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The Apache Wars were fought over a protracted period for much of the nineteenth century.  Fought in the South West, the Apaches battled with first the Mexicans and then the forces of the United States following the ceding of New Mexico to the US in the late 1840s.  The consistent theme of these battles was the testing of the Apache homelands by the forces of Spain, Mexico and the United States.  This would create a cycle of violence in which no side emerged with impunity.  Their homelands under pressure, various Apache tribes would commence hit-and-run raids on frontier settlements and homesteads.  This would lead to a punitive reaction by the armed forces of Mexico and the United States, who usually exacted retribution on Apache encampment.  This would, in turn, lead to further attacks, and the cycle would continue.  The battles of the Apache Wars were therefore bloody skirmishes in a guerrilla war that has rightly been studied in recent years with the resurgence of non-linear warfare.  So skilled were Chiricahua Apache war chiefs like Cochise and Geronimo that a tribe numbering no more than 4000 individuals was able to hold down the Mexican and United States armies over a century of engagement. 

Studies of the archaeology of Apache battlefields by Lambach (2001) and Haecker (2002) have identified a pattern of Apache warfare that indicates a strong engagement with terrain. The high desert terrain of the South West was home to the Chiricahua, and the typical landscape of mountain passes, narrow canyons and rock outcrops provided a means of constructing a fortified battlefield in which the effect of terrain multiplication could magnify the effort of the few Apache warriors – the bait being unsuspecting Apache encampments, or the draw of a fresh spring in an otherwise arid landscape.  As indicated by Haecker, ambush was a favoured tactic, with the Apaches generally considering that the enemy should not be attacked unless they could be defeated; more often than not Apache warriors would retreat if there was no means of securing the victory.  Their weaponry was diverse and evolved to take in the opportunity of firearms.  By the later part of the nineteenth century, the Apaches were able to take advantage of both captured firearms and weapons purchased from traders.  

The Battle of Apache Pass (15 July 1862) is a classic example of the ambush tactics employed by the Chiricahua.  With most troops transferred to the Eastern Theater of the Civil War (1861-65) the Apaches held out hope that their tactics in expelling the Americans had worked.  Cochise hoped to demonstrate his strength by attacking a 2300 man Union army on its way from California to deal with the Confederate forces in New Mexico.  Water supply was an issue for the troops; Cochise new that they would have to enter a dangerous canyon – Apache Pass – to gain access to a spring, and as such was on hand to cut off the troops in the Pass and ambush them using the terrain advantage in the Canyon.  The draw was the spring; entering the canyon was the only means of securing access to the water; the steep slopes provided vantage and availability of stone the opportunity to create breastwork fortifications from which to create firing positions, and to confuse the enemy.  In this case, the battle did not0 go Cochise’s way – but other cases demonstrate that this type of ambush was successfully used throughout the history of the Apache Wars.  

Using this and other examples, it is possible to show how a numerically inferior force can use terrain to its full advantage in military campaigns.  Modern military theorists consider the use of terrain from the perspective of at least four basic issues: 1, vantage – observing and being observed by your enemy; 2, going – the nature of the ground over which you travel, and the opportunities to traverse this; 3, fortification – the means of creating field fortifications; 4, supply – the possibility of supplying the needs of the army from the ground.  The battles of the Apache Wars show elegantly how the Chiricahua and other Apache tribes were masters of their landscape, capable of turning the upland terrain of the South West to their advantage.

The Battle of Hembrillo Canyon, 6-7 April 1880, is a good example that has been investigated in depth by Lambach (2001), and which was visited by the author in 2005.  This battle was fought between Apaches of the Eastern Chiricahua (Warm Springs or Chihenne Apache) and Mescalero tribes in the Hembrillo Basin, close to the White Sands Missile Range in southern New Mexico.  The Basin is developed in the north-south trending San Andres mountains, and comprises north-south striking Late Paleozoic sedimentary rocks of Permian and Carboniferous age, that lie unconformably upon Precambrian metamorphics (Kottlowski et al., 1956).  The regional dip of the Paleozoic rocks is gentle, around 10° to the west.  The Permian rocks of the Abo and Yeso formations comprise mudrocks and sandstones which are freely weathering to create a series of steps capped by sandstones with intervening argillaceous rocks forming less steep slopes.  These slopes and cap rocks were to be used to advantage by the Apaches in 1880 (Lambach 2001).  The entrance to the Hembrillo Basin, Hembrillo Canyon, opens eastwards into the Tularosa Basin and the White Sands National Monument.  The Canyon is partially barred by a roughly north-south trending diabase dike.  Westwards is the valley of the Jornada de Muerto, the Sierra Caballo and the Rio Grande.

The Battle of Hembrillo Canyon forms part of the Victorio War of 1879-80, in which US troops attempted to return Apache chief Victorio and his tribesmen to the reservation at Mescalero.  It is a battle in which two units of the US Cavalry (6th and 9th) were deployed, against a numerically inferior force, in which the Apaches were able to use the advantages of terrain, and to use that terrain to greatest effect, using maximum possible advantage of the geological features that presented themselves.  From a vantage perspective, the Apaches were well sited; they had prepared fortifications, and were always able to occupy the eastwards facing limestone and sandstone scarp edges, which were denied the US soldiers of the 6th Cavalry, who were pinned down on exposed dip slopes to the east.  Although the going was good for men and horses, possession of the scarp tops by the Apaches meant that once committed, the only viable opportunity to move over the landscape was on foot, pinned down by long-range Apache rifle fire.  The use of breastwork fortifications is a noted tactic employed by the Apaches for generations (Lambach 2001; Haecker, 2002).  At Hembrillo, the possibility of fortification was strong, given the preponderance of flat-bedded sandstone blocks capping the minor Permian escarpments of the Hembrillo Basin.  These were created along the scarps, denying access to the more open westwards facing dip slopes, and providing a strong, integrated system of natural fortifications, a function of the geology of the basin.  Finally, as the day wore on, the need to access springs in the basin became acute for the Cavalry troopers; Victorio sensibly guarded these with, as the archaeology shows, warriors with Henry repeating rifles to maximize firepower.

Ultimately, Victorio was to withdraw from the battlefield, even though he had proved that the Apaches could master it, and in this way, the battle was inconclusive.  But as Hembrillo and other battles and skirmishes of the long running Apache Wars shows, the Apaches were masters of their battlefields, using geology to the greatest effect in multiplying the firepower of a numerically inferior force. 
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