal chief or king—
every Apache was a chief (an interesting argument, given that Bustamante em-
ployed it to justify defying a national authority). “They do not live in a society
whose aim is peace, like the one you know, they live free, and consequently
their natural vocation is war and hunting . . . they only want peace as a means
to improve their war.” Sonora would not send negotiators to talk with Apaches.
Mora responded patiently but firmly, insisting that Sonora follow his instruc-
tions: “The Apaches are men similar to us, though their ferocity is equal to that
of the Beduins.” He explained that Apaches were fierce because they lived in a



Indians Don’t Unmake Presidents 157

state of nature, because their society had not been constituted and regularized
by social and civil rights. Most of all, they were fierce because the Spaniards
made them so when in their brutal way they tried to conquer North America.
Mexicans were different. In a nation as wise and illustrious as Mexico, “should
we entirely shut our ears when the indigenes of the American continent make a
request for peace?”*

Bustamante’s modest reserve of patience ran dry. He bitterly resented Mora’s
characterization of Spanish cruelties and mocked his estimation of Apaches:
“The Apaches are not similar to us, except in their human shape.” Apaches were
perhaps like Beduins or like the barbarians who overran Europe ages ago: “They
may be similar to them, in a good hour, but you will never convince me that
they are like us who profess religion, live in society, and recognize all the rights
established in it.” Bustamante offered proof. Within the last year Apaches had
murdered one of Sonora’s bravest presidial soldiers while he was unarmed, then
danced for three nights around his severed head. They had killed twenty-eight
people in the previous month in a single section of the state and recently had
murdered a priest of great virtue, someone who had in fact performed many
services for them. “And still the general insists that these barbarians must have
their rights protected and must be shown mercy?” Apaches had broken innumer-
able treaties and were patently incapable of negotiating an honest peace. They
were “a nation always wandering, always barbarous, that knows no society, that
is morally impotent to celebrate treaties, to make agreements, or to promise a
political loyalty that they do not possess.” Under no circumstances would Sonora
talk to Apaches. Bustamante ended acidly, suggesting that Mora would not hold
such irresponsible views if he kept his headquarters at the frontier instead of
hundreds of leagues away on the Pacific coast.>

So the state sent no commissioners, and Chihuahua negotiated a treaty with
Apaches on its own. The agreement did not eliminate Apache raids in the state,
but frontier officials believed that overall violence decreased —in Chihuahua, at
least. The treaty explicitly exempted Sonora from all of the agreement’s provi-
sions, and raids there did not diminish. Sonoran legislators lambasted Chihua-
hua for the negotiations, insisting correctly that the treaty granted safe haven to
Indians who robbed and killed in Sonora. They defiantly swore that “destruction
and eternal war against these barbarians will be the standard that ennobles the
Sonorans,” implying that they needed no greater banner to rally around than
that of revenge*®

Northern Mexican opinion therefore diverged, sometimes cavernously, about
how to respond to Indian violence. Nonetheless, the correspondence between
Mora and Bustamante reflected a tension that to varying degrees characterized
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all of the northern states. While northern authorities all clamored for national
assistance against los indios by the mid-1830s, they nearly always wanted money
rather than leadership. State oligarchs remained intensely protective of their au-
tonomy and often genuinely convinced that national authorities misunderstood
los salvajes. Occasionally representatives of the central government proposed
policies that resonated with this or that state leader and would therefore be met
with enthusiasm, as with Mora’s reception by Chihuahua. But this enthusiasm
should not be confused with a willingness to subordinate the immediate con-
cerns of one’s administration or one’s state to national leadership in order to
coordinate frontier policy and work toward long-term security for all of northern
Mexico. That kind of sentiment was conspicuously absent throughout the 1830s
and 1840s. Whereas the viceroy or the old commander generals in northern New
Spain could usually command policy coordination across the region, officials in
the republic lacked such legitimacy. So it was that Sonoran authorities could be
openly contemptuous of multiple direct orders from a national official.*’

And yet Sonora suffered no ofhicial censure for its insubordination. The presi-
dent might gesture at the obvious need for cooperation, and the minister of
war might occasionally encourage low-profile national authorities like Mora (a
colonel) to arrange for such cooperation. But national leaders were reluctant to
dedicate significant attention or political resources to the project. This reluc-
tance had much to do with how they understood the problem. In addition to the
entrenched tendency toward factionalism in the north, the argument between
Mora and Bustamante also illuminates a basic disagreement between national
and state officials over the nature of the Indian enemy. This disagreement would
have fateful consequences for Sonora and Chihuahua, and eventually for the
whole of northern Mexico.

According to the constitution of 1824, everyone born in Mexican territory
was Mexican, including los barbaros such as Apaches, Comanches, and Navajos.
National authorities reiterated this view to the first minister from the United
States, Joel Poinsett. Poinsett told Secretary of State Henry Clay in 1827 that
“the government of Mexico does not regard the Indians living within their ter-
ritory as an independent people in any perspective whatsoever but as a compo-
nent part of the population of their states, and subject to the laws of Mexico.”
Therefore Comanches who sometimes attacked Mexicans and U.S. traders “can
be regarded only in the light of a lawless banditti.” Most northerners disagreed
with the inclusive interpretation, insisting it was not birth, but rather a willing-
ness to live under the nation’s “pact,” that made one Mexican*®

Still, there was some ambiguity here. Apaches had lived so long at Mexican-
administered peace establishments that they came to occupy something of an
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intermediary position between manifestly autonomous peoples such as Coman-
ches and groups like the Yaquis, Mayos, and Opatas in Sonora— sedentary, Chris-
tianized Indians who lived separately on their own lands from other Mexicans.
When these three groups fought Mexican authorities in the decades after inde-
pendence to protest taxes or land policies they were branded sublevados, rebels.
This is the same term Mexican officials initially applied to Apaches in the early
1830s.*? But by 1835, after nearly four years of destructive raiding, Chihuahua’s
officials wrote the president and asked him to clarify the Apaches’ status. The
president replied that “the rebellious Apaches and those individuals belonging
to groups known by the name of barbarian nations who live in our territory are
Mexicans, because they were born and live in the republic, and they do not and
cannot have a government independent of the general government.” These un-
lucky “groups of forest men . . . demand the attention of all friends of humanity”
and had to be reduced to a state of culture and civilization.*’

National leaders struggling to promote a clear sense of Mexican identity
throughout the republic stressed the idea of Mexico as inclusive, in sharp con-
trast to the Jacksonian-era United States, for example, which exterminated Indi-
ans or forced them from their lands. More important in regard to the 1820s
and early 1830s, they conceived of Mexican liberality in opposition to Span-
ish cruelty. There was irony in this. While metropolitan rhetoric often blamed
native hostility on the memory of Spanish excesses, national leaders advocated
a moderate and relatively enlightened approach to Indian affairs that resonated
with Bourbon practice and indeed owed much to it. In contrast, northern writers
and officials commonly idealized and extolled Spain’s wise frontier policy. In
practice, however, they often adopted brutal, shortsighted war plans that grati-
fied public desire for vengeance and indigenous slaves but usually exacerbated
conflicts with native communities.*"

The debate between national and state officials over whether or not to call los
barbaros mexicanos was about more than names. Presidents would reiterate the
view that Comanches, Apaches, Navajos, and others could indeed be civilized
into good Mexicans even into the 1840s, when the country witnessed an ap-
palling expansion in the scope and violence of Indian raiding. These optimistic
views inevitably clashed with the hard and often murderous policies embraced
by desperate northern policymakers. Elected officials and businessmen in Chi-
huahua and Sonora, for example, encouraged scalp hunting. A Chihuahuan
plan promised one hundred pesos for the scalp of an Apache man, fifty for the
scalp of a woman, and twenty-five for captured Apache children eleven years old
and younger (apparently twelve-year-olds were fit for scalping). Northwesterners
therefore looked to the market to do what government could not or would not
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do. Indeed, bounty hunting had much to offer poor Mexicans. By way of con-
text, a government survey done in 1848 found in the district of Guerrero, Chi-
huahua, more than 85 percent of the population earned less than twenty pesos
per month.*?

Yet it was foreigners, especially traders and trappers from the United States,
who dominated the scalp business. Two in particular became regional celebri-
ties. In 1837 John James Johnson lured several prominent Apache leaders into a
trading session and, while they inspected a sack of pinole, blew them to pieces
with a swivel gun. Soon after, he triumphantly presented the scalps of his victims
to Sonora’s commander general. While Johnson’s fame derived from that one
stunning act, James “Santiago” Kirker made a career of killing Apaches. A surviv-
ing daguerreotype in Missouri shows him in a suit and tie, mouth barely open
as if he were listening intently, weathered face cocked at a defensive angle, and
large, clear eyes locked upon the lens. His arms are folded across his chest, and
while everything else is still, the left hand is blurred with movement, as if he were
about to pounce upon the fool behind the camera. Kirker frightened people. A
Scotch-Irishman who immigrated first to New York, then to Missouri, and finally
to New Mexico and Chihuahua, Kirker became a prospector, trapper, and trader
in Apache territory. He probably sold more guns and ammunition to Apaches
during the 1830s than anyone else. In 1838 a Mexican boy who escaped from
Apaches reported that his captors were well armed with guns and ammunition
obtained from an American named Santiago. Starting that same year, however,
officials in New Mexico and Chihuahua began employing Kirker and his men
to hunt his erstwhile customers like animals. Together with a shifting band of
Mexicans, Anglo-Americans, Delawares, and Shawnees, Kirker hunted Apaches
throughout Chihuahua and New Mexico and, like Johnson, secured his most
celebrated triumphs through treachery and massacre.*

All of this was too much for the national government to bear, initially at
least. Authorities in Mexico City canceled Chihuahua’s elaborate proposal for
a permanent, state-funded company of scalp hunters under Kirker’s direction,
branding it immoral, unconstitutional, dangerous, and repugnant to Mexico’s
civilization. Nonetheless, scalp hunting continued apace, and eventually na-
tional authorities would simply stop complaining. But the viewpoint behind
the original protest, that Comanches, Apaches, and other barbaros were Mexi-
cans, fundamentally shaped the way national authorities perceived and reacted
to the problem of Indian raiding. In short, indigenous raiders could not attack
“Mexico” because they themselves were part of Mexico. This was not to say they
should not be resisted —obviously they should. If peace proved impossible with
certain groups, then they should be attacked vigorously, even destroyed. The
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priority of and the responsibility for this resistance, however, had nothing par-
ticularly national about it.**

THE IMMEDIATE DESTRUCTION
OF THE REPUBLIC: PRIORITIES

From Mexico City’s distracted perspective the war against los barbaros was
therefore more of a long-term project than an immediate priority. National
leaders reflexively privileged a variety of issues over frontier defense. Unsurpris-
ingly, administrators spent more time worrying about Mexico’s abysmal finances
than about Apaches or Comanches. Since independence, states had been slow,
irregular, and miserly in contributing to the national tax base, and this is one rea-
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son centralists wanted a concentration of political power in Mexico City. This
project went forward even after Santa Anna’s defeat and imprisonment in Texas
and culminated in a new constitution in 1836. Among other things, the cen-
tralist constitution eliminated state assemblies and replaced them with seven-
member juntas (committees) without legislative powers, transformed states into
less autonomous administrative units called departments, and made governors
appointed rather than elected *

These reforms laid the groundwork for changes in the all-important realm
of tax policy. Under the federalist system individual states had been required
to send a predetermined cut of their revenues to the national government—a
payment called the contingente. In theory money left over could be used at the
state’s discretion, but in practice the states usually took care of their own priori-
ties first—which is why contingente payments amounted to less than 20 percent
of scheduled funds on the eve of the centralist takeover. Thus, as cash-strapped
as northwestern states were during the early years of the War of a Thousand
Deserts, governors and state legislators nonetheless had the power to stretch
their budgets. In early 1833, for example, Chihuahuan officials had unilaterally
declared that the war would be the state’s fiscal priority, with a minimum of nine
thousand pesos going to support frontier troops each month.*

Centralists set out to change all this. As early as December 1834 Mexico City
asserted its right to dispatch the army to confiscate state funds in order to guar-
antee that the contingente was paid in full. In late 1835 it ordered states to sur-
render one-half of all their monthly revenues to national treasury officials. These
funds would go directly toward supporting the army unit inside or nearest to
that state. The measure still left states some room for creative bookkeeping, but
in December they were ordered to turn over all revenues directly to national
authorities. Military funding would take precedence, and whatever remained
would go toward paying state salaries and legal credits. With his rival Santa Anna
discredited in Texas, Anastacio Bustamante was again elected president in 1837.
Under Bustamante’s leadership the central government circumvented depart-
mental fiscal structures entirely, sending its own representatives to do the tax
collecting.*’

Because Mexico City now controlled nearly all state revenues, northerners
understandably expected more help with defense. And officials in Mexico City
did occasionally provide targeted resources to the northern frontier, as in late
1836 when several hundred British shotguns were apparently shipped to Chi-
huahua. But tax reforms had not solved Mexico’s overall fiscal crisis. Deficits
went even higher after 1834 than they had been during the federalist period, and
though spending on the army dipped modestly it remained wildly inefhicient
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and ruinous to the budget. Most important, by the mid-1830s debt repayment
had become the single greatest expense for the Mexican government, outdoing
even the insatiable military. The strain convinced Bustamante to make some
cautious attempts at imposing new taxes, but mostly he continued funding the
government through burdensome short-term loans that drove the government
deeper into the red year after year.*®

Given Mexico’s perpetual fiscal crisis, the frontier would receive national at-
tention and funding only in proportion to the relative absence of events that
were considered national crises. Two phenomena fell into the category of na-
tional crisis: internal rebellions that threatened the sitting administration and
conflicts with foreign nation-states. Mexico suffered from both afflictions. The
centralists faced hundreds of minor plots to restore the constitution of 1824, and
some evolved into formidable uprisings. In June of 1836, for example, federalists
in Guadalajara and Oaxaca attempted rebellion, in December a federalist con-
spiracy came to light in Mexico City, and a significant revolt began the following
April in San Luis Potosi.** All the while the government railed against Texas and
insisted that its reconquest was imminent. With the republic’s arms, money, and
imagination monopolized by federalists and Texans, Mexico City paid even less
attention than before to Apaches, Comanches, and Navajos. Northerners com-
plained passionately, but administration supporters defended centralist priori-
ties, refusing to see national implications in Indian raiding. “If the government
has not sent a large army under the General and President to the frontiers of
Chihuahua, as it did in Zacatecas,” one insisted, “it is because the war with the
rebellious tribes does not threaten the immediate destruction of the Republic as
the rebellion in Zacatecas did.”*°

More worrying even than federalists was the fact that the republic’s political
instability, its mercurial and often corrupt policies on tariffs and trade, and the
desperate efforts of its administrators to raise money wherever they could, even
from foreign merchants, had by the mid-1830s provoked a number of diplomatic
crises. Relations with the United States, already sinking because of unsatisfied
claims of U.S. citizens against the Mexican government, sounded new depths
when Mexico’s minister denounced President Andrew Jackson’s administration
for recognizing Texan independence. Characteristically enraged, Jackson told the
Senate in 1837 that the grievances of U.S. merchants, along with other perceived
insults, “would justify, in the eyes of all nations, immediate war.” He toyed with
the idea of sending warships to Mexico, but did not. France did. In early 1838 the
French government demanded that Mexico pay over a half-million pesos toward
the claims of French citizens who had through various means been deprived of
income and property in the country since independence. When Mexico refused,
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a French squadron blockaded the vital port at Veracruz and, by November, had
begun bombarding the city. Bustamante sounded frantic alarms about an immi-
nent invasion, expanded military conscription, and made the situation as fright-
ening as possible in hopes that the impatient republic would rally around him.
The two powers finally arrived at a negotiated settlement in early 1839, but for
nearly a year the dispute monopolized the administration’s attention.”

All the while violence wrecked more and more lives in the north. New Mexi-
cans had observed an uneasy peace with Navajos through the late 1820s and
early 1830s, but war had resumed just before Santa Anna and the centralists
took power in Mexico City and would continue with little interruption through
the 1830s. Apaches meanwhile steadily intensified their raiding in northwestern
Mexico and killed more chihuahuenses in 1838 than they had in the previous
two years combined.”> And by 1836 frantic local and state officials in Tamaulipas,
Nuevo Leén, and Coahuila were all bemoaning destructive Comanche raids
upon their northern settlements, predicting— correctly —that the worst was still
to come.

In the meantime northerners had cause to think about what exactly it meant
to be mexicanos fighting a war against los barbaros. Weary officials from Tamauli-
pas, Nuevo Leén, Coahuila, Chihuahua, Sonora, and New Mexico continued
writing letters to a seemingly indifferent audience in Mexico City, begging their
superiors for protection. The minister of war gave a short, candid reply to one
such entreaty from Chihuahua that identified precisely why raiding remained
such a low priority for the centralists: “Indians don’t unmake presidents.” Over
the next few years exasperated Mexicans across the north would take up arms
and try to prove him wrong>



BARBARIANS AND DEARER ENEMIES

Antonio Zapata and Albino Pérez never met and undoubtedly would have
disliked each other if they had. Zapata hailed from Tamaulipas’s hardscrabble
frontier town of Guerrero. He spent his youth herding sheep and, through de-
termined work, regional connections, and luck, accumulated enough land and
animals to join the ranks of the local elite. He served in various political capaci-
ties in Guerrero and by his early thirties had become an esteemed champion of
local interests and local autonomy. Like most of his neighbors, Zapata thought
the national government should fund frontier defense but otherwise stay out of
people’s lives. In contrast, Albino Pérez was a creature of metropolitan politics.
An energetic and ambitious career army officer with a taste for hot chocolate,
elegant clothes, and the finer things in life, Pérez worked assiduously to culti-
vate powerful friends and curry favor with this or that rising star. Unlike Zapata,
Pérez saw nothing wrong with centralized government—so long as he had a
place in it}

Despite their differences, these men had at least two important things in com-
mon. First, both were intrepid Indian fighters. Zapata’s local renown derived as
much from his battlefield prowess as his business acumen. He rallied the people
of the lower Rio Grande against Comanches, Kiowas, and Lipanes and seemed
to relish the thrill of combat. Raiders became so accustomed to seeing Zapata
at the front of Mexican defenders that they gave him a nickname: Sombrero de
Manteca— Grease Hat—on account of a hair tonic that made his head shine in
the sun. Pérez likewise gave enemy Indians reason to remember him. Sent north
by Santa Anna in 1835 to become governor of faraway New Mexico, he cam-
paigned tirelessly against Navajos and struck deep into their country on multiple
occasions.

165
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The second and rather more important thing Zapata and Pérez had in com-
mon is that they both lost their heads—literally—on opposite sides of federalist
uprisings that swept the north in the late 1830s. Like federalist rebellions else-
where in Mexico, uprisings in New Mexico, Sonora, and the northeast champi-
oned a responsive union of state and local governments instead of the central-
ization of power in Mexico City. What made the northern rebellions different
was that here autonomous Indians became vital components of the argument
over government and nationhood. Indian raiding had become the dominant po-
litical issue in all of northern Mexico by the late 1830s. Widespread discontent
that the centralists had taken political and fiscal power away from the states,
while doing nothing about raiding, provided federalist leaders in the north with
their most resonant arguments. The uprisings therefore opened a window onto
the problems of nation building in the north and onto the complicated place of
independent Indians in the charged discourse surrounding that process. Most
important, the rebellions reveal the mounting political consequences of the War
of a Thousand Deserts, a war which in the late 1830s led northern Mexicans to
turn away from their Comanche, Apache, and Navajo enemies and kill their
own champions instead.

GOVERNMENT HAS NOT GIVEN ASSISTANCE:
NEW MEXICO

The first of the three uprisings, the so-called Chimayé Rebellion, took place
in New Mexico and intersected in complex ways with concerns about Nava-
jos. In the 1830s there were probably seven thousand Navajos living in foothills,
valleys, and canyonlands across a huge region west of New Mexico’s settlements.
They led a semisedentary life, subsisting on agriculture and herding to a far
greater degree than most of their Apache cousins. Like Comanches, Kiowas,
and Apaches, Navajos recognized different and interlocking levels of social and
political organization. Most decisions were made by individual families or by
collections of families within residence groups. But on important matters such
as war and peace they relied on a complex and far-flung kinship system to help
them access higher levels of organization. Occasionally Navajos even held an
elaborate tribal council known as naach’id, for which nearly all of their people
would come together to listen to speeches, negotiate, and seek unanimity in
their policies toward outsiders. Such political mechanisms helped make Navajos
formidable enemies when they came into conflict with New Mexicans.

In fact peace was the norm for most of the eighteenth century, despite inter-
mittent theft of animals on both sides, until territorial disputes led to war in the
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mid-1770s and again in 1804-05. In these as in later conflicts, a discrete period
of violence culminated in treaty talks wherein Navajo negotiators spoke for most
of their people in an attempt to wring concessions from New Mexicans. Despite
the treaties, conflicts resumed near the end of Spanish rule, from the late 1810s
through the mid-1820s, though for increasingly complicated reasons. Mexicans
had always captured Navajos in wartime, baptized them, and put them to work
as household servants. But the practice became far more common after indepen-
dence. Whereas there were only 14 Navajo baptisms recorded for the last thirty
years of Spanish rule (1790-1819), there were 408 for the first thirty years of
independence (1820—49). Moreover, in contrast to previous conflicts, after 1820
New Mexicans almost always refused to release these captives even after the
two sides had negotiated peace. Though Navajo complaints over captive taking
never seemed far from the surface, the parties observed an exhausted truce in
the late 18205 and early 1830s. Navajos had reason to be cautious. Thanks to
their fields, orchards, and flocks they were far more vulnerable to their Mexican
enemies than Comanches or even Apaches. During wartime New Mexicans and
their subordinated Pueblo allies marched into Navajo country in parties several
hundred or even a thousand strong, attacking or enslaving whomever they could
find and plundering sheep and horses. Though Navajos usually suffered far
more casualties in these conflicts than their adversaries, nonetheless grievances
sometimes became so intensely felt that a majority advocated conflict in hopes
they could force Mexicans into making concessions on land and, especially, cap-
tives. In such times Navajos could temporarily drive Mexicans from their west-
ern settlements, sow fear throughout the province, and place tremendous stress
on New Mexico’s militias, politicians, and modest public treasury.?

This is precisely what happened once killings resumed in 1834. Albino
Chacén, patriarch of one of the territory’s elite families and a member of Pérez’s
administration, recalled widespread public frustration: “The geographical situa-
tion of New Mexico, separated from the rest of the republic by great distances
... was subject to furious attacks from its barbaric neighbors which patriotic love
and national honor have made it resist.” New Mexico had always waged its wars
“at the expense and fatigue of its own inhabitants, and certainly the general gov-
ernment has not given assistance, not even one time, of arms and ammunition.”
When it became known in 1835 that the central government would be send-
ing Pérez north as New Mexico’s first outsider governor in a decade, some ricos
(wealthy and influential New Mexicans) expressed outrage. Other nuevomexi-
canos, however, hoped Pérez’s “important connections” in Mexico City “would
enable him to obtain from the supreme government the aid that New Mexico
needed so keenly.”*
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Pérez’s welcome therefore consisted of suspicion and optimism both. The
new governor understood that his political credibility would hinge on reducing
Indian raiding, and, according to Chacén, the people did indeed warm to Pérez
when early in his term he announced his intention to “annihilate the Navajo
Indians.” It is not clear whether the governor actually expected significant help
from Mexico City, but in any event none came. He therefore organized several
campaigns in the usual way, by ordering subordinates to conscript locals, men
who had no choice but to outfit themselves and pray that they would come away
with spoils enough to compensate them for their time and expense. To his con-
scripts” frustration and his own chagrin, none of Pérez’s incursions into Navajo
country was decisive or even very profitable. Against advice the governor pushed
on by launching an unusual winter campaign in 1836-37 that left hundreds of
the militia’s animals frozen dead on the trail and 140 men with toes or ears lost to
frostbite. Though the endeavor resulted in “the ruin of many unhappy farmers,”
Pérez did finally secure peace talks. This would have been the moment to make
good on the militia’s sacrifices, but the governor underestimated the gentlemen
across the table. A prominent New Mexican later claimed that Pérez had been a
“toy of the Navajo negotiators,” who “diverted him with beautiful promises and
distracted him with lengthy discussions about the time and place of the next
meeting until they gained with no difficulty the objectives they sought.” Thus
many New Mexicans had endured “great financial losses” with little or nothing
to show for them?

The festering complaints against Pérez began morphing into widespread dis-
gust with the national government once the new centralist constitution arrived
in 1836. The document made New Mexico a full-fledged department. That,
many nuevomexicanos assumed, would expose it to taxes from which it had
long been immune as a territory. Far from compensating the militiamen who
had sacrificed so much in their “patriotic” campaigns against Navajos, the cen-
tralists were apparently demanding that nuevomexicanos pay for the privilege
of membership in the republic. Outrage grew as news spread of the new consti-
tution and its likely implications. Pérez made matters worse in the summer of
1837 when he tried to implement certain of the new constitution’s provisions by
restricting local governance. Finally, in early August, a group from the town of
Santa Cruz de la Cafiada declared themselves in opposition to centralism and
to the governor. They put themselves at the head of an incipient coalition of
vecinos and Pueblo Indians united behind assumptions about their rights and
obligations as Mexicans. This sense of rights and obligations had been tested and
illuminated by the ongoing Navajo war, and it seemed increasingly threatened
by the centralist program.®
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The rebels took to the streets. When Pérez and his men marched out to restore
order they found themselves vastly outmatched, facing upward of two thousand
men (even this force would soon double or triple). These angry people routed
the governor and his small escort. The rebels apprehended Pérez a short time
later, and crowds were soon shouting insults at his severed head, set on high near
the church of Nuestra Sefiora del Rosario in Santa Fe. Flush with victory, the
movement’s leaders issued a proclamation articulating five goals. The first was
“to sustain God and the nation and the faith of Jesus Christ.” The second was
to “defend our country until the last drop of blood is shed to achieve the desired
victory,” possibly a statement of determination to continue the rebellion or, just
as likely, a reference to the honorable national service New Mexicans had always
provided against hostile Indians. The last three goals simply expressed opposi-
tion to the new constitution and national taxation and to anyone who would try
to impose them. The participants in the rebellion spoke to the national govern-
ment from a position of relative weakness and used violence to force a conver-
sation that would not otherwise have taken place, a conversation about what it
meant for them to be Mexican.”

With Pérez gone, however, the movement had secured its most immediate
goal and began to lose focus. One of the rebellion’s putative leaders and suddenly
the new governor of New Mexico, José Gonziles felt ambivalent about how to
proceed. A mixed-blood bison hunter and militia captain in Pérez’s ill-advised
winter campaign against Navajos, Gonzéles proved to be an honest, naive, and
ineffective leader. He initially tried to moderate between those demanding a
return to the federal constitution of 1824, those content to have rid themselves
of Pérez, and ricos, who, like most elites in Mexico, obsessed about “social sta-
bility” —in other words, avoiding a race or class war. Gonziles had neither the
support nor the skill to placate these factions, let alone unite them. Just as im-
portant, the new governor had few options for improving relations with Navajos.
New Mexico could have freed all captives and compromised on long-running
land disputes, but neither Gonzdles nor other rebels seemed to have advocated
such sacrifices. Thus what the department apparently needed was cash to wage
the war without impoverishing the citizenry. Given the movement’s bloody exe-
cution of its appointee, there was little reason to expect that Mexico City would
suddenly start funding the war. The rebel government therefore had little hope
of improving long-term security®

This fact emboldened centralists among the ricos, the clergy, and certain mili-
tary men aghast at what they saw as the revolt’s excesses. They set about to restore
centralist rule by demonizing and dividing the rebels, in part through skillful
manipulation of the same concerns over Indians and identity that had helped
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fuel the uprising in the first place. The reaction began by insisting that Navajos
would attack the divided territory with the help of allied Apaches and disaffected
Pueblo warriors, some of whom had fled to Navajo country over the last few years
to avoid being conscripted into the government’s unending campaigns. Indeed,
the western Pueblos of Zuni, Acoma, and Laguna had close if complex relations
with Navajos and had refused orders to move against them in the months before
the uprising. If anyone wondered what such an alliance could mean to New
Mexico’s non-Indian population, ricos suggested, they need only look around
them. Indigenous rebels had supposedly kicked the governor’s head around like
afootball. They had also captured a hated former governor (Santiago Abreu) and
“cut off his hands, pulled out his eyes and tongue, and otherwise mutilated his
body, taunting him all the while with the crimes he was accused of, by shaking
the shorn members in his face.” These grisly doings stirred fears of a reprise of
1680, when during the famous Pueblo Revolt Indians cooperated across ethnic
divides to kill hundreds of Spaniards and drive survivors from New Mexico al-
together’

Those opposed to the rebellion insisted that everyone’s safety was at risk. The
first major proclamation from the counterrevolt warned local officials that New
Mexico had to “reestablish order at all costs. Seeing our weakness, the Navajos
will continue with the Pueblos to wage war on us.” No one pushed this line of
argument more effectively than Manuel Armijo. Born into two of New Mexico’s
great landholding families, Armijo parlayed his privileged start into considerable
holdings of land, animals, and political capital. He served as territorial governor
in the late 1820s and in 1836 used his many connections to the overland trade
with Missouri to help win him the lucrative position of New Mexico’s chief cus-
toms officer. Armijo lost the job once Pérez assumed his governorship, a fact that
led some to whisper that Armijo himself had helped organize the revolt. True
or not, he offered himself as a sober champion of centralism and of security
against barbarians once Pérez lost his head. Armijo wrote an open letter to the
department’s residents, warning that “the Navajos, reassured by the deplorable
condition in which we find ourselves, and in combination with the Pueblos of
the frontier, wage a disastrous war that reaches even into the very bosom of our
families.”"

Losing ground, Gonziles took a radical and ultimately fateful step. In light
of the worsening security situation and of the futility of asking Mexico City for
help, the governor suggested that New Mexico sever its allegiance to the repub-
lic and arrange for annexation to the United States. The proposal certainly set off
alarms. A panicked President Bustamante had church authorities instruct New
Mexican clergy to convince their parishioners of the “evils that would befall
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16. Manuel Armijo. Alfred S. Waugh, 1846. Courtesy
Palace of the Governors (MNM/DCA), neg. o50809.

them if they were to become part of a foreign nation with a different religion
and customs so incompatible with the Mexican character” But union with the
United States was never much more than a notion in the governor’s head. In-
deed, Gonziles’s proposal proved to be a boon for his enemies. Talk of secession
gave his opponents a powerful weapon, one they used to pound away at the com-
plexity of the movement’s message. Rather than engage that initial protest by
debating the relative merits of federalism and centralism for New Mexico’s secu-
rity or by arguing about the sorts of things Mexican citizens owed one another,
Armijo and his allies exploited Gonzales’s gambit to force a simpler conversation
about patriotism and treason. In the end a relatively subtle question about the
rights and obligations of being Mexican was battered simply and unimagina-

tively into “Mexican or no?”"
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With the rebel government in disarray, mounting fears over raiding, and
the essence of the movement perverted into a question with only one realis-
tic answer, nearly everyone, even most of the Pueblo warriors, responded yes,
Mexican. Armijo was made governor (with Mexico City’s blessing), and New
Mexicans lost yet another skilled Indian fighter when they executed Gonziles
as a traitor. The triumphant conservative coalition thereafter saturated New
Mexicans with nationalistic rhetoric and ceremony that would make violent
protest against the central government’s indifference to raiding or to anything
else synonymous with treason. The rebellion had done nothing to improve New
Mexico’s situation vis-a-vis Navajos. Yet it had changed New Mexico’s situation
vis-a-vis Mexico City. A few months after the movement collapsed, the president
decreed New Mexicans exempt from all national taxes for seven years. In this
regard the Chimay6 Rebellion stands out among its counterparts elsewhere in
the north insofar as it actually secured a change in national policy that improved
life for frontier settlers fighting Indians— it effectively returned New Mexico to
the fiscal status quo pre-1836. The course of the rebellion was typical, however,
in the way that local critiques of centralism’s fiscal policies regarding frontier
defense were quickly smothered in a facile discourse of patriotism vs. treason.”?

BY THIS AND NO OTHER THING: SONORA

Just weeks after the start of the uprising in New Mexico, federalists in Sonora
began agitating for changes in the department’s national tax burden so that it
could more effectively wage war against Apaches. Federalists suggested that de-
partmental officials should retake control of all revenues and devote them ex-
clusively to the barbaro war, ignoring any orders from the national government
that interfered with this priority. Ignacio Zianiga supported the idea and later
explained that Sonora’s actions could be condemned “only by those who do not
know what it is to be forced to have recourse at a distance of more than fifteen
hundred miles for aid in exterminating the Apaches.””

Sonorans found the federalist plan immensely attractive. Leading residents
and departmental ofhicials held a meeting in the capital, Arizpe, in Septem-
ber 1837, after which they petitioned the national government for autonomy,
given that Mexico City had done nothing to remedy Sonora’s problems with
Apaches. Practically speaking autonomy meant only securing control over tax
revenues, since the central government did little else in northern Mexico save
collect taxes. The official newspaper reprinted the petition in Mexico City, and
President Bustamante intemperately branded the movement treasonous, which
only radicalized moderates and galvanized support for the plan across Sonora.
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In December General José Urrea, commander general of the department and
a man with a personal grudge against Bustamante, publicly declared himself in
open revolt against the centralist constitution. Representatives from across the
department gave him nearly unanimous support. Urrea came from a long line
of Sonoran presidial commanders and Indian fighters. He himself had fought
Apaches and had been one of the few senior officers to perform with genuine
distinction in the Texas war. Sonorans therefore had much hope that they would
finally get the necessary resources and leadership to defeat their native enemies.
The newly optimistic departmental assembly authorized Urrea (now governor)
to cooperate with nearby departments in formulating Indian policy. It also turned
its attention to the miserable plight of presidial soldiers who in their desperation
had been selling their weapons to survive, and it approved the establishment of
costly military colonies along the northern frontier.

And yet the movement was already changing. At the start Sonora’s protest had
been driven entirely by concerns over Indian raiding: “By this and no other thing
have the change of government and the unfortunate position in which Sonora
[finds] itself generalized these principles.” When the department embraced
Urrea’s pronouncement, however, it wedded this primary concern to the larger
project of reforming the constitution for the whole republic. Indeed, Urrea’s first
significant campaign was not northward against Apaches, but southward into the
department of Sinaloa, where he hoped to export the rebellion and gain control
of customhouse revenues at the wealthy port of Mazatldn. Progovernment forces
in Sinaloa drove Urrea back home, however, and upon his return he found that
Sonora’s own centralists had organized a formidable counterrevolt. They had
even enlisted sedentary Opatas, Yaquis, Mayos, and Papagos, who fought ter-
rifically because they had been promised concessions in long-standing land dis-
putes. For his part, Urrea incorporated allied Apaches into his federalist force,
Indians who had resisted the entreaties of kin and remained at peace at Tucson
throughout the 1830s.°

There followed a destructive civil war that for six months sucked resources
and attention away from the frontier, until finally the French blockade of Vera-
cruz gave Bustamante the arguments he needed to recast the rebellion in strictly
nationalist terms. Support for the movement had already cooled after months
of violence, and, weary of the conflict, supporters began abandoning the cause
following President Bustamante’s call for patriotism and unity in time of foreign
invasion. Even the influential governor of Chihuahua, who sympathized with
the federalists’ concerns and had remained neutral throughout the rebellion,
finally acquiesced to the president’s appeals and called for an end to the revolt.
Urrea’s federalist base crumbled away, and he soon abandoned the department,
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leaving Sonora in an even worse position relative to Apaches than it had been
prior to the rebellion.'®

A COLD INDIFFERENCE: THE NORTHEAST, FIRST PHASE

The Chimay6 Rebellion never expanded beyond New Mexico, and, Urrea’s
best efforts notwithstanding, Sonorans failed to enlist neighboring departments
in their struggle. But in 1838 a movement that began in Tamaulipas spread
quickly throughout Nuevo Leén and Coahuila. Like the previous two revolts,
the rebellion in the northeast fed off of popular resentment over the central
government’s indifference to frontier security. But this time the movement was
larger, more complicated, longer lasting, and considerably more threatening to
Mexico City.

Life had gotten much worse for northeasterners after 1836. The editors of
El Mercurio de Matamoros insisted in 1837 that within one year Comanches
had “wrecked the fortunes of the ranchers and the people. Those who yesterday
had ten to fifteen thousand pesos, today count but a quarter of that.” A more
minor and localized, if still troublesome, threat came from gangs of Texans
stealing animals and robbing travelers in the area between the Rio Grande and
the Nueces River. Neither the underfunded presidios nor the regular army in
the northeast had been effective against these threats. General Nicolds Bravo,
a hero of Mexican independence and at various times interim president of the
republic, observed in 1837 that the men remaining at the northeastern presidios
were “starving to death, along with their families” and that they were reduced to
running after mounted raiders on foot.” A coauthored letter by “the Sufferers”
that appeared in El Mercurio remarked that recent Comanche raids had “not
aroused the courage that the Mexican soldier is said to possess, when he sees the
property and security of his fellow citizens insulted, those for whom he takes up
arms, and at whose cost he is maintained.” In effect, “the present government
provides no protection but watches the barbarians annihilate the interests and
inhabitants who cover the frontier all down the length of the Rio Bravo. . . . God
contain them, for our soldiers cannot!” Letters and editorials such as these ap-
peared more and more often, alternately imploring the government to revive the
presidios and castigating leaders, who viewed the “robberies and horrible killings
... with a cold indifference.”"®

By early 1838 officials in the region began to realize that popular anger over
the unending demands of the military and the government’s failure to do any-
thing effective against the worsening Indian problem could lead to rebellion.
The top officers of the Army of the North issued a joint statement in March.
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The document praised the “heroic resignation” with which northeasterners had
borne the “depredations and cruelties of the ferocious hordes of barbarians” and
acknowledged that patience was wearing thin. The officers insisted that the gov-
ernment would soon be rebuilding the presidios, equipping them properly, and
“exterminating the bloody barbarians as well as the bandits and pirates that style
themselves volunteers of Texas.” But this longed-for outcome would only ma-
terialize if the people remained quiet and obeyed the laws. In other words, if the
people rebelled los salvajes would win."”

The logic failed to convince. In October federalist leaders began an uprising
in Tampico, Tamaulipas, which quickly attracted sympathy and support from
settlements across the northeast. Having fled Sonora but still unbowed, Gen-
eral Urrea arrived in Tampico to help lead the effort. Other prominent generals,
officers, and officials sided with the rebellion. A parallel and cooperative move-
ment emerged from the towns on the lower Rio Grande led by Antonio Canales
Rosillo, who issued a proclamation from the town of Guerrero, Tamaulipas, in
November calling for a return to the constitution of 1824. Several other fron-
tier towns that had likewise suffered the brunt of the Comanche raids quickly
issued similar declarations. Federalists won a major victory against centralists at
the end of the month and decided to split their forces into three units. The first
would proceed to Mexico City, the second to Zacatecas and San Luis Potosi,
and the third would remain in the northeast and take the departmental capitals,
Monterrey and Saltillo. By May 1839 this northern force had control of both
cities. Mexican traders journeying north to San Antonio, Texas, enthusiastically
reported that all northern Mexicans were now federalists and that “they wish to
make common cause with [Texans] against the savages.”*

Urrea, Canales, and the movement’s other leaders acted out of a variety of
personal and ideological motives, but their early successes depended in large
part on their ability to tap into popular anger at the centralist government. A
closer look at correspondence between ofhicials from a single department and
their superiors in Mexico City, correspondence that was very often reprinted
in regional newspapers, hints at the frustrated expectations that helped fuel
the rebellion. Like all authorities in northern Mexico, officials in Nuevo Leén
had started pressing the central government for defensive resources as soon as
raiding escalated in the 1830s. While Urrea was still leading federalists through
Sonora in late 1837, Nuevo Leén’s impoverished presidial commanders were
warning departmental authorities that they could not contain the Comanches.
One declared that the raiders “make their appearance almost daily, with perhaps
three gandules [warriors], and when they number more than twenty, they don’t
hesitate to walk the streets at night, and the rural roads at all hours of the day,
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as if laughing in our faces.” Responding to these kinds of reports, the governor
of Nuevo Leén frequently implored Mexico City for funds to reestablish the
presidios. In April of 1838 the minister of war finally agreed to provide two thou-
sand pesos for the reorganization of the presidios. The governor wrote back in
disbelief, explaining that it would take more than ten times that amount just to
revive three presidios in his own department. He concluded by saying that the
inhabitants sustained themselves with the hope that the central government will
save them; if it did not, they would emigrate to “somewhere that they may enjoy
the guarantees of mankind.”*

By December 1838, in the thick of the northeastern rebellion, Governor
Joaquin Garcia was still trying to convince Mexico City to rebuild the depart-
ment’s presidios, especially the one at Lampazos. Otherwise, he cautioned, the
frontier would become totally depopulated “both through the murders of the
barbarians, and through the flight of the inhabitants, which this government
could not prevent without trampling over the natural right of these unlucky
people to preserve their lives.” The minister of war replied cryptically that he
had “ordered” the presidio at Lampazos to contain the barbarians. One can only
guess what the governor thought of the letter since the garrison lacked resources,
not orders. In his extensive annual report to Congress in early January, the sec-
retary devoted only one sentence to the plight of the presidios, declaring that it
was “indispensable” that the frontier be fortified against hostile Indians. The fol-
lowing day the governor told a prominent general that a recent Comanche raid
had just claimed the lives of more than eighty people in his department, that
the raiders came within fourteen leagues of the capital, and that the settlements
would soon disappear unless the government provided help.??

In his mounting desperation, the governor stumbled. On January 12, 1839, his
administration issued a circular ordering the residents of Nuevo Leén to provide
exact information on the number, type, and quality of firearms they possessed.
Garcia probably wanted to use this information to force national authorities
into recognizing the miserable condition of northern defense. Perhaps the arith-
metic of frontier helplessness would move the nation’s decision makers in a way
that generalities and adjectives had not. But the residents of Nuevo Leén had
reason to see something sinister in Garcia’s request. Weapons had been confis-
cated in Mexico before, and despite assurances that he regarded the peoples’
arms as “sacred,” the order likely fueled suspicion over centralist motives. In Feb-
ruary 1839 Garcia wrote the secretary of war in near panic, insisting that the de-
partment’s residents were enraged by Comanche raids and that they had come
to see the “poor government” as abhorrent and detestable: “Tell the president
that the attention of this government is very divided, and that it is impossible to
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cover everything without a large force that is regularly paid and supplied.” The
secretary gave a typically maddening and meaningless reply, that the president
trusted the governor to do everything necessary to “pursue implacably the bar-
barians.” Days later the federalists seized Monterrey and replaced Garcia with
the former governor and local liberal icon Manuel Maria de Llano.*

With so little else to console him in the late 1830s, Nuevo Ledn’s beleaguered
Governor Garcia would at least have known that his counterparts in Coahuila
and Tamaulipas had identical problems. The northeastern revolt would have
been impossible but for the widespread discontent over the central govern-
ment’s indifference to Indian raiding, a fact federalist leaders understood very
well. As soon as Maria de Llano took office, for example, he publicly blamed the
centralists for “unleashing the savage tribes that threaten us.” Antonio Canales
put a finer point on the governor’s claim by arguing that in conscripting soldiers
for the interminable and disastrous war on Texas, the central government had
left the towns and villages along the lower Rio Grande without the men and
resources necessary for fighting barbarians.>*

But whatever sympathy federalists mobilized with this kind of rhetoric, the
actual support they could attract would largely depend upon military victories.
The rebellion’s successes in late 1838 and early 1839 likely fueled hopes that the
centralist administration could indeed be overthrown, yet these initial successes
depended upon the distraction of the French blockade and bombardment of
Veracruz. Once the French had been placated, the administration turned its full
attention to the rebellion. President Bustamante marched north from Mexico
City himself to lead an army against Urrea. The rebel general countered by mov-
ing south, but his forces were defeated while trying to take the city of Puebla.
Authorities locked Urrea in prison, and the larger movement began to unravel.
Many of its leaders surrendered. Most were forgiven and reinstated into the
army, and by the summer of 1839 the remnants of the opposition, now confined
to the lower Rio Grande, had evacuated north across the river?

THAT WE ARE MEXICANS:
THE NORTHEAST, SECOND PHASE

The rebellion had not ended, however. With Urrea gone, Canales emerged
as the leader of a less ambitious though more focused movement centered on
the lower Rio Grande, among the towns and ranches that had lost the most to
raiding. Antonio Canales Rosillo was a native of Monterrey, a lawyer by train-
ing, and a onetime member of the house of deputies in Tamaulipas. During
the early 1830s he served as a militia captain guarding the lower Rio Grande
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against raiders. Like most in the northeast, and especially along the river, Cana-
les deplored the shift to centralism in the mid-1830s, and he helped coordinate
northeastern resistance against Santa Anna’s new government. But once Texans
proclaimed independence Canales withdrew from the contest. He remained
committed to federalism and may have toyed with the idea of separatism, but
Canales also saw himself as a Mexican patriot. This ambivalence haunted his
career. Canales was neither a coward nor an incompetent, as Anglo-American
historians have claimed, but he could be indecisive in battle. While a mediocre
general, he had a genius for raising men, and he seemed immune to long odds
or bad news. Despite the defeats of early 1839 he quickly turned around, raised
more than one thousand men, and began driving centralist leaders and forces
from the river towns. The federalists had less success taking large cities such as
Matamoros and Monterrey, however, and by the end of the year the centralist
General Mariano Arista had driven them back to their base of support along the
Rio Grande. As before, Canales started over and began organizing another cam-
paign.**

In the meantime the central government tried harder to court local opinion.
For example, the minister of war authorized Nuevo Leén’s governor to divert
about four thousand pesos to defense expenses, and he ordered Arista to ship
a quantity of arms and munitions to the department so that the people could
defend themselves against los barbaros. He even agreed with the governor and
Arista that the military draft should be temporarily suspended in Nuevo Le6n
as a “political measure” to avoid driving the “disgusted” vecinos into rebellion.”
Admitting that the presidio system had become “very sad—its force is so in-
significant, that it may be said to have been reduced to nothing,” the minister
promised presidial soldiers English rifles so that they might finally be armed as
well as the raiders. And yet every such promising sign was offset by another indi-
cating that Mexico City still saw raiding as a grim and somewhat anachronistic
curiosity instead of a national emergency. In late 1839, for example, Minister of
War Juan N. Almonte informed northern governors that the “commission for
military statistics” had decided to establish a museum and therefore ordered
them to send him whatever native weapons they could acquire. The governor of
Nuevo Leén responded dryly that he had no such objects on hand but would
instruct his subordinates to save what they could.?®

Officials in Mexico City therefore made token efforts to improve defense in
the northeast during the late 1830s, but their financial problems and their fun-
damental attitude about independent Indians remained unchanged. Centralist
officials on the frontier did better. In January 1840, six hundred Comanches
crossed into Nuevo Ledn, and Arista sent one hundred well-armed dragoons
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and twenty-five vecinos to intercept them. Near Marin in the center of the de-
partment the Mexican force engaged the Comanches in a great battle. Arista lost
nearly one quarter of his men (he claimed that “the blood flowed in torrents”),
but the Mexicans cut down a large number of raiders. The defeated Comanches
finally gathered up their dead and fled north across the river, “terrified by the
slaughter they had suffered.” Dolly Webster, captive in a Comanche village at
the time, reported that in February 1840 a group of warriors returned from an
expedition to Mexico. Of the forty-five who had gone out, only fifteen returned.
Even if this one village bore the brunt of Arista’s slaughter, it had been a disas-
trous encounter for the raiders—and a triumph for Mexicans. This was one of
the few instances in the 1830s and 1840s when the military managed to turn
back a Comanche campaign in its initial stages, and the central government
made much of it in the official newspaper’

Meanwhile progovernment editors and ofhcials in the north concentrated on
demonizing their opponents. The federalists themselves made this task far easier
by enlisting Texans to fight alongside them. Canales had repeatedly sought safe
haven in Texas, and he seems to have viewed Texans as natural and uncompli-
cated allies in his struggle against centralism. This was an astonishing miscalcu-
lation. Though they often amounted to less than 10 percent of the total federalist
force, the Texans, or “those bloodthirsty enemies of our country” recruited from
“the most filthy scum of the demoralized people of that country,” as Arista called
them, were, to say the least, a public relations liability. The general exploited it
ably. Arista described Texans as “naked bandits,” who “with their rifles in their
hands . . . insult our countrymen, saying they wish to discharge it into a Mexican
Comanche Indian, as they call us.” Apart from the negative reputation they had
acquired in Mexico since 1836, Texan volunteers became notorious for looting
towns and ranches that had been “liberated” from centralist control. For his part
Arista demanded of his men absolute respect for private property, which facili-
tated his project of equating federalism not only with Texans, but more generally
with chaos, lawlessness, immorality, and banditry.*°

The centralists also worked to associate the rebellion with Indian raiding.
Again the federalists themselves provided the raw material for the charge. Cana-
les had attracted the loyalty of perhaps one hundred or more Carrizo Indians who
fought alongside him. These were mostly mixed-blood descendants of Coahuil-
tecan speakers who had in previous centuries been caught between northward-
moving Spaniards and southward-moving Apaches. Many had been baptized
at area missions during the colonial era, and by the early nineteenth century
survivors worked in towns and haciendas or else ranged in small family groups
along the lower Rio Grande. Berlandier reported that Carrizos had fought in the
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17. Carrizos. Watercolor by Lino Sdnchez y Tapia after a sketch by Jean Louis

Berlandier. Courtesy of the Gilcrease Museum, Tulsa, Oklahoma.

War of Independence against Spain, that they all spoke Spanish, and that many
had in fact forgotten their native tongue. He also said they and other remaining
groups like them along the river “preserve an implacable hatred of the Coman-
ches, against whom they have sometimes waged war in favor of Mexican towns.”
The Carrizos were thus low-status residents of the lower Rio Grande who lived
in peace with, often worked and fought beside, and sometimes even married the
Mexican villagers who comprised the majority of Canales’s supporters. The cen-
tralists referred to these people not as los carrizos, but as los barbaros or los sal-
vajes, the epithets used for Comanches and other raiders. This cultivated ambi-
guity helped spawn wild reports about several hundred of these generic savages
riding alongside Canales and his federalists.*

In other words, centralists constructed a caricature of the federalist movement
that both equated and directly associated the rebellion with treason and with the
scourge of Indian raiding. A prominent centralist in Nuevo Ledn, for example,
asked the inhabitants of his department, “have we not seen losses to our proper-
ties as if we had been invaded by one of the savage tribes of our frontier?” Arista
went further, amalgamating the most resonant images of a typical Comanche
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raid with the specter of Texan imperialism. The general implored northeastern
Mexicans “to save the country from the traitors, pirates, rebels, and savages” who
intended to “rob you of your wives, your children, lay waste to your farms, burn
and destroy your property, change your laws, in fine enslave you like they would
the black man.” Arista warned northeasterners against joining the rebellion:
“Those that the traitor Canales leads are not federalists. They are thieves! They
are barbarian Indians!” Centralists reported even that the federalists disarmed
the frontier towns, leaving them helpless before native raiding parties.*?

These claims may have been even more cynical than meets the eye. In 1840,
while trying to escape her captors, Dolly Webster stumbled upon a small group
of men that included Africans, Caddos, and a solicitous Mexican: “He was an
intelligent smart looking Spaniard [Mexican], who had been sent to Matamoros
by the Centralists as an emissary among the Indians, to procure their aid in their
war with the Federalists in Mexico.” Whether or not centralists really tried to
recruit Caddos and other independent Indians, their attempts to link federalists
with los barbaros inverted the federalists” true interests. Most of the movement’s
key leaders came from the harried towns along the lower Rio Grande, and
the inhabitants of these places constituted the federalists’” popular base. Core
leaders of the rebellion such as Antonio “Sombrero de Manteca” Zapata (Cana-
les’s most able lieutenant) and Juan Ramos were well known as accomplished
Indian fighters, and the rebels went to great lengths to promote the notion that
they would protect the residents of northeastern Mexico from Comanches and
their allies. Canales issued proclamations promising to contain raiding on the
lower Rio Grande, and to establish mounted patrols to guard the frontier. He
apparently sent out emissaries offering assistance to towns and ranches threat-
ened by Indians, and federalist commanders sometimes divided their forces and
compromised their plans to provide that assistance. In early 1840, for example,
Zapata led a federalist detachment to the river town of Morelos, where he was to
be absent from the main body of rebel troops one day only. Despite news of ap-
proaching centralist forces, Grease Hat instead stayed for five days to protect the
town against an anticipated Comanche attack. Consequently, troops under the
famed Indian fighter Juan José Galdn attacked Morelos and took Zapata captive.
Canales mobilized his men to try to attempt a rescue, but his own forces were
diminished because only days before he had sent two of his mounted squad-
rons to pursue Comanches. In March, Arista’s troops attacked the now much-
diminished federalist force and killed half, about two hundred men, including
most of the Carrizos, depriving the lower Rio Grande of some of its preeminent
warriors and leaving the survivors to flee north across the river®

Arista had Zapata executed as a traitor. The general arranged for the rebel’s
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severed head to be soaked in a cask of brandy and then erected atop a pole in
front of Zapata’s house in Guerrero. Somehow Canales regrouped yet again in
late 1840 and managed to retake many of the river towns and even the capital
of Tamaulipas for a brief time. But everywhere he went the centralists branded
him and his men traitors and confederates to barbarians. Texan volunteers con-
tinued to loot whatever they could, and the public finally abandoned the cause.
By October federalist leaders had opened negotiations with Arista, and the ar-
mistice they finally signed reflected the degree to which the centralists had man-
aged to distort the identity of the movement and obscure its intent. “That we
are Mexicans,” the first clause read, “decided lovers of our countrymen, that we
have never thought to rebel against the nation, nor much less acknowledge the
independence of Texas.” The only concession to the rebellion’s core complaint
lay buried in a clause calling for the creation of a regiment dedicated to protect-
ing the towns of the lower Rio Grande**

Together with the superior force they mobilized, the centralists” exercises in
politicizing identity allowed them to do what Armijo and other ricos had done
in New Mexico: set boundaries around the conversation over Indian raiders.
Zapata’s besotted head was meant as a warning to would-be rebels, but it was also
a graphic signpost marking the limits of protest against the central government’s
incompetent frontier defense. Complaints over government inaction would
henceforth be confined to desperate letters, indignant editorials, and the occa-
sional jeremiad from northern congressmen. Northerners had attracted far more
government attention in their revolts than they ever had with their alarms about
los barbaros, a sour irony for everyone in the north. In late 1840 a congressional
delegate from Chihuahua announced with biting sarcasm that the exasperated
frontier settlements in his department had decided to “unite with the Apaches
and declare a federation in hopes of attracting the attention of the federal gov-
ernment, which notoriously confines itself to pursuing federalists.” But neither
his desperate constituents nor anyone else would manage another significant
armed protest against the government’s Indian policies in the bloody decade to
come.”

WE MARCH TO DEFEAT A COMMON ENEMY:
ARISTA'S COMANCHE CAMPAIGN

While Mexicans were busy killing each other on the lower Rio Grande,
Comanches and Kiowas made peace with their dread Cheyenne and Arapaho
enemies near Bent’s Fort. Mexicans below the river seemed unaware of this mo-
mentous event, but they soon felt its consequences. The Great Peace paved the
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way for renewed campaigns into Chihuahua after a long hiatus, more furious
attacks upon the northeastern departments, and, for the first time, huge and dev-
astating campaigns into Durango, Zacatecas, and San Luis Potosi. Combined
with ongoing, intensifying conflicts with Apaches in the northwest and with
alarms from New Mexico over Navajos and, for the first time, Arapahos, Indian
raiding had become a serious, even desperate problem across nearly a third of
Mexico’s settled territory*®

Los bdrbaros suddenly became a matter of national interest. This change
is reflected in an exponential growth in the number of stories about northern
Indians published in the capital’s newspapers, which soared from just over one
hundred in the period 1839—40 to more than six hundred during the next two
years. Even genteel Fanny Calderén de la Barca, the wife of Spain’s minister in
Mexico, thrilled to stories about Comanches circulating in the capital in 1841.
She met a colonel who regaled her and her companions with “an account of his
warfare against the Comanches, in which service he has been terribly wounded.”
Calderén learned more from an old soldier covered in scars from Santa An-
na’s ill-fated Texas campaign. The veteran evinced a “devout horror” of Coman-
ches and stated “his firm conviction that we should see [them] on the streets of
Mexico [City] one of these days.”*’

The unnamed Comanche war leader who led the bold attack on Saltillo and
its environs in early 1841 probably did more than any other individual to force
the subject of Indian raiding upon the national consciousness. Northern officials
justly billed the raid as a national disgrace, evidence that even the capital cities of
the Mexican north had been abandoned to the Comanche scourge. Coahuila’s
governor complained bitterly to the minister of war, insisting that the people of
his department paid federal taxes like all Mexicans, and yet they were entirely
without protection when Comanches arrived: “By the morning there was hardly
a family not weeping for dead parents or loved ones.” The department’s official
newspaper demanded to know whether the national government was “totally
indifferent to the picture of our agriculture destroyed, our commerce paralyzed,
our brothers assassinated and our women and children dragged into horrible
slavery in the lands of Texas?” The editors blamed their leaders in Mexico City
for not reviving the presidios: “They and only they will be held responsible be-
fore God and man for the calamity these Pueblos suffer thanks to their criminal
abandonment; held responsible for the blood of the victims, and for those who
are daily sacrificed to the furor of the barbarian Indians.”*®

Coahuila and the other northern departments had, of course, been complain-
ing like this for years, to no avail. But now the richer departments farther south
started complaining too. The same Comanches who had attacked Saltillo had
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also struck points in northern San Luis Potosi, and editors there penned angry
articles demanding federal assistance. San Luis Potosi was home to powerful
generals and politicians, and ofhcials in Mexico City apparently sent some kind
of aid as soon as it was requested. This left editors in Chihuahua dumbstruck:
“It has been ten years that Chihuahua has suffered and lamented this same evil
that San Luis Potosi experienced for a few days,” and yet, like Coahuila, Chihua-
hua was still waiting for Mexico City to act. The editors reiterated their position
that raiding in Chihuahua was a Mexican problem, “both because Chihuahua
forms part of that nation, and because [Indian invasions] amount to a cancer
that spreads and replicates itself.”*

With newspapers reprinting livid editorials and astonishing correspondence
from northern officials concerning raids, centralists in Mexico City came under
mounting pressure. In early February 1841, for example, Congress summoned
the minister of war to explain how a few hundred Comanches could have done
what they did in Coahuila, Zacatecas, and San Luis Potosi in December and
January. The minister answered defensively, blaming the debacle on the “ego-
tism” of the region’s landowners and their failure to cooperate properly. A deputy
from Zacatecas rose in a rage, denouncing the government for abandoning the
frontier and insisting that Mexico City had disarmed even the haciendas in 1835,
leaving everyone in his department helpless before los barbaros.*°

Indian raiding became an important topic in Congress, for the moment.
The Mexican house and senate debated the issue through February and finally
agreed on a vague bill calling for the establishment of the “necessary” forces to
protect the frontier within forty days. The president approved the measure, and
the minister of war told the northern governors they could expect help soon.
Promises such as these were cheap in the 1830s, but this time it seemed Busta-
mante intended to deliver. The antitax candidate of the mid-1830s now decreed
that all Mexicans over eighteen had to pay between one real and two pesos each
month, depending on income. One-half of the new tax was to be sent north
to fund presidios and the war against los barbaros. All of this would naturally
take time to organize. In the interim the administration assured northerners that
General Mariano Arista was just then organizing a bold campaign to destroy the
Comanches, or at least “teach them a lesson such that they will not return to
threaten the frontier pueblos for many years.”*

While gears turned slowly but auspiciously in Mexico City, the northeast
looked to its would-be champion. Arista was an honorable, intelligent, and able
man, ambitious but willing to sacrifice personally and professionally for principle
and for the good of his country, or at least for what he believed the good to be. He
had enlisted in the army near the end of the War of Independence and moved
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quickly through the officer ranks. Arista supported Bustamante in the coup
against then-president Vicente Guerrero in 1829 and, once Bustamante became
president, rose to the rank of general. During Bustamante’s second administra-
tion he became commander general of Tamaulipas and then commander-in-
chief of the Army of the North. Arista was charming, witty, personally brave, and
well liked by most people in the northeast. He wanted and probably deserved
to be great as well as popular, and yet the man’s luck always left him when he
needed it most. But at the end of 1840 his greatest failures had yet to find him.
Throughout the rebellions he and others in the military had assured the north-
east they would deal once and for all with the Comanches as soon as they had
“embarrassed the revolutionaries.” Now that the rebellion had been defeated,
Arista turned with energy and optimism to fulfilling his promise.*?
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The general first had to decide how best to employ his limited resources. The
huge, empty expanse of the frontier meant that only a small minority of Indian
campaigns could ever be prevented from entering the northern departments,
and in the early days of a campaign below the river Comanches and Kiowas were
almost impossible to catch. They crossed the Rio Grande on strong horses, often
traveled with the help of Mexican “deliverers” who knew the terrain, and even
Arista expressed awe at the distances the raiders could cover in a day. One ex-
perienced frontier commander estimated they could travel an astonishing forty
to fifty leagues (100 to 125 miles) in twenty-four hours, twice as far as typical
Mexican forces. And because Comanches often moved in such huge numbers
Mexicans had to coordinate men from multiple towns, ranches, and haciendas
simply to give chase. By the time sufficient men had organized themselves the
attackers might be far, far away.®

Even when militia units went out after the raiders they typically had to rely
on weak horses and mules to move men and supplies. There are innumerable
reports from the 1830s and 1840s of Mexican parties quitting the chase because
their animals were too tired to continue. The only way to compensate for the
problem was to bring along large numbers of replacement mounts. This created
more logistical challenges and more worries about pasturage and water, and it
also meant that the size of the expedition and the dust it produced was much in-
creased, nearly eliminating any chance of catching the enemy by surprise. And
if Mexicans somehow managed to raise a swift, formidable unit the raiders could
disappear into the mountains, riding from one lonely water source to the next.
Mexican forces sometimes braved this kind of challenge, following Comanche
example and pushing themselves and their animals to the point of collapse in
order to reach the next water hole, only to find it poisoned: “infested with dead
horses, killed intentionally by the Comanches.” Even if all these obstacles were
overcome and Mexican forces caught and bested their adversaries, which they
sometimes did, by then the raiders had already caused enormous damage in
their time below the river**

Most northern observers realized all of this and believed, like the Spanish,
that the raiders would be stopped only by a “pitiless campaign that brings blood
and fire to their homes.” During the eighteenth century, as one commentator
explained in 1841, “the only way to keep the Indians in peace was to threaten
them from time to time in their rancherias, because the Spanish knew well that
the Indian men were capable of making the greatest sacrifices to save their fami-
lies.” And the remarkable peace Comanches and Spaniards made in the late
eighteenth century did indeed come on the heels of some exceedingly violent
Spanish campaigns into la comancheria. But things were quite different by the
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1830s and 1840s. So long as fighting men were the only Comanches and Kiowas
who died in the war, plains peoples felt little pressure to reestablish the peace.
Quite the reverse: the deaths of fighting men prompted calls for revenge and
helped Comanche war leaders organize their huge campaigns. “The purely de-
fensive war,” observed an experienced frontier fighter, “is one that we have lost.”
Mexicans therefore had to do what Texans, Lipanes, Osages, Cheyennes, and
Arapahos did: attack Comanche women and children. As an official in Coahuila
once put it, “Pursue them as they pursue us. Threaten them as they threaten us.
Rob them as they rob us. Capture them as they capture us. Frighten them as they
frighten us. Alarm them as they alarm us.”*

Still, campaigns against independent Indians were difficult endeavors. Sono-
rans learned Apaches were exceedingly hard to find and attack in their rugged
homelands and had not put an end to raids despite numerous costly campaigns.
New Mexico’s state-run expeditions against Navajos were likewise militarily dan-
gerous, enormously costly, and often unpopular, as the refined Pérez discovered
to his sorrow. Campaigns could be worse than ineffective —they could be finan-
cially and politically ruinous. In 1838, for example, Simén Elias Gonzilez, the
powerful governor of Chihuahua, launched a drive to raise one hundred thou-
sand pesos for a particularly ambitious offensive against Apaches. Convinced that
the status quo would bring Chihuahua “ruins, deserts: dishonor for its people,”
Gonzilez worked tirelessly throughout spring and summer to raise funds for his
campaign. In October, with the weather already turning colder, he finally put
five hundred men into the field for what was supposed to be a decisive, four-
month slaughter across la apacheria. The exhausted and freezing men returned
less than three months later, having done little more than attack a handful of
Apache families and capture two women and five children. For this the governor
had emptied the departmental treasury and mortgaged his political career. In
the aftermath of the debacle certain public ofhicials had their pay suspended, in-
cluding the magistrate of the supreme tribunal and the employees of the official
newspaper, which had to close down. The assayer of the casa de la moneda and
the professors of the institute of science and literature resigned for lack of salary,
and within a few months the disgraced governor resigned as well.*¢

The lesson was not lost on other northern governors, most of whom under-
standably thought better of following in Gonzilez’s footsteps. But unlike the
governors, Arista was in the unique position of commanding significant national
resources as well as authority that transcended the boundaries of individual de-
partments. If anyone could defeat Comanches in their homeland it would be
someone of Arista’s stature, and the general became obsessed with the project.
Though Comanches enjoyed more political unity than Apaches and though
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their home ranges were more distant from Mexican settlements, in theory they
would be easier to locate because they inhabited plains and prairies rather than
inaccessible mountain ranges and canyons. The general therefore had reason
to think his plan could work, and just weeks after the armistice with the fed-
eralists he disclosed its details to the northeastern governors. He would outfit
six hundred of his own mounted soldiers with enough supplies for an extended
campaign onto the plains. In return, he requested that the departments pro-
vide their own men with mounts and provisions. In Tamaulipas, the settlers on
the lower Rio Grande had already promised seven hundred —likely many of the
same hardened men who had fought alongside Canales. Another three hundred
would be needed from Nuevo Leén, and four hundred from Coahuila. Arista
himself would lead the two-thousand-man force into la comancheria, and he in-
sisted, plausibly, that the expense of the campaign would be more than offset by
the multitude of animals that would be plundered from Comanche camps.*’

The question now was whether the governors would subordinate themselves
to the general and supply the men and resources he needed. They were not
under any obligation to do so. Even the minister of war qualified his optimism
about the campaign by saying its success depended upon the voluntary coopera-
tion of the departments. Arista made anxious appeals to each of the governors in
early 1841, especially to Coahuila’s governor, who had been highly critical of the
general following the Comanche raid on Saltillo. Arista also took his case to the
people, insisting that the shocking attack on Coahuila’s capital only underscored
the need for a decisive campaign. As the general had demonstrated during the
federalist uprising, he understood the power of connections, real or imagined.
He sent letters to departmental newspapers and shipped hundreds of copies of
circulars to governors, ordering that they be distributed throughout the cities,
towns, and ranches. These letters articulated a rationale for the campaign that
connected los barbaros to two of Mexico’s most elemental problems.*®

The first problem was unity, or lack thereof. Arista insisted that while the scan-
dal of raiding demanded “the attention of the entire republic,” the interminable
series of uprisings or civil wars had made it impossible for Mexico to cope with
its native enemies. But now all northern Mexicans needed to come together:
“Having set aside our disastrous disagreements, and united in the double bond
of our true interests and love of country, we march to defeat a common enemy,
who, intoxicated with the blood of our unfortunate kinsmen, has razed our
countryside, and left our tender and innocent children wailing in captivity.”
Unity was a prerequisite for the campaign, but Arista believed it could also be a
dividend of the war against los barbaros. “While most of the civil conflicts have
passed,” Arista wrote in one of his circulars, “we have not redirected those who
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fought toward a new aim.” The people lacked “an object that can distract the
ardor and love of war,” something to help “forge a public spirit and establish
in the region the healthy idea that civil wars lead nations into impotence and
misery.” Arista believed that independent Indians could be the key, “an irrec-
oncilable and ferocious enemy” that could unite northeastern Mexicans across
their divisions.*’

Second, the general associated the barbaro war with Texas. So long as Indian
raiders enjoyed safe haven and trading opportunities in Texas, the north would
never know peace. Along with the reestablishment of the presidios and the
population of the frontier, the reconquest of Texas was a prerequisite to reestab-
lishing peaceful relations with Plains Indians. And yet Arista insisted that the
Indians’ constant raids throughout the north had complicated, even prevented,
the concentration of men and resources that would be necessary to retake the
territory. Thus the campaign against the Comanches, even if it produced only a
temporary suspension of raiding, would hasten “that blessed day when we will
march to reconquer our usurped territory and avenge our national honor.”*°

Arista’s campaign would be glorious: a vehicle for revenge against the hated
savages, a guarantee against future attacks, a trumpet call to Mexicans to put aside
their calamitous disagreements, and the first step toward erasing the obscene
Texan stain from the republic’s dignity. He urged the people on: “Peace! Peace!
Eternal peace between Mexicans! War! War! Eternal war against the Texans and
the barbarian Comanches!” The campaign would avenge all of humanity for the
outrages that Indians had forced upon the people of northern Mexico. “To arms!
Terrify the barbarous Comanche race: Send their black blood into the rivers and
may it nourish the fields of Tamaulipas, Nuevo Leén, and Coahuila.”

It was a powerful image — but not powerful enough. Arista’s graphic ambitions
ran into the same barriers that had stymied effective Indian policy in Mexico
since the early 1830s: lack of resources, Mexico City’s stubborn calculation that
indios barbaros always mattered less than rebels, and the unwillingness of gov-
ernors to subordinate themselves to national officials in matters of frontier de-
fense. The central government had originally promised to send money so Arista
could purchase a thousand horses in Durango but then decided instead to give
the funds to army units fighting rebels at the other end of Mexico, in the de-
partment of Tabasco. According to schedule, the campaign against Comanches
should have begun in early March. But it was mid-April by the time the general
had gotten his six hundred soldiers to the rendezvous at the derelict presidio of
Lampazos. Once he arrived he found that Tamaulipas and Nuevo Leén had
both sent fewer than half of their expected men. Coahuila’s governor revealed
the depth of his contempt for the general by sending a mere nineteen out of
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four hundred requested. The troops that had come from the three departments
arrived “exhausted, on horses near death” because of a regional drought that had
dried up water holes along the route*?

Enraged, humiliated, and quite certain that the campaign would fail under
such circumstances, the general hastily convened a panel of local experts, in-
cluding Canales, the ex-rebel, and several Mexicans who had been long-term
captives among Comanches. The panel soberly agreed that while the offensive
might have succeeded in early March, by mid-April Comanches were moving
north in pursuit of bison. The distance would make it exceedingly difficult to
find them, and, in any case, the regional drought would make it impossible to
get there, especially given the quality of the horses. The campaign would have
to be postponed. Newspapers across the northeast reprinted the panel’s con-
clusions, and the general released a tortured statement defending himself and
the government against the inevitable recriminations. Besides the troubles with
men, horses, and the drought, “the Indians enter through vast deserts and rough
mountains in a manner that cannot be prevented,” he insisted. “It is not the
supreme government’s fault nor mine, because the government sends all the re-
sources its great distractions and depleted treasury allow, and I duly endeavor
to apply the force at my command to support and protect these departments
as much as possible. We have fulfilled our duty.” Arista swore, however, that he
would march against Comanches later in the year. He even resorted to writ-
ing President Mirabeau Lamar of Texas, proposing a temporary armistice since
Mexican forces would have to march into Texas to reach la comancheria.”

Though testimony to his seriousness, the letter was an unnecessary humilia-
tion. The general had suffered permanent damage to his credibility in the north,
and in any event Mexico City’s predictable unpredictability would soon redefine
the possible. Bustamante’s government had withdrawn vital funds from Arista’s
campaign at the last minute, but it had at least given lip service to its importance
and wisdom, approving the use of national troops and effectively (if temporarily)
privileging the war against los barbaros over the Texas war. This understated but
significant shift in attitude was a consequence of the dramatic, well-publicized
surge in Indian raiding that followed the Great Peace on the Arkansas, and it was
this window of opportunity, together with the end of the federalist uprising, that
Arista had rushed to take advantage of in the spring**

That window slammed shut in August when a trio of powerful generals moved
against Bustamante’s administration, condemning the beleaguered president
for, among other things, his failure to do anything about Texas and his imposi-
tion of new taxes. This presumably meant that the authors disapproved of the tax
to bolster frontier defense, though one of the three accused Bustamante’s gov-
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ernment of “entirely forgetting” the exhausted northerners and the handfuls of
soldiers struggling against raiders. The coup had adherents in the north as well:
prominent figures in Nuevo Leén signed on and, among other things, blamed
Bustamante for abandoning the frontier to the “bloody and barbaric depreda-
tions of the savages.” After some jockeying among the three conspirators, the
irrepressible Santa Anna won out, yet again. His reputation destroyed in Texas,
this master opportunist had managed to resurrect himself by leading Mexican
forces against the French at Veracruz in 1838, heroically losing a leg in the pro-
cess. Calderén de la Barca paid him a visit at the end of 1839 and came away
struck by the man’s languid and melancholic demeanor. “Knowing nothing of
his past history,” she observed, one would believe that he was wearily “above the
world,” that he deigned to “engage in its toils only to benefit others. . . . Yet here
sat with this air de philosophe perhaps one of the worst men in the world —am-
bitious of power—greedy of money—and unprincipled —having feathered his
nest at the expense of the republic—and waiting in a dignified retreat only till
the moment comes for putting himself at the head of another revolution.”
Once that moment came, Santa Anna moved forcefully to consolidate his
gain. He was temporarily given autocratic powers while a new congress could
be convened and a new constitution drafted. Finally in 1843, having dismissed
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an unexpectedly independent congress that had drafted an unacceptably liberal
constitution, he became president with near dictatorial privileges under a new
constitution that centralized power as never before. A statue of the great leader
went up in the central plaza, one hand pointing due north; but of course it was
not gesturing toward Navajos, Apaches, or Comanches. The president swore he
would retake Texas, and he directed Arista and the northern army to refocus
their energies upon that project. Many in the north continued to dream of an
offensive campaign, but national ofhcials stopped talking about killing Coman-
ches where they lived >

When northern Mexicans decided to rebel against centralism they under-
stood they were taking grave risks. They obviously risked the wrath of the central
government, which in its brutal suppression of federalism in Zacatecas and in its
cruel massacres in Texas had set threatening precedents. More fundamentally,
the people of northern Mexico were already fighting a war against independent
Indians. They had to calculate whether in the short and medium term it was
worth diverting people and resources away from that desperate struggle to in-
dulge the uncertain hope that victory in a civil war would improve security in
the long run. This is surely one important reason that bloody Chihuahua, where
overlapping Apache and Comanche campaigns made for unparalleled destruc-
tion, was the only department in the far north without a major rebellion in the
late 1830s.

That so many people did decide to rebel speaks to a profound concern with
and ultimately an optimism about their place within the larger Mexican national
community. A few rebels spoke about secession, about forming a new republic or
joining with the United States, but talk like this was on the margins.*” The vast
majority of northern federalists sought to institutionalize a different vision of
what it meant to be Mexican, one that would preserve the republic but reform
its organization to better protect their families and fortunes from Indian ene-
mies. They failed, and lost much. Apart from years of distraction and cost, the
uprisings robbed the north of hundreds of men like Antonio Zapata and Albino
Pérez who had been leaders in the fight against independent Indians. More
broadly, rebellions left northern communities smaller, weaker, poorer, divided
by new enmities, and, as before, begging the distracted central government to
deliver them from los bérbaros. For a moment in early 1841 it seemed as if the
central government’s views were changing, that something positive had come
from so much fighting and loss, that the Indian war had finally become Mexico’s
war. But Arista failed to keep his promise of protection, Santa Anna and his Texas
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obsession resumed a presidency ever more jealous of power and resources, and
raids became more audacious and ambitious than ever before.

Northerners continued talking about the nation’s obligations and demand-
ing weapons, money, and reforms from Mexico City through the early 1840s.
But mostly they focused on protecting themselves and their interests. Lacking
meaningful support from Mexico City and now without realistic hope of forcing
reform through rebellion, northern community at nearly every level became in-
creasingly fragmented. Northerners still spoke of unity but more and more they
acted in isolation. And independent Indians continued to mean different things
to different people, until by mid-decade another enemy arrived from the north
and national officials realized too late what northerners knew all along—that
the war against los barbaros had indeed been Mexico’s war, whether Mexico
recognized it or not.



AN EMINENTLY NATIONAL WAR?

THE CLOUDBURST: COSTS

By the time Santa Anna orchestrated his resurrection the War of a Thousand
Deserts had raged for more than a decade, directly or indirectly touching almost
everyone in northern Mexico—Mexicans and independent Indians alike. Think
of a cloudburst over the surface of a pond. The direct effects of individual acts
of violence generated secondary effects that rippled outward, consequences col-
liding into, reshaping, and amplifying other consequences, changing the lives of
an ever-larger portion of northern Mexico. Though in practice they were pro-
foundly interrelated, it is useful to consider the effects of the war upon northern
Mexicans as falling into three separate realms: population, economy, and com-
munity.

Most immediately, raiding led to the depopulation of much of the rural north
and to a sharp decline in the annual growth rate of northern Mexico’s popula-
tion overall. Apaches, Kiowas, Comanches, Navajos, and others killed or cap-
tured several thousand northern Mexicans between 1831 and 1846, tearing holes
in families and communities throughout the region. It is difficult to know how
many northern Mexicans suffered serious injuries in raids, though the injured
likely outnumbered those killed or captured. Oftentimes such wounds were
severe, and the victim had no access to quality medical treatment (ranchers in
Coahuila, for example, tended arrow wounds with a poultice of maguey pulp
and cobwebs). By physically and mentally scarring and crippling so many in the
north, the violence inflicted a different sort of damage on families and commu-
nities. Finally, in addition to killing, capturing, and wounding Mexicans, inde-
pendent Indians could break families apart or unmoor them from their com-
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munities by stealing or slaughtering indispensable animals, robbing houses, and
destroying buildings. Picture all of these deeds as raindrops hitting the water."

Notwithstanding the searing but now irretrievable pain and grief, fear and
heartbreak caused by impact, the waves of indirect consequences that radiated
outward from direct attacks ultimately mattered more for northern Mexico’s
demography. For every immediate victim there were hundreds more who knew
that they, their kin, or their property could be next. Many of these people simply
decided to leave. Sometimes losses of family members, property, and even homes
turned such Mexicans into refugees, desperate people with little choice but to
move. More often decisions were gradual, as months or years of insecurity and
deepening poverty convinced many they could have better lives elsewhere, per-
haps near kin who lived somewhere safer. The result was an exodus from many
of northern Mexico’s smaller towns and rural settlements into larger northern
cities or else southward, out of the region altogether.

Officials and commentators from the northwest had long lamented the aban-
donment of settlements and the depopulation of the countryside. As early as
the mid-1830s, Sonoran officials warned that emigration would ruin their state.
Within a decade there seems to have been an absolute decrease in population
in northern Sonora, while major cities such as Thermopile, Ures, and Guaymas
became swollen havens for refugees. A report from 1848 insisted that Apaches
had provoked the abandonment of ninety ranches, thirty haciendas, and twenty-
six mines in the state. Anecdotal evidence suggests that other northern states
experienced similar losses. A prominent American journalist taken through Chi-
huahua in 1841 and 1842 described depressed trade, an idle canal system, and
a once-prosperous hacienda near Carrizal abandoned because of Apaches. The
man insisted that its owner dared not visit without a sizable guard. Half a decade
later editors of the Registro Oficial wrote that “for a number of years Durango has
contemplated the strange and impassive ruin of Chihuahua. This state possessed
many peculiar means of resistance, means that neither Durango nor Zacatecas
have, and yet in ten years Chihuahua has disappeared.”

In Coahuila raids forced the powerful Sdnchez Navarro family, the largest
landholder in all of Mexico, to abandon its Hacienda de Nacimiento in the early
1840s. Within a few years matters became desperate enough that the prefect
of Monclova urged his superiors to give northern Lipanes land titles if they re-
settled the many abandoned places along Coahuila’s northern frontier. Officials
in northern Tamaulipas likewise reported widespread talk of emigration, and not
only in the isolated ranches. Even some moderate-sized towns on the frontier
lost population during these years. Between 1835 and 1837 massive theft and
destruction of animal property helped convince one out of every eight people
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living in Laredo to move away. Comparatively tranquil New Mexico was the
exception to the overall pattern of population stagnation in the north during the
1830s and 1840s. Yet even here population flight became a troubling if localized
problem. On several occasions officials imposed fines and threatened to nul-
lify land titles in hopes of dissuading settlers in the far north and far west from
leaving their properties for fear of Utes and Navajos.?

Changes in rural areas had a striking effect on northern Mexico’s demography
overall. One study suggests that the north experienced nearly triple the growth
rate of the rest of Mexico during the period 1800-30, with population increas-
ing at nearly 3 percent a year. Over the next thirty years, however, its average
growth rate plunged to the level of the rest of the republic, an abysmal .15 per-
cent. These are very rough estimates, and obviously many factors influenced
population change in northern Mexico, especially after 1848. But the trend is
unmistakable. After 1830 raiding did much to extinguish a period of impressive
population growth and settlement expansion begun during the late colonial era,
and it shifted much of what became a nearly static population from the country-
side into towns and cities.*

Population loss was both influenced by and influencing changes in the re-
gional economy. Again, the direct effects of raiding were the most obvious. In
1842 ofhicials in Chihuahua estimated they had already lost more than ten mil-
lion pesos’” worth of property in raids and believed the figure would be three
times as high if it included lost revenues. In an economic context in which most
people lived on the edge of poverty and even children made important contri-
butions to family sustenance and income, killings and kidnappings could easily
reduce survivors to destitution. Poorer families depended on a small number of
mules and horses to transport themselves and any marketable goods they pro-
duced, to provide field labor, and for fighting and communication in times of
crisis. The loss of a few animals could ruin a family and provoke flight?

Raiding indirectly created different problems for larger ranchers and hacen-
dados, one of the most serious being a scarcity of labor. Rural laborers were
more likely to be killed by independent Indians than anyone else in northern
Mexico for the simple reason that they were more exposed, working alone or in
small parties tending to animals and crops. Cowboys, field hands, and shepherds
understandably feared working when los indios were about, which they often
were, and in times of alarm many refused to leave their homes. This created
numerous problems. Someone had to go out and bring animals in nearer to the
settlement if they were to be protected from raiders. Untended stock was also
more exposed to wolves and other predators, more liable to wander away and
become lost, more tempting to Mexican thieves, and more vulnerable to dis-
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ease since no one was there to separate sick animals from healthy ones. Fright-
ened laborers and tenants also abandoned fieldwork on ranches and haciendas,
“leaving our agriculture paralyzed,” in the words of an editor from Coahuila. A
traveler to northern Chihuahua remarked in the early 1830s that Apache hos-
tilities had made it a practical impossibility to grow wheat, and thus settlers and
mine operators had to import costly grain from elsewhere. One commentator
went so far as to say that whole towns experienced shortages because los bar-
baros had frightened workers from the land and that Chihuahua’s capital faced
famine*

Fear of Indians could therefore cripple ranching and farming economies in
the north, and if determined hacendados pressured laborers to do their jobs de-
spite the risks, then workers were liable to quit and look elsewhere for wages.
This became enough of a concern in Chihuahua that the government ordered
workers to give hacienda and ranch owners at least two months’ notice and settle
all outstanding debts before quitting. Mostly symbolic, such laws meant little
to those determined to leave. Labor shortages sometimes drove regional elites
to take measures that compounded the security crisis. Certain hacendados, the
Sdnchez Navarros included, resisted orders to arm laborers in part because,
when armed, workers may have felt enough protected against Indians to flee
the hacienda—and any debts they had accumulated there —for relative freedom
and security farther south.”

The concern over personal safety had obvious economic implications. Indian
raids interfered with the transportation of people and goods across northern
Mexico, which among other things meant that farmers, ranchers, and hacen-
dados had trouble getting animals and goods to market. Individual producers
usually lacked the manpower and weapons necessary to travel from one city or
town to the next during the barbaro war. They might hire freighters, but raiders
often intercepted pack trains, took the animals, killed the drivers, and seized or
destroyed the wagons and their goods. Consequently, freighters charged much
more for their services and sometimes refused to move goods at any price. In
1842, for example, the governor of Tamaulipas complained that producers had
been unable to get their products to market, and as a result the total depart-
mental sales of all types of productos del campo plummeted. The governor had
special reason to worry because sales of such products were one of the only tax
domains he and his counterparts in other departments still controlled after con-
stitutional reforms in the mid-1830s. Therefore, by putting a chill on overland
travel Indian raiders did more than simply damage the rural economy. They also
inhibited communication between and thus cooperation among regional ofh-
cials, and they indirectly denied tax revenues to departmental authorities try-
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ing desperately to finance an effective defense against los béarbaros. The eco-
nomic implications of raiding are especially striking given that much of northern
Mexico enjoyed higher than average rainfall from 1830 to 1846, rainfall that but
for Indian raids would have initiated a significant expansion in ranching and
agriculture and thus helped enliven the regional economy as a whole?

Finally, the War of a Thousand Deserts had by 1846 undermined Mexican
community at nearly every level. Northern Mexico had a Spanish-speaking
population roughly thirty times as large as the Comanche, Apache, and Navajo
populations combined. If more northern Mexicans had cooperated against their
common Indian enemies they might have ended the raiding or at least saved
themselves much anguish and loss. Yet at nearly every level of community inte-
gration the war presented Mexicans with compelling reasons not to cooperate.’

UNWORTHY OF THE NAME MEXICANO:
DEPARTMENTS AT ODDS

The northern departments never came so near to cooperating offensively
against their shared Indian enemies during the 1830s and 1840s as they did in the
buildup to Arista’s failed campaign. Despite the pretension of centralism, the
Mexican republic as a whole remained profoundly fragmented. Elite families
dominated internal departmental policy, and while the centralists demanded
docile governors, conscripts for the army, and reliable access to tax revenues,
they had neither the desire nor the ability to manage politics within departments.
Consequently, there were often incongruities in policy, and nowhere was such
incongruity more costly and self-defeating than in the domain of Indian policy.

Consider isolated New Mexico. Despite its small population, fragile economy,
and the independent Indians who surrounded it, Mexicans and their property
were safer there than anywhere else in the north during the 1830s and 1840s—
excepting perhaps Alta California. Navajos provoked panic in western villages
and created serious political and fiscal problems in Santa Fe. But their activities
paled in comparison to the things Apaches and Comanches did elsewhere in the
north, and New Mexicans enjoyed profitable working relationships with these
more far-ranging and dangerous peoples. While Chiricahua Apaches raided
points in southern New Mexico in the earliest days of the war, these attacks
stopped by the mid-1830s and did not become serious again for at least a decade.
Chiricahuas cultivated markets in New Mexico, sometimes made diplomatic
visits to Santa Fe, and clearly wanted to avoid fighting Mexicans to the north as
well as the south. This “singular and most unrighteous compact,” as one observer
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called New Mexican relations with Apaches, endured despite complaints from
other departments.'

The compact might have been unrighteous, but not singular. Authorities
throughout Mexico knew that Comanches, too, traded with New Mexicans and
even visited Santa Fe to receive the governor’s presents. Worried about their iso-
lated northern outpost, national authorities nonetheless bit their tongues—until
1841 when Mariano Arista asked Armijo to cooperate in his ill-fated offensive
campaign. Armijo called for a conference at Santa Fe to discuss the possibility of
going to war with Comanches. He even received some unsolicited advice from
the trader Charles Bent: “Theas people by all means should not be drawn into
war with any Indians of the planes, they are too numerias and well armed, they
will be found a very different enime from the Apachies and Nabijos.”"

The council apparently concurred because Armijo refused Arista’s request,
insisting to the minister of war that “to declare war on the Comanches would
bring complete ruin to the Department.” In the end of course it mattered not,
but had Arista gotten his men across the Rio Grande an additional force from
New Mexico could have been the key to success. No other Mexicans knew
Comanches and their homeland so well, and, thanks in large part to formi-
dable Pueblo warriors, New Mexico excelled all other departments in offensive
campaigning against independent Indians. Indeed, at precisely the time when
Arista was trying to generate support for his plan, Armijo informed Mexico City
that he could raise seventeen hundred volunteers to fight Texans if necessary.
Combined with a large, well-provisioned force from below the river such a New
Mexican army could have devastated la comancherfa, just as New Mexicans had
during the wars of the late eighteenth century. In just two campaigns in 1774,
for instance, New Mexican forces killed nearly five hundred Comanche men,
women, and children. New Mexico’s refusal to cooperate with Arista therefore
bred understandable resentment elsewhere in the north. Editors in Tamaulipas,
for example, wrote that “we like to think that the Comanches and all the races of
ferocious Indians are not enemies of New Mexico in particular, but of all the re-
public in common.” Some barbarians “threaten New Mexico, others Sonora and
Sinaloa; these threaten Chihuahua, those Durango, and still others Coahuila,
Nuevo Ledn, and Tamaulipas. Does it not follow that the security of the entire
republic demands that we make war upon all of them, wherever they strike?”*?

New Mexico’s isolation made its dilemma extreme, but none of the other
departments cooperated in offensive actions against Indian raiders either. More
surprisingly, departments rarely even coordinated defenses against their mutual
enemies. Faced with attackers who knew the territory well and paid no atten-
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tion whatever to district or departmental boundaries, fragmented defenses were
doomed to fail. A single example illustrates the problem. In the fall of 1842, in
anticipation of what had become annual Comanche raids, Nuevo Ledén’s ener-
getic governor, José Marfa Ortega, established two effective lines of defense on
his northern frontier involving hundreds of men each. He would reward service
with animals taken from los barbaros or else with cash bounties paid out by the
owners of returned livestock. In late October the governor proudly wrote the
minister of war that the defensive lines had kept raiders out of the department.
But his diligence had only increased the likelihood that Comanches and Kiowas
would invade Tamaulipas or Coahuila instead, where defenses were less orga-
nized. Moreover, shared borders meant that such an invasion could easily spill
over into the governor’s own department. So it was that only three days later
Ortega had to write the minister again, ruefully admitting that Comanches had
entered Nuevo Leén through the unguarded frontiers of neighboring depart-
ments and that they now threatened his unprotected interior.”®

The exasperated minister of war ordered all the northeastern governors to
coordinate their defenses. Indeed, Mexicans from across the north issued pas-
sionate calls for cooperative defensive policies and for wealthier states such as
Zacatecas and San Luis Potosi to help finance northern defense. But never
knowing when or where the next invasion would materialize, governors were
loathe to send their few armed men or their scarce resources outside of their own
borders. When forces did unite it was often without explicit orders to do so. In
1844, for example, men from Durango pursued Comanches through the Bolsén
de Mapimi into Chihuahua and, in spontaneous cooperation with Chihuahuan
forces, managed to rout the invaders, killing dozens and recovering more than
thirty captives and two thousand horses™

It was an exceptional moment. More typically Mexican pursuers quit the
chase once they reached the borders of the next department. A year after their
fortuitous collaboration with the duranguefios, for example, Chihuahuan forces
positioned themselves at points along the border between the two departments
and stayed there while Comanches laid waste to settlements across Durango.
Even if a governor was prepared risk his own department’s safety by sending
men across a border, protocol demanded that he do so only at the request of
his counterpart. In 1842 the governor of Durango had a force poised to enter
Coahuila and attack Comanches there, but he eventually disbanded the men
because authorities in Coahuila never requested assistance. Interdepartmental
offers of or requests for military aid against Indians were rare. Governors only
expected that information would be shared, and even for so simple a thing they
felt compelled to remind each other often that they would be grateful for the
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service. Moreover because raiding had made interdepartmental travel extremely
dangerous and costly, even when officials were determined to coordinate and
share intelligence they often found it difficult or impossible to do so.®

While the norm was polite interest but effective disregard for the security of
neighboring departments, sometimes the Indian policy of one department di-
rectly promoted raiding in another. Northwestern Mexico provides the best ex-
ample of this glaring defect in the facade of national unity. The ruinous feud
between Sonora and Chihuahua over Indian policy continued into the early
1840s, when Chihuahua signed a number of peace agreements with Mescaleros
and Chiricahuas. Apaches receiving rations in Chihuahua continued raiding
neighboring departments, and editors in Durango denounced the agreements.
“Chihuahua would make itself unworthy of the name mexicano if in treating
[with the Apaches] it did so only to its own benefit.” Sonora went farther, actu-
ally invading Chihuahua on different occasions in pursuit of Apaches, which
predictably threatened Chihuahua’s precarious peace and left frontier officials
there sputtering with rage. Whether Sonorans, Chihuahuans, or New Mexicans,
they were all mexicanos. But this common national identity implied no effective

obligations for mutual defense against raiders beyond the departmental level ¢

INSUBORDINATE AND IRRESPONSIBLE CONDUCT:
INDIVIDUALS AT ODDS

People within departments disagreed about Indian policy as well, and authori-
ties often found it impossible to unify their constituents against the enemy. Since
the early 1830s northern ofhicials had been worrying that los barbaros under-
mined Mexican unity. As one observer put it, the war had not only consumed
the treasury and hindered the administration of government, but also divided
opinion and “numbed the spirit of civic responsibility.” Governors appealed to
their constituents” sense of “civic virtue” and denounced the “scandalous ego-
tism” that led too many to neglect the common good. In a pamphlet from 1839
José Agustin Escudero insisted that a “national spirit” had to be awakened within
the populace before defense against los salvajes would become coordinated and
Mexicans would together wage what he called “the national war, by all and for
all against the infidel.”"

Here lies a fundamental difference between Mexicans and their native ad-
versaries. Whereas among Comanches and Kiowas, for example, individual am-
bitions and interest were compatible with and even served by broad coopera-
tion in war, the reverse was often the case for northern Mexicans. A variety of
competing interests and identities took precedence over cooperation with de-
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partmental authorities. Individual towns, cities, or regions might harbor intense
rivalries with each other, rivalries fueled by bitter competition between elite
families over economic and political preeminence. Sonora is the extreme case:
civil wars there between northern and southern factions sabotaged any hope of
a unified and effective Apache policy. Usually rivalries had subtler effects. Dur-
ing the early and mid-1830s, for instance, Monclova and Saltillo had been in
brutal competition for political dominance in Coahuila. The residual tension
was still visible in 1842, in charges that the prefect of Monclova had deliberately
neglected frontier defense so that raiders could reach Saltillo.*®

Departmental authorities also had to cope with what editors in Durango de-
scribed as “the repugnance that the owners of haciendas generally effect” when
asked to cooperate in the defense of the department. Authorities in Coahuila,
for example, set quotas for the number of men different haciendas were required
to contribute for the common defense. The Sdnchez Navarros, the largest land-
holders in the department, refused to provide any men at all, insisting that their
own properties needed protecting. Divisions over wealth and status also inhib-
ited cooperative defense. Chihuahuan authorities had difficulty convincing
ranchers and laborers to risk their lives to defend the horses of wealthy hacen-
dados, and Pueblo Indians and poor New Mexicans complained that they were
required to campaign against Navajos only to protect rich men’s sheep.””

These sorts of attitudes helped fuel a species of profiteering whereby men
from certain communities pursued barbaros primarily to recover booty for them-
selves. Mexican newspapers and archives abound in references to small- and
medium-sized parties of Mexicans giving up after recovering a handful of ani-
mals or other spoils. Raiders regularly cut some of their mules and horses loose
if they found themselves too closely pursued. Large Mexican forces took no part
in this tacit agreement between raiders and their pursuers, and smaller, local
groups often performed with great valor and tenacity, especially if attempting
to redeem captive kin. But when frontier militia pursued Indians who had plun-
dered properties elsewhere in the republic, they faced considerable temptation
to quit the chase (and thus the hazard) once some prize had been won. Mexican
officials decried this sort of “insubordinate and irresponsible conduct,” correctly
insisting that it prolonged the war and led to more Mexican casualties. But slack
passion in pursuit of raiders was difficult to prove or punish.?® Much less repre-
sentative but more disturbing for northerners were those Mexicans profiting di-
rectly from Indian raiding. In addition to los entregadores who facilitated raiding
campaigns, some stood accused of falsely reporting indio sightings so that they
might rob their neighbors once local men raced off to chase phantoms. Others
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disguised themselves as Comanches or Apaches in hopes of committing their
crimes with impunity®'

But personal venality was not the most important impediment to a success-
ful defense against los barbaros. Northerners—most notably poor northerners —
often sacrificed from what little they had to help kin and neighbors affected by
raids and to support local governments’ efforts at defense. In 1838, for example,
Coahuila established a coordinated system for collecting grain, animals, cloth,
currency, and other donations to sustain operations against raiders. Families
of modest means from across the department gave what they could —maize,
beans, meat, horses, coins, saddles, blankets, cows, pigs, and goats— testimony
to a shared willingness to sacrifice. Moreover, energetic leaders did sometimes
manage to rally northerners at the local, district, and departmental level, pursue
Indian raiders, and secure remarkable victories. On October 17, 1845, for ex-
ample, Don Francisco de Paula Lépez led forces from Durango in an attack on
hundreds of Comanches who had been causing massive destruction throughout
the department. Paula Lépez and his hardy duranguefios routed the Indians
and freed seventy traumatized but grateful Mexican women and children who
had been taken captive over the previous weeks. Remarkably, this victory and a
few others like it ensured that over the course of the 1830s and 1840s Mexican
forces redeemed most of the people that Comanches and Kiowas captured be-
fore the raiders got them back across the river. But the carnage continued despite
the occasional triumph. Just days after losing their seventy captives the same
Comanches killed nearly seventy people in one of Durango’s towns; and while
the hero Paula Lépez had given Mexicans hope, he himself would be slain by
the raiders one year later in their next campaign.?

The most elemental and consequential division among northern Mexicans
therefore arose not from selfish indifference but from conflicting loyalties—
when men had to decide whether to heed the authorities’ call and join a com-
pany in pursuit of Indians or stay behind and protect their own families and
property. People understood that cooperation was the key to genuine security.
Individual towns sometimes made security arrangements with one another and
held public forums to discuss the overall problem of collective frontier defense.
But by contributing to the common good a man could lose everything because
he had not been home to defend his own. Mexicans therefore faced a kind of
prisoner’s dilemma that played out over and over again across the northern third
of Mexico by the 1840s. If everyone cooperated as authorities asked them to and
if government provided the necessary resources and leadership, then the raiders
might be driven out of the department before they did much damage.”
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Absent sufficient resources and leadership, the different sorts of factional-
ism—between rival departments, competing towns or regions, hacendados and
departmental officials, the poor majority and the elite, the personal and the pub-
lic—intersected and bled into one another, sometimes hopelessly complicating
defense. On June 9, 1844, for example, news arrived in Matamoros that a party
of Comanches had crossed the Rio Grande and was stealing horses from nearby
ranches. Matamoros’s mayor, Francisco Lofero, sent an order out to the heads
of all surrounding ranches and haciendas to send armed, mounted men for a
coordinated, collective defense. Most equivocated or refused. One not only re-
fused but unceremoniously scrawled the words, “I also demand you send me
arms and flints” on the bottom of his reply. By the fifteenth, with little left to do,
Lofero somewhat pathetically imposed fines upon those who refused to pursue
the raiders. He next became embroiled in a dispute between a military com-
mander and a rancher who would not lend horses for the chase. Soon after, fifty
Comanches attacked a settlement three leagues from Matamoros, and Lofero
again harangued nearby officials, imploring them to take up the defense. Again,
most refused. Defeated, the mayor sent out bitter letters damning locals for self-
ishness and promising more fines. By the end of the month the Comanches
finally withdrew after nearly three weeks in the city’s hinterland, never having
had a significant engagement with Mexican defenders.**

Some of Lofero’s antagonists may have been cowards—there was obviously
much to be terrified of, and it is difficult to imagine the cumulative strain of so
many years of uncertainty, vulnerability, and loss. More likely, though, they were
men who had decided not to risk their families and fortunes on the uncertain
virtues of cooperation. Nevertheless, northerners constantly risked their lives to
protect their families, their close neighbors, and even their departments. Some-
times Mexicans were in fact irrationally courageous, as on the “disastrous day”
in 1845 when Comanches arrived at San Juan del Rio, Durango. The town’s
inhabitants “enthusiastically” poured out of their homes to fight the invaders
with little more than bare hands and rawhide slings. The hapless mayor stood by
horror-struck as the bemused raiders set about slaughtering his townspeople. By
the end of the day nearly 120 Mexicans had been killed or wounded at San Juan
del Rio. Most northerners had a healthier fear of Comanches. But they fought
them all the same, because they had to. Northern Mexico did not want for cour-
age. It lacked the resources and leadership necessary to convince people that
their more personal identities and interests would be best protected through
sustained, public cooperation as mexicanos. Weary departmental officials some-
times inadvertently reinforced the collective sense of despair. In 1845, for ex-
ample, in the aftermath of a terrifically violent Comanche campaign, Durango’s
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assembly met and decided to establish a celebration in honor of Saint Francis
Xavier because of the public calamities caused by los béarbaros. In honoring
this greatest of Catholic missionaries the assembly seemed to be saying that if
Mexico was unable to stop Comanches and Kiowas, then perhaps God could be
convinced to change them into something else.?®

BARBAROUS CRUELTY THAT I CANNOT EVEN SPEAK OF:
THE DISCOURSE OF WAR

Indeed, Mexicans dearly needed to turn Comanches, Apaches, and Navajos
into something else —but not Christians. After more than a decade of spiraling
violence, Mexicans still had not found the ideas and the language necessary to
portray their enemies as irredeemably alien. On other nineteenth-century North
American frontiers, racial dichotomies provided that distinction. In Texas and
the United States, the habit of thinking in binary racial categories made it easier
for European Americans to ignore the differences and complexities of regionally
diverse native populations. Racism helped them to overlook the way in which
their own behavior provoked native hostility and to countenance their own spec-
tacular and indiscriminate acts of wartime violence. More important, since at
least the late eighteenth century hard distinctions pitting “Indians” vs. “whites”
had enabled fractious and diverse frontier communities to surmount their in-
ternal differences and cooperate in war. Bloody, oft-told tales of massacres and
treacheries, a shared sense of outraged victimhood, and perpetual alarms over
supposedly imminent attacks helped people discover their common “white”
identity and work together against nonwhites. Especially as wars progressed, the
language of Indian hating often allowed the most confrontational elements in
American or Texan frontier society to silence voices of caution and conciliation
and increase pressure on local political and military leaders to coordinate vigor-
ous and vicious action against native families.*®

Racist Indian hating helped Americans and Texans do things that northern
Mexicans dearly wanted to do. If all of Mexico’s indigenous enemies could have
been homogenized as uncomplicated racial others, the project of drawing clear
boundaries, overcoming internal divisions, and focusing energy and malice co-
operatively would have been simpler. But while most northerners feared and
hated their attackers, this fear and hatred was rarely conceived of or expressed in
terms of a racial divide. This is not to say that the region’s inhabitants rejected
the concept of race. On the contrary, shifting concerns over forebears, bodies,
and blood had helped structure power and social relations in the north ever
since the region’s initial colonization in the sixteenth century. Even in the offi-
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cially (and superficially) race-blind atmosphere after independence, northern
authorities occasionally toyed with racist formulations during the war against
independent Indians. Yet outbursts like Arista’s screeds against the Comanche
“race” or his injunction to northerners to nourish their fields with the raiders’
“black blood” were striking precisely because they were so unusual. Race could
never have the same discursive potency for Mexicans that it did for Texans and
Americans, for the simple reason that Mexico was a republic comprised mostly
of Indians and mestizos. Northern politicians and commentators certainly con-
ceived of themselves as racial superiors to raiding Apaches and Comanches. But
they could hardly hope to inspire passionate unity and focused cooperation by
talking about the degenerate evils of the Indian race when most of the people
they hoped to enlist had native ancestry themselves. Like other postindepen-
dence Latin American republics, moreover, Mexico’s long-term hopes for sta-
bility, productivity, and reform hinged on integrating native and mixed-race
peoples into the republic as productive citizens. Hence the reflexive insistence
that everyone born inside the republic was mexicano.*”

Northerners endeavored to contrast Apaches, Comanches, and Navajos with
indigenous ranchers, farmers, and laborers by continually referring to raiders
with words such as barbarian, savage, or even caribe—a retreat to the very oldest
of Spanish epithets for enemy indigenes. But northern authorities and commen-
tators were surprisingly reluctant to describe the acts of these caribes in detail.
This may be attributed partly to sensibilities about propriety and privacy. But
to denounce the raiders’ tactics in great detail would also have invited uncom-
fortable comparisons, given that Mexicans regularly employed heinous tactics
themselves. Like their Spanish grandfathers, Mexicans surprised and attacked
Apache and Navajo families in their homelands, employed treachery to better
kill their enemies, massacred them and dragged them off as slaves, burned their
homes and crops, stole the animals they depended upon to live. Mexicans of
every station continued to pay, support, and celebrate men like James Kirker
who killed Indians for money. Mexicans nailed Navajo ears to the walls of the
governor’s palace in Santa Fe, displayed severed Comanche heads in provincial
capitals, and jammed the streets of Chihuahua City for a glimpse of withered
Apache scalps.*®

Americans and Texans obviously did comparable things to Indians. But noth-
ing masks the hypocrisy and logical inconsistency of savaging enemies for their
supposed savagery as well as racial absolutes. This helps explain why Americans
and Texans could go so much farther with the rhetoric of barbarism than their
Mexican counterparts. English-speaking writers on diverse American frontiers
often thought intimate descriptions of bodily harm indispensable to communi-
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cating the meaning and horror of Indian war. Children with their heads smashed
in, pregnant mothers with their bellies ripped open, scalped and tortured men
awash in gore, bellowing farm animals dragging their guts behind them —these
had been stock images on successive American frontiers since the late seven-
teenth century. Sometimes even shocking words seemed insufhicient, so settlers
hauled the very bodies of their mutilated kin and neighbors to towns and cities,
setting the corpses on display in order to shame officials into action. Nothing
like that happened in northern Mexico during the 1830s and 1840s, and regional
authorities were loathe even to include graphic details in their reports. Occa-
sionally northern correspondents trespassed sensibilities, as when Raphael de
la Fuente from Monclova reported that Comanches had slain seven freighters,
“pulled some of the dead from their horses, slit their throats, cut them open, dis-
membered them.” But even this atypical author had his limits, concluding that
the raiders had “committed other acts of barbarous cruelty that I cannot even
speak of.”**

Therefore, because their constitutional assumptions, their history, and the
very bodies of their constituents made it impossible for northern politicians and
writers to deal in racial absolutes, and because they generally avoided a vivid dis-
course of savagery, they had to rely on feebler rhetorical tools. Above all, north-
ern authorities and writers deployed a discourse of honor and shame, but one
that sent decidedly mixed messages. On the one hand they tried consistently to
shame national leaders into action. They demanded that authorities in Mexico
City “save the tarnished national honor;” warned that if they did not “cover the
frontier the sad result will be desolation and terror”; prayed that “these enor-
mous evils will draw the attention of the supreme government”; and compared
los salvajes to other threats: “We see that the entire nation cries out with one
voice: war upon the Texans. Why do we not do the same with respect to the
barbarian nations, who are another domestic enemy?” Such calls implicitly ac-
knowledged the might of independent Indians—Mexico City had to help be-
cause los barbaros were too formidable for northerners to defeat on their own.*

But northern commentators and officials seemed to say precisely the opposite
when they turned the same discourse of honor and humiliation on their own
constituents. In the face of disunity and insubordination they sought to shame
northerners by rhetorically stripping independent Indians of organization, poli-
tics, and meaningful society and then pointing at the pathetic remnant and de-
manding that Mexicans account for their prostration before such a contempt-
ible enemy. The most provocative questions came from Chihuahua, the sorry,
brutal heartland of the War of a Thousand Deserts. “What?!” Escudero asked.
“One hundred fifty thousand inhabitants fall back before a handful of enemies
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who neither carry the sign of the cross nor know civilization nor even recognize
any other human symbol than do the animals of the desert?” Another author
demanded to know whether a part of the brave people who only a generation
before had united to overthrow one of Europe’s great powers would now con-
sent to become “slaves to some wandering barbarian tribes, who have no more
policy than robbery and assassination, and no greater force than the caprice of
their temerity, nor more moral authority than terror and menace?!!” What were
Mexicans if they could not cope with foes such as these? “What is a miserable
handful of fearful cannibals that they should keep an organized society in con-
stant anxiety?”*'

The fact that despairing authorities found it necessary to ask such questions
speaks both to systemic disunity in the north and to the inability of existing dis-
course to do much about it. The complexities of northern factionalism at the
regional, departmental, and local levels therefore derived not only from insufh-
cient resources and leadership—ideas and rhetoric mattered as well. And if after
more than ten years of terror and grief northerners had yet to rally themselves
around a sufficiently useful caricature of their enemies, it is unsurprising that
national officials in Mexico City still clung to the same patronizing fiction that
independent Indians were wayward Mexicans yearning to be brought into the
fold.

Consider President Santa Anna’s response to a curious development in 1843.
In January of that year word reached the capital that the paraibo Pia Kusa and
several other Hois Comanches had signed a peace treaty in Coahuila, with
Juan José Galdn—the man who had captured Antonio “Sombrero de Manteca”
Zapata and bested Comanches after their bold raid on Saltillo in early 1841.
The intrepid Galdn commanded respect among his adversaries, but he owed the
diplomatic coup to a broader policy disagreement among the Hois concerning
Texas. While Hois leaders eventually agreed to formal peace with Texas once
Sam Houston replaced the hated Mirabeau Lamar in 1841, it took more than
two years of agonizing internal debate and political maneuvering to get there.
Older paraibos like Mopechucope and Pahayuco urged their people to formalize
peace with the new president, who earnestly insisted that he had not been “chief”
of Texas during the Council House Massacre and the slaughters of Comanche
women and children in camp. Peace would put an end to a ruinous contflict,
would open up valuable new commercial outlets (Houston’s promised trading
houses), and would also afford Hois men the security necessary to expand their
raiding in Mexico. But Texan expansion threatened Comanche hunting terri-
tory, a matter that the young war leader Potsanaquahip, in particular, expressed
alarm over. Just as important, Texans had done much to earn Comanche hatred.
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An election could not change that. While conflict decreased dramatically after
Houston’s reelection, Potsanaquahip, Pia Kusa, and other young Hois leaders
refused to come in and talk peace. As one of Houston’s emissaries was told, “The
bones of their brothers that had been massacred at San Antonio had appeared in
the Road and obstructed their passage.”*

The Mexican treaty suggests that Pia Kusa and others were trying to scuttle
the emerging Texan peace. The paraibo confided to his Mexican counterparts
that he and his followers opposed Texans because of their treacheries and mas-
sacres, especially because of what they had done at the Council House, and
argued that Comanches and Mexicans should align against them. To cultivate
such an alliance, Pia Kusa and his men were willing, at least temporarily, to defy
elder leaders, forgo the spoils of raiding below the river, and make grandiose,
impossible promises. The treaty committed “the Comanche nation” to peace
with Mexico. Pia Kusa agreed to aid Mexico in wartime, promised to mediate
between his new allies and the other Comanche divisions, and, unbelievably —
literally unbelievably, given how extraordinarily rare it was for one Comanche to
kill another— pledged to wage war upon any who refused to embrace the Mexi-
can peace.”’

The signatories lacked standing even to speak for the Hois, let alone other
Comanches. Authorities in Coahuila seem to have treated the agreement with
healthy skepticism, expecting little more than a local reduction in raiding. None-
theless the treaty gave a bit of hope to exhausted families in the northeast and to
Mariano Arista, who was desperate for good news and quick to take credit for the
treaty. The general boasted that his “toil on the frontier had not been without
success” and temporarily abandoned his vivid descriptors of Comanches in favor
of the gentler epithet “children of the desert.” He promptly sent the treaty to
President Santa Anna for ratification. Santa Anna approved the agreement but
insisted on one change. The amendment did not concern terms, enforcement,
or the addition of new national resources in hopes of fortifying the truce —all
things that would have indicated a realistic engagement with the situation. What
bothered the president was that the document referred to Comanches as a na-
tion. That term would have to be dropped. Comanches depended upon and
lived in the territory of the Mexican republic, Santa Anna insisted, and there-
fore could in no way be considered a nation. Mexico was a nation —Comanches
were a tribe, something internal to the republic.**

Soon after correcting Galdn’s vocabulary, Santa Anna’s government took
other steps confirming its willful misunderstanding of independent Indians and
the threats they posed. “Considering that the use of force has failed in three hun-
dred years to introduce the uses of civilization among the barbarian tribes,” the
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president invited the Jesuits back to Mexico to proselytize in the northern fron-
tier for the first time since their expulsion in the eighteenth century. It was an
inexpensive way to both flatter the church and indulge the notion that Coman-
ches, Kiowas, Navajos, and Apaches had only to be taught to be good Mexicans.
In late 1844 the central government exhorted frontier officials and presidial offi-
cers not to wait for the Jesuits but to civilize los barbaros themselves. Presidial
commanders were to begin with any barbarians they captured, to treat them
well and provide them with moral and religious instruction in hopes of gradually
making them and their people “if not friends, then at least enemies who under-
stand us, and whom we can understand.” The rewards seemed obvious: “This
work is slow, but it will cover you in glory, placing you among the benefactors of
humanity.”*

Occasional gestures at improving defense —stillborn colonization plans, edicts
on the education of select presidial soldiers, insincere promises to prioritize pre-
sidio funding above all else —did nothing to address fundamental problems. De-
spite modest increases in personnel at select garrisons in the early 1840s, no
presidios had even half of the men they were required to have by a law passed in
1826, to say nothing of the number they realistically needed following the surge
in raiding after 1831. Chihuahua’s presidios apparently operated at less than one-
third of their requisite strength. Horses posed an even bigger problem. The five
departments that provided data on horses in 1840 reported herds less than 10
percent as large as they were supposed to be. And as raids escalated and Indians
stole more and more animals, mounts inevitably became harder and harder to
come by. Six years later reporting departments had on average less than 3 per-
cent of their required horses. Even if there had been more men at the presidios,
they would have had to chase raiders on foot. The report of the minister of war in
1844 makes it clear that los barbaros attracted as little national attention as they
did resources. In a section entitled “barbarian Indians” the minister bemoaned
the decline of the presidios and expounded on the necessity of their revival.
The section was less than one page long. By comparison the minister devoted
a page and a half to a farcical attempt by Texas to seize New Mexico (the so-
called Santa Fe expedition), five pages to Texas generally, and more than twenty
pages to an ongoing rebellion in the Yucatdn. For Santa Anna’s administration,
los indios barbaros were, as always, a local or a regional problem, a persistent
social ill —unlike Texans and rebels in the Yucatin, who manifestly threatened
the nation-state.*

Frustrated northerners may have taken comfort in the knowledge that others
of their countrymen had grown equally weary of Santa Anna. Saddled with the
same dismal finances that had facilitated his overthrow of Bustamante in 1841
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and obsessed with the unrealistic and increasingly unpopular notion of recon-
quering Texas, the great leader pushed through huge increases in taxes and de-
manded millions of pesos to raise a larger army. By mid-1844 his political base
began to collapse. In November he marched out of Mexico City to put down a
challenge from a prominent general. The city turned against him in his absence,
pulling down his statue and installing the moderate José Joaquin de Herrera as
president. Santa Anna was arrested in January of 1845 and sentenced to exile in
Havana*

Santa Anna’s latest defeat came at a propitious time for the broken and har-
ried Mexican north. The general’s ouster made room for one of the most con-
scientious and responsible governments in Mexico’s history, one whose leaders
took power at precisely the moment when weary ideas and ineftective discourse
about the war were giving way to something more promising. By the mid-1840s
a new consensus began taking shape across the republic that would at last pro-
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duce a useful caricature of independent Indians, one based not on race, sav-
agery, honor, or shame, but on an imagined alliance between the raiders and

enemies more sinister still >

MEDALLIONS OF SILVER: RAIDERS START MAKING SENSE

The notion that Texans or Americans fomented Indian raids had been lurk-
ing on the margins of the conversation about raiding from the very start, but
moved to its center only in the 1840s** As Texas adopted a more provocative
stance toward Mexico early in the decade, northern officials observed with inter-
est that hostile Texans could generate both interdepartmental cooperation and
help from the central government, whereas Comanches, Kiowas, and Apaches
provoked neither. In 1843, for example, more than a thousand men from Chi-
huahua and Durango marched to New Mexico to head off a rumored invasion
from Texas (one that never materialized). Departmental authorities and editors
shrewdly started peppering their laments and appeals for federal assistance with
the word Texan. A typical editorial from Tamaulipas in 1844 noted that “the
proud and triumphant Indians, certainly allied with the thieves and contraban-
distas of the frontier and with the Texans, kill without pity, attack the country-
side, rob the horses, and take them to sell or trade for arms in the markets of the
United States.”*

Independent Indians were made to be associates or even servants of Texans
and norteamericanos. Northerners stopped talking simply about foreign markets
fueling raids and began speaking more openly about agreements, alliances, and
conspiracies. The governor of Durango, for example, tried to galvanize public
opinion by insisting that Indian invasions were “directed by the Texans.” The
governor of Tamaulipas explained to President Herrera in 1845 that los barbaros
had forged an alliance with the Texans, who supplied the raiders with guns and
ammunition in order to destabilize the frontier. Later in the year Nuevo Leén’s
governor drafted another of his perennial appeals for arms and ammunition, but
this time he insisted that the resources were needed “against the frequent and
bloody incursions of the barbarians, and above all to protect [the department]
against a blow from the Texans.” Two weeks later the ministry of war promised to
send all of the weapons and munitions the governor had requested.*

Mexico City felt comfortable with the connection between Texans and Indian
raiders. The problem of Anglo-American traders arming northern Indians had
long been recognized in the capital, and the foreign ministry made a number
of formal complaints about the practice to their U.S. counterparts during the
1830s.** By the 1840s national officials were prepared to see more systematic
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connections between norteamericanos and los barbaros, in part because such
connections helped explain native triumphs. While most of the republic’s top
administrators held more inclusive and in many ways less realistic views about
independent Indians than northerners did, opinions converged on the matter of
Indian politics.

Despite abundant evidence that Apaches, Navajos, and especially Comanches
and Kiowas were able to mobilize their communities to an astonishing degree
in pursuit of shared goals, most northern observers portrayed these Indians as
thoroughly apolitical —as disorganized animals killing just to kill. Part of this has
to do with the silence of the enemy. One of the most frightening and maddening
aspects of the barbaro war was its lack of words. Nearly all of the other organized
violence that touched Mexicans’ lives in the first half of the nineteenth cen-
tury, and there was much of it, came with masses of words: declarations, plans,
and pronouncements defending actions and defining goals. Even the uprisings
of sedentary indigenous peoples in Sonora and elsewhere across the republic
had goals accessible to other Mexicans through language. In contrast, northern
Mexicans usually experienced and nearly always described barbarians as inscru-
table. They thought that los indios barbaros had no organized goals beyond as-
sassination and plunder. They had no politics, no overall plan, only foul hearts
that took pleasure in the murder and ruination of helpless Mexican families.

Most national leaders rejected so harsh a characterization and usually thought
of these peoples instead as wayward Mexicans. Raiders were not members of co-
herent communities working toward shared goals; they were ignorant children
in need of punishment and instruction. An exception to this apolitical interpre-
tation helps prove the rule. In the aftermath of the Comanche attack on Saltillo
in 1841, an author in Mexico City named M. Paino took it upon himself to
disabuse his countrymen of their misconceptions. Drawing primarily on infor-
mation from former captives, Paino observed that “those who have not traveled
to the frontier believe that the war waged by the Indians has no plan or scheme
whatever and is consequently insignificant. Unfortunately, this is not the case.”
The author went on to describe the councils that preceded Comanche cam-
paigns, the “eloquent and logical” speeches of leaders, the ceremonies and songs
that helped fix collective purpose, the common material and nonmaterial goals
that bound raiders together, and the manner in which they embarked on their
assaults. Northerners and national leaders recognized that raiders acted in con-
cert but generally refused to do what Paino did, that is, understand that coopera-
tion as something that emerged in their camps and councils as part of an indige-
nous political tradition. Instead Mexican observers simply tended to ignore the
cooperative dimension to Indian raiding and portray raiders themselves as mind-
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less animals or wayward children. Either way the political implications were the
same: independent indigenous peoples were not mature political communities
in pursuit of coherent policies. Thus the idea that foreign agents somehow di-
rected their movements helped northerners and national officials alike explain
how these nonpolitical beings could be so united and formidable.**

Early in the decade, then, editors and politicians in Mexico City began making
the connection. In 1841, for example, with Lamar boasting of plans to make the
Sierra Madre the southern boundary of Texas, the editors of Mexico’s ofhicial
newspaper insisted that Texans were inciting Indian raiders to prepare the way
for a planned invasion. In 1842 the central government decided to reward the
northern town of Reynosa, Tamaulipas, for its participation in a successtul battle
against Comanches. The militiamen and their leaders, including the ex-rebel
Antonio Canales, received a coat of arms with a sun on a blue background and a
title that had nothing at all to do with Comanches: “Valiant defender of Texas, of
the integrity of the Mexican territory.” In 1844 the Mexican Congress urged the
president to send resources to frontier populations because “their loyal breasts
are the walls that contain the barbarians beyond San Luis [Potosi], Zacatecas,
and other departments” and because “the national honor and dignity want not
to submit to the disloyal Texan.”**

As soon as the purported Indian-Texan connection started coming into
focus, two things happened that would finally produce something approaching
national consensus on Indian raiding. First, U.S. president John Tyler presented
Congress with a plan for the annexation of Texas in the spring of 1844. Tyler’s
scheme failed, but most observers realized that annexation was now only a mat-
ter of time, and commentators throughout Mexico began discussing the likeli-
hood of war with the United States. While officials in Mexico City struggled over
whether and how to prepare for such a war, the second change took place: inde-
pendent Indians dramatically escalated their raiding activities across the whole
of northern Mexico. In Chihuahua a series of agreements that had secured peace
with Apaches in 1842 and 1843 started unraveling in 1844 and came entirely un-
done in 1845. In New Mexico the deepening conflict with Navajos seemed every
month less comprehensible, and as of September 1844 well-armed Utes had
declared war against the department as well.*

Most disastrously, after a relatively uneventful 1843 Comanches and Kiowas
launched several huge campaigns into Tamaulipas, Nuevo Leén, Coahuila,
Chihuahua, Durango, and Zacatecas in 1844 and 1845. The renewed, indeed
unprecedented, energy behind the assaults seems to have been connected to the
long-delayed consummation of peace between the Hois and Houston’s Texas.
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No matter the treaty Pia Kusa made with Galdn, the potential threats of Texan
expansion, or Lamar’s treacheries and massacres, there remained the hard logic
that seasoned leaders such as Pahayuco and Mopechucope evidently subscribed
to. War with Texas had been ruinous and peace with them could be profitable,
whereas the reverse seemed to be true with Mexico. By mid-1844, Comanche
elders had convinced a critical mass of young warriors that a Texas treaty would
be in their interest. The matter was effectively settled in October, when Pot-
sanaquahip, the most influential of all Hois warriors, reluctantly and somewhat
sullenly joined with his elder Mopechucope in signing a peace treaty with Hous-
ton. Texan authorities obligingly agreed to issue passports to prominent warriors
should they need to approach San Antonio while en route to Mexico*®

Potsanaquahip’s move left Pia Kusa as the only Hois of firstimportance refusing
to make peace with Texas. It would be another year before he could bring him-
self to formally reconcile with Texan authorities, but reconcile he did. Whereas
he made Mexicans grandiose and impossible promises on behalf of his people,
Pia Kusa approached Texan negotiators humbly, insisting that he did not “talk,”
that he lacked the authority to engage in diplomatic conversation. He promised
to abide by the peace all the same. Meanwhile, he had long since abandoned his
now-irrelevant Mexican treaty. Pia Kusa seems to have paid his last peaceful visit
to the Mexican settlements in spring of 1844. By summer, Texan agents observed
parties of young men who claimed to belong to his rancheria preparing for raids
into Mexico, and a few months later a Texan newspaper reported that Pia Kusa
and his men had killed sixty people at a ranch near Guerrero. The Mexican
peace was dead. Whatever the paraibo thought of the Texas treaty, he was quick
to exploit the improved security and the market opportunities it offered to raise
men for campaigns below the Rio Grande.*’

The increased campaigning probably also reflects a change felt more broadly
throughout the southern plains: a decline in bison. Decades of overhunting for
the hide trade lay at the root of the problem. Moreover, the huge herds of horses
and mules Comanches and Kiowas kept on the southern plains made it harder
for bison to feed themselves. The diets of horses and buffalo overlap by 8o per-
cent, and competition became deadly during winter, when Indians sustained
their herds on the same riverine resources that bison depended on for survival.
Thus, an ironic cycle: the massive increase in raiding after 1840 hastened the de-
cline of bison populations by vastly increasing the number of horses and mules
on the plains, while scarcity of bison gave Comanches and Kiowas another rea-
son to organize raiding campaigns. A few non-Indian observers commented on
the situation. In 1843, for example, Padre Antonio Martinez of Taos insisted that
Indians raided into Mexico in large part because the animals they depended
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upon were vanishing. A year later an observer at the eastern edge of the south-
ern plains remarked on the “extreme destitution” of the region’s peoples, who
supposedly told him that “our bows and arrows can no longer reach the buffalo,
they are getting too far off.” Comanches consumed herd animals in times of
such shortages, and the extraordinary campaigns of 1844 and 1845 may well have
been driven partly by a need to obtain meat and rebuild herds.*

Whatever the impetus, the campaigns were tremendously destructive. They
began in October of 1844 when two groups of several hundred warriors each
crossed the river, one heading east along the lower Rio Grande and the other
riding west into Chihuahua. The timing of the twin campaigns itself fueled
speculation about norteamericano collusion, and small but significant details
about the raids only deepened these suspicions. The eastern group attacked and
set fire to ranches in northern Tamaulipas and then killed nearly fifty Mexican
men from Guerrero who had been sent to pursue them. Several days later a
larger Mexican force attacked the raiders again, this time driving them off and
rescuing fifty-five captive women and children. The plains warriors fled weeping,
shamed, and grief-stricken at having to leave scores of fallen comrades behind.
Mexicans reported that “on some of the dead barbarians were found medallions
of silver, a bust of President Van Buren, dated 1837, and the emblem of the US
on the reverse.”*

Mexican defenders also had unusual success against the group that had gone
into Chihuahua, killing a remarkable four dozen Comanches during a pitched
battle in the district of Jiménez. Here too Mexicans found confirmation for their
mounting suspicions. Among the Comanche dead were two norteamericanos.
The Mexican commander went so far as to claim that the majority of the attack-
ing Indians were in fact “not Comanches, because of their countenances, dress,
etc. This afirms more the idea that the Texans foment them to make war upon
us.” The next year while Comanches were campaigning through Durango, au-
thorities captured a Mexican who had been riding with them. The man reported
that four “men of reason” — Christians—traveled with the raiders and tried to
guide their movements with information they extracted from a Mexican whom
they kept imprisoned: “They are from distant lands and are the most vicious

murderers.”*®

MORE ADVANCED OBJECTIVES: THE NEW CONSENSUS

These sorts of intriguing details, combined with the fact that the surge in raids
coincided with U.S. preparations to expand into Texas, convinced most Mexi-
can observers that Indians, Texans, and the U.S. government were all connected.
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It appeared that Indian raiding suddenly had, in the words of a writer from Ta-
maulipas, “more advanced objectives than killing and robbing.” Mexicans had
long assumed that residents of Texas and the United States profited indirectly
from raiding through trade. But now editors and politicians were describing a
more ambitious and integrated arrangement wherein los barbaros were an essen-
tial component of a norteamericano plan to despoil Mexico of its northern ter-
ritories. Durango’s Registro Oficial, for example, observed that “the barbarians
have never been so formidable as in the last years” and attributed the change
to U.S. machinations. Some version of this basic hypothesis quickly found ad-
herents across the republic. Newspapers throughout the north made the con-
nection, as did papers in Mexico City and even in departments far south of the
frontier. Carlos Maria Bustamante, the great Mexican chronicler of the period,
wrote in one of his histories about norteamericanos providing los barbaros with
guns and ammunition and then pushing them into Mexico.”

The Mexican position became far more desperate thanks to the caprice of
American electoral politics. In early 1844 political observers in Washington had
reason to expect the Whig candidate Henry Clay would win the general election
in November. Clay and his supporters assumed he would face former president
Martin Van Buren as the Democratic candidate and that insofar as Van Buren’s
name was still shackled to the depression that had cost him reelection in 1840,
the Whigs could prevail by focusing on economic issues. But matters soon grew
more complex. Tyler’s annexation ploy and John C. Calhoun’s championing of
annexation as critical to the survival of slavery refocused the election around
divisive sectional issues. Van Buren insisted publicly that annexation would be
tantamount to an act of war against Mexico; born of “lust for power, with fraud
and violence in the train.” It was a principled stance—and an expensive one.
Proannexation Democrats managed to block his nomination at the convention
and, after fisticuffs, recriminations, teary speeches, and round after round of
inconclusive voting, James K. Polk emerged as the consensus candidate.*

John Quincy Adams once described Polk (to his face) as “an Anglo-Saxon,
slave-holding exterminator of Indians.” Polk was indeed a Jackson man. Elected
to Congress in 1824, he became Jackson’s key lieutenant in the House once Old
Hickory became president, and through loyal and effective championing of
Jackson’s agenda he earned the sobriquet “Young Hickory.” Polk was an intense,
hardworking, and somewhat retiring figure, with little of his patron’s combustive
personality. He skillfully filled the position of Speaker of the House from 1835
to 1839, when he became governor of Tennessee. A failed reelection bid in 1841
and another in 1843 might have put an end to Polk’s political career had not an
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21. James K. Polk, Freedom’s Champion.

Napoleon Sarony, 1846. Library of Congress,
Prints and Photographs Division.

ailing Jackson personally endorsed his candidacy during the tortured negotia-
tions at the Democratic convention. Whigs reacted with glee to the nomina-
tion of a figure with so thin a national reputation, chanting derisively “Who is
James K. Polk?”*

It soon became clear who James K. Polk was—a committed, even zealous
expansionist. He championed an advantageous settlement with Britain over the
disputed boundary of Oregon and the reannexation of Texas; reannexation be-
cause, like Jefferson and Jackson before him, Polk claimed Texas had been part
of the Louisiana Purchase. Thus the election of 1844 presented voters with a
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stark choice. Like Van Buren, the Whig candidate Clay equated annexation with
a dishonorable war against Mexico. Clay insisted he was unwilling “to involve
this country in a foreign war for the object of acquiring Texas.” In the end the
contest was phenomenally close and could not have been more important for
the United States or for Mexico. Had Clay won just 5,107 more votes in New
York State from the nearly one million cast, he would have become president
and there almost certainly would have been no annexation of Texas, no war with
Mexico, no U.S. Civil War, and a vastly different continental story. But by the
narrowest of margins Polk’s vision took the day. Outgoing President Tyler inter-
preted the election as a mandate to try again, and he pressed Congress to pass a
joint resolution in favor of annexation. This time Congress obliged, barely—the
resolution passed the Senate with one vote to spare. Tyler signed the measure
into law three days before leaving office. All that remained was for Texas to ac-
cept the invitation.>*

These events provoked a diplomatic crisis in U.S.-Mexican relations, one
that began to converge with the war against los barbaros. For nearly fifteen years
northern Mexicans had labored in vain to convince their leaders in Mexico City
that Indian raiding was a national crisis. Now, just weeks after annexation had
finally been approved in Washington, no less a figure than the Mexican minister
of war was arguing the case for them. Minister Pedro Garcfa Conde belonged
to an old Sonoran family and had himself fought los barbaros with distinction in
the 1830s. Now in a position of power and emboldened by events in the United
States, Garcia Conde put all the pieces together. He confidently explained to
the house and senate that the “hordes of barbarians” were “sent out every time
by the usurpers of our territory, in order to desolate the terrain they desire to
occupy without risk and without honor.” Garcia Conde described an agreement
whereby the United States provided the Indian raiders not only with arms and
ammunition, but also with a political education, with “the necessary instruction
they need to understand the power they can wield when united in great masses,
which cannot be resisted in the desert without enormous difficulties.”**

As spring turned to summer, Mexico’s administrators had more and more rea-
son to worry about the deserts in the north. On July 4, 1845, Texans overwhelm-
ingly voted to accept the U.S. annexation offer. Some in Mexico cried for war.
The influential newspaper EI Siglo XIX understood that the republic was ill-
prepared for a war against the United States, but, perhaps assuming that defeat
would mean little more than the permanent loss of Texas, advocated conflict
anyway: “Defeat and death on the banks of the Sabine would be glorious and
beautiful; a peace treaty signed in Mexico’s National Palace would be infamous
and execrable.” While President Herrera had taken a conciliatory view of the
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Texan situation and continued to hope for a negotiated solution, he now felt
compelled to prepare for war. Congress authorized a loan of three million pesos
to fund the defense, and Herrera ordered troops to march north to the lower Rio
Grande. Meanwhile, more alarms were coming in from the frontier. A promi-
nent northern general reported in August that Comanche raids had created
vast, unguarded wastelands that the United States was preparing to exploit in its
planned invasion.*®

This claim seemed all the more believable given some of the things norte-
americanos were writing in their newspapers. In September, the New Orleans
Tropic reported that four hundred Comanches had left on a campaign into
Mexico: “It is to be inferred, therefore, that should it be necessary to increase
the force of Uncle Sam and Texas combined, to whip our blanketed neighbors
(than which, however, nothing is more absurd), the aid of the brave Comanches
could be secured.” The New Orleans Commercial Bulletin went farther, report-
ing in late summer that thousands of Comanches were preparing for a major
campaign below the river. The editors thought this intelligence might make
Mexico less bellicose in its dealings with the United States: “It is probable that
the government of that nation will very soon have enough fighting within its bor-
ders without any need to look without in search of enemies.” Given “the extraor-
dinary magnitude of the indigenous force that has united along the line of the
Rio Grande, the temptations that the rich but weakened population of northern
Mexico present to the . . . savage, and the irresistible impulse that will carry
[American| immigration to the Pacific;” the editors reasoned, all of northern
Mexico would soon be “engulfed in a terrible Indian war.” Such an event would
“powerfully influence political relations” as well as Mexico’s foreign policy and
“would have to be considered as a new element in diplomatic calculations.””

A newspaper in Veracruz reprinted the Bulletin article, and Durango’s Regi-
stro Oficial published the Veracruz translation with comments in August. While
the Durango editors admitted the gravity of the Comanche threat, they insisted
that the Bulletin exaggerated the situation “to no other end than to justify the
treachery with which our northern brothers conduct themselves.” They rejected
the implication that the war against los barbaros would necessarily prevent
Mexico from defending its territory against the “longing gaze” of the United
States. The Registro argued that Mexico had the resources necessary to cope
with both threats but added that everything hinged on Mexico City’s willing-
ness to take Comanches seriously and fortify the frontier. If the government did
so, Mexicans would soon have the opportunity “to teach a lesson to those who
call themselves civilized and fathers of American liberty, and in certain regards
exhibit more barbarism than those others who have not given up the state of



222 Nations

nature into which they were born and raised.” A month later the newspaper re-
peated rumors that thousands of Texan and U.S. soldiers were massing outside
Corpus Christi, Texas, and that this force would be preceded by Indians. “The
war against the barbarians cannot be considered isolated and like the one our
fathers suffered through,” the editors insisted, “but rather intimately linked to
the Texas war [by which they meant the looming conflict with the United States
over Texas], to which it is auxiliary and cooperative.”*®

By autumn there were some scattered indications that Indian raiding was
finally becoming a national priority. In October alone the central government
took several steps to improve security. It ordered regular troops to march into
Zacatecas and protect haciendas from raiders. The gunpowder factory in Zacate-
cas was ordered to ship to Durango all the powder the people of that department
needed to resist los barbaros. The president also promised to send the residents
of Tamaulipas several hundred firearms and forty thousand rounds of ammuni-
tion. He authorized the shipment of one thousand guns to Arista in Nuevo Leén
so that frontier populations there could be equipped to mount a defense against
los indios and foreigners. And when Comanches campaigned through Durango
kidnapping dozens of children, the government sent a regiment of cavalry north
to pursue them, at the expense of the national treasury.*®

Such measures hardly amounte