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FORT WEBSTER ON THE MIMBRES RIVER

LEE MYERS

OF THE SEVERAL frontier military installations established to
combat the Apache menace in southwestern New Mexico, Fort
Webster was the first." It was the only one of the group to occupy
two different locations, the first at the Copper Mines, the second
on the Mimbres River. Until recently this last site has been lost to
history. : :

“The Copper Mines, now Santa Rita and the site of Kennecott
Copper Corporation’s huge open-pit copper mine, was in the heart
of the range of Mangas Coloradas’ band of fierce warriors, vari-
ously referred to as. the Copper Mine, Warm Springs, Mimbres,
and Gila Apaches. The history of the mining of this rich deposit
of native copper includes more than one hundred and sixty years
of operation under Spanish, Mexican, and American supervision
and it was under almost constant harassment by the Apache until
the late 1870's.2

In the first months of 1851 the International Boundary Com-
mission, composed. of representatives. of the United States and
Mexico and charged with surveying and mapping the boundary
between the two countries in accordance with the 1848 Guada-
lupe-Hidalgo treaty, which ended the Mexican War, made Santa
Rita their headquarters for several months.® While there, the
Commission and their 3rd Infantry escort occupied several of the
old adobe buildings left by the Spanish and Mexican operators, in-
cluding a triangular stronghold that had served the dual purpose

of a fort against the Indians and a prison to confine the convict
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labor from Chihuahua utilized as miners.* Bartlett called his camp
Cantonment Dawson.?

After séveral months’ occupation, Cantonment Dawson was
abandoned by the Boundary Commission;® then, on January 23,
1852, Company K, 3rd United States Infantry, upon the recom-
mendation of Brevet Major Enoch Steen, 1st Dragoons,” reoc-
cupied the site and named it Fort Webster in honor of Daniel
Webster who was then United States Senator from Massachusetts.®

Steen recommended that the post should be garrisoned by troops
who were then stationed at Dona Ana on the Rio Grande. The
presence of these troops among the Apache, declared Steen, would
have such a restraining effect upon the savages that peace would
be secured without “resorting to that last extreme, the shedding of
blood. . . .” In addition, said the Major, it would save the War
Department fifteen thousand dollars per annum in rents, fuel, and
grazing, the amount then being expended at Dofia Ana for the
maintenance of the dragoons and their horses.”

On September 9, 1852, Fort Webster was moved to the Mim-
bres River. Records of the move and of the second site differ about
the direction and the number of miles from the Copper Mines.
The reason for the move is not readily apparent without consider-
able study of the history of the time and place. The direction and
distance has been variously given as east or northeast, and. eight or
fourteen miles. Colonel J. K. F. Mansfield, who inspected the post
in 1853, gave the location as “latitude 33° on the Mimbres about
14) miles east of the Copper mines.”*® The actual locatlon is nearer
32° 49" north latitude. ‘

Doctor William Carr Lane, who served as governor of the Ter—
ritory of New Mexico in 1852-1853, was also empowered to act
as Secretary of Indian Affairs for New Mexico. He believed that
the cheapest and most effective peace with the Apache could be
attained by feeding them. Accordmgly, he negotiated a treaty
with the Copper. Mine band, agreeing to supply. rations for five
years to all who would settle upon and work farm lands of his
choosing.™ Upon the recommendation of Major Steen, who: by
now was in command at Fort Webster with a garrison of two.com:
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panies of dragoons and one of infantry,”” farm lands were con-
tracted for in the fertile Mimbres Valley adjacent to the new fort.
This experiment apparently died aborning, for Washington failed
to ratify the treaty and the food and other supplies that Lane had
ordered were halted, and the disgruntled Indians returned to their
former savage economy, dependent upon the warpath and raids
on encroaching civilization.*®
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Drawn by Joseph Edward Maxwell, of Georgia, who entered the U.S. Military
Academy in 1846; brevetted 2nd Lt. 3rd Infantry, July 1850; he was killed in a
skirmish with the Apache near Fort Union, June 30, 1854. Heitman, Historical
Register, vol. 1, p. 698.
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On December 20, 1853, the second Fort Webster was aban-
doned and the garrison and stores moved to Fort Thorn, in the
vicinity of present-day Hatch, New Mexico, victim of the defeat of
Governor Lane’s plan for peace and Apache refusal to be cowed
by the appearance of troops in their midst.

Although Fort Webster, at its two sites, was not of major politi-
cal or historical importance, it is entitled to recognition as the first
military post established in southwestern New Mexico for the con-
trol of the Apache of that region. Today, with the revival of interest
in western history, the question arises: where was Fort Webster
located? The first site at the Copper Mines is reasonably well
documented; the Mimbres River site is another matter.

It has been reported, but not officially and with no documenta-
tion, as having been located at the later site of Mowry City, on the
lower Mimbres where the Butterfield Overland Mail and immi-
grant trails crossed that river. Army records and maps show that
this location is impossible. Mansfield included a map of the post,
the Mimbres River and the adjacent terrain in his detailed re-
ports of 1853. In this map the contour of the surrounding region
in no way coincides with that of the Mowry City area.™

In an effort to pin down the site of Fort Webster, several per-
sons, including the writer, drove to the Mimbres Valley in October
1964. We were equipped with copies of two of Mansfield’s maps*®
and a working knowledge of the history of the post. One member,
an avid history buff and mineral collector, was thoroughly familiar
with the entire area. Several years before he had asked Juan Serna,
long a resident of the valley, what had been the origin of a mound
of earth alongside New Mexico State Road 61. Juan replied, “Old
men told me it used to be a fort.” This small mound, evidently
man-made, was the starting point for the search.

The factors considered, all set forth in the map, were the im-
mediate terrain, hills on each side of the river, a bluff approx-
imately one hundred feet high bordering the river on the west, the
river itself, and level farm land in the river bottom, a road de-
signated “Wagon Road to Copper Mines,” and a trail designated
“Trail to the Copper Mines.”
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- The “Road to Copper Mines” ran in a direction opposite to that .
of the present highway. This we found explained by a map of the
Military Department of New Mexico dated 1864, in which a
road, coming west from the Rio Grande, did indeed run north
and up the west side of Mimbres River, to turn left several miles
beyond our site and, by way of Shingle Canyon, enter what is
now Santa Rita from the north.

Today, Highway 180, going east, from Santa Rita to the Mim-
bres River, winds through a short but deep canyon bordering the
river on the west, over a roadbed blasted entirely from the side of
the canyon. Across the canyon one can see the remains of a nar-
row, tortuous wagon road, many years deserted. After exploring
the valley for several miles north and south we concluded that this
old wagon road must have been the “Trail to the Copper Mines.”

When we asked Horace Bounds of the nearby village of San
Lorenzo, the owner of the land where the mound of dirt was
. located, whether he had any knowledge of the old fort, he an-
" swered in the negative. Then he stated that he had once farmed a
number of acres opposite our site and had experienced trouble
with several large mounds of earth there. Finally, exasperated, he
leveled them with a bulldozer and met more difficulty, for they
each proved to conceal a core of stones foreign to the immediate
area. The terrain matched that of the map so closely that we went
back, after searching elsewhere for another possible site. There
now remained just one piece of the puzzle missing. Approximately
one mile south of the site, the Mimbres River bends to the east
instead of to the west, as shown on the map. Then our local guide
remembered tales of a flood of the river many years before, so great
that the channel had been destroyed and a new one scoured out.”

We were now convinced that our site was indeed that of Fort
Webster and we wondered where the old log and adobe buildings
of Mansfield’s description had stood. After more than one hundred
years there are very few 'signs visible and none to prove conclu-
sively our theory. A few pieces of broken pottery that may or may
not have been of military origin, an occasional square nail and
several sparse collections of stones of construction size, nothing
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more. But on the positive side is the matching with the various
features on the map and the fact that nowhere, north or south,
can similar ones be found. The post had evidently stood astride
what is now State 61, approximately a mile and a half north of
Acklin’s Store. | '

Since our 1964 expedition additional material has been found
that, together with the map, establishes the site, with little or no
chance for controversy. James Tevis, in his reminiscences of Ari-
zona in the 1850’,'® describes a fight with the Apaches on the
Mimbres several miles below our site. After the fight his forces,
volunteer miners from Pinos Altos, started to return to their mines
by way of what he termed “Copper Mine Pass.” Although there
is no longer such a name in the locality, it is evident that anyone
traveling on foot, saddle animal or pack train in the 1850’s could
not have found a more direct route from the Mimbres Valley to
the Copper Mines than the old wagon road opposite Acklin’s
Store. It is logical to suppose that during the pre-automobile devel-
opment of the valley, the “Trail to the Copper Mines” was im-
proved into a wagon road.

Moreover, orders written at Fort Cummings, New Mexico, on
March 3, 1865, include this mention of Fort Webster:

Special Orders No. 11.
One Non-Commissioned Officer and two men of Co. “C,” 1st Vet.
- Infty,, C.V. [California Volunteers] will start tomorrow morning as
an escort to a party of settlers now at this post, and will proceed with
them to old Fort Webster on Rio Mimbres.
The escort will be rationed for 12 days and will carry forty car-
tridges to each man. '
After having performed the duties herein mentioned the escort
will return to this post without delay.
Geo. A. Burkett,
Capt. 1st. Vet. Infty. Cal. Vols.
Comdg.

Mowry City, actually the later site of Camp Mimbres, estab-
lished there in 1863, was twenty miles west of Fort Cummings. It



54 NEW MEXICO HISTORICAL REVIEW XI1I:1 1966

is hardly likely that an escort party traveling to a place only twenty
miles from Fort Cummings would require twelve days’ rations.

Any remaining doubts relative to the true site of Fort Webster
should be dispelled completely by a report submitted by Captain
Joseph Smith, 5th Infantry, California Volunteers, to his superior,
Captain William McCleave, on February 13th, 1863.2° This re-
port is also of interest for its account of the physical hardships
undergone by the troops charged with the thankless job of defend-
ing that rugged frontier:

Pinos Altos; A.T.
Feb. 13th., 1863.

Captain,

Sir, I have the honor to report that according to your orders, 1
left this place on the morning of the roth inst., with 50 men and four
day’s rations. We struck a north course from Pinos Altos, and crossed
the Pinos Altos Mountains, west of the two high peaks that lay due
north of here. We here got into such a rough country, that it was
almost impossible to make any headway at all, the mountains being
very high, and very deep cafions. The north side of these mountains
is covered with snow from 4 to 5 feet deep, making very hard march-
ing. We camped that evening in a deep cafion about 18 miles N.E.
from the mines.

On the morning of the r1th, we started at daylight, and after

- ascending a very high mountain, struck an eastern direction, and
marched over a fine rolling country, and came into the “aroyo,” called
by our guide “Cafada del Sapo.” This is a small valley, about one
half a mile wide. We marched down this valley about 9 miles, when
it intersects the “Rio Mimbres.” There is an old Indian trail up this
valley, but we found no fresh tracks of either Indians or animals. We
then marched about 10 miles down the Mimbres and stopped about
4 or 5 miles above Fort Webster, to let the men rest, and get supper.
I found the Cavalry had been here, and, as I supposed, had cooked
breakfast the same morning. I expected the Cavalry were at the old
fort. While lying here I found some fresh Indian tracks, a short
distance from camp, and also the tracks of the Cavalry, which led
me to believe, that you had here come across a party, and were fol-
lowing them down to the river. We again packed up, and moved for
the fort. About one mile from our camp, we found that the Indians
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had left the river, and crossed the plain, for the west Mountains. The
tracks were fresh, and appeared to be about 10 in number, but my
men were too tired, to follow them, having then marched about 28
miles, and it was nearly dark. We got to the fort after dark, but
found no Cavalry. On the morning of the 12th, after it was light, I
sent some men over to the other side of the valley, and they found
that-the Cavalry had gone down the river. I then took the lower trail
for the Copper Mines, and got to that place, about one o’clock, P.M.
but found no Indians; or sign on the road through the mountains. . . .
[italics mine] »

After a careful analysis of the facts given in this report and a
comparison of mileage, and elapsed time, in view of the facts that
distances were then estimated, and that there is no other point on
the Mimbres River where the terrain matches Mansfield’s map—
then the finger of certainty points to the Horace Bounds ranch
site, one and one half miles north of Acklin’s Store, as the location

of old Fort Webster.
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