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Comanchero
JOSE PIEDAD TAFOYA, 1834-1913

Thomas Merlan and Frances Levine

Jose Piedad Tafoya is generally known as a comanchero who traded with

the Native people of the Southern Plains during the mid- to late nine­

teenth century. Born in a New Mexican village on the then far northern

frontier of Mexico, he died in a village scarcely twenty-five miles away in

the new U.S. state of New Mexico. The label comanchero, however, was an

inadequate description of Tafoya, for he was also an army scout, farmer,

rancher, man of property, and family man. Later, like a number of his New

Mexican contemporaries who observed the changing character of territo­

rial New Mexico, he sent his son to be educated at St. Michael's College in

Santa Fe. The purpose here is not only to review an<;l supplement the facts

of Tafoya's life as a comanchero but to offer a biographical essay on a man

whose life spanned two major economic and cultural networks. Tafoya wit­

nessed major geopolitical change, and his responses to that change offer
insights into his times. Tafoya's life tells a story of courageous deeds beyond

the folk legends of the comancheros.

Among the enduring legends of the Southwest, comancheros were New

Mexicans - both Pueblo Indians and Hispanics - who traded with Comanches
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and other tribes on the Southern Plains. They operated between the New

Mexican settlements and plains country in the years from 1786, when the

Spanish colonial government entered into a peace treaty with several

Comanche bands, to 1869, when the majority of Comanche bands living

along the border of Texas and New Mexico reorganized and some were con­

fined to reservations by the U.S. Army. At times Comanche bands were peace­

fully engaged in trade with New Mexican settlers and governors. In other

instances they were a scourge on the eastern New Mexico frontier.

Frontier historians have called Tafoya the dean or prince of the coman­

cheros.! He is the most famous comanchero in part because of his association

with two other frontier folk heroes - cattle baron Charles Goodnight and U.S.

cavalry commander Col. Ranald S. Mackenzie. In 1893 Tafoya was called to

testify for an Indian depredation claim filed by Goodnight on behalf of the

Goodnight and Loving cattle company. Tafoya's testimony provided valuable

details about the final years of the comanchero trade, and was cited by James

Evetts Haley (1935) in his classic description of the comanchero trade.2 "He

was a wonder," Goodnight told Haley in 1925.3

Among the sources used by Haley to describe the comanchero trade was

a series of oral histories from men who had served with Colonel Mackenzie

during his campaigns against the Comanches from 1872 to 1874- One of

those sources was Frank Lloyd of Tularosa, New Mexico. Interviewed in

1927, Lloyd recalled that, upon their first meeting, Mackenzie ordered Tafoya

hanged from a wagon tongue until he revealed the Comanches' location.

The colonel relented when the comanchero agreed to lead the Fourth Cav­

alry to the main Comanche encampment concealed in Palo Duro Canyon.

Lloyd's dramatic account, however, is probably apocryphal 4 To his superi­

ors, Mackenzie described Tafoya as "very reliable," and "brave, intelligent

and sagacious," recognizing the New Mexican's vast knowledge of the South­

ern Plains and recruiting him as a scout during several decisive campaigns.

He thought enough of Tafoya to keep track of Tafoya's whereabouts, in 1879

asking his superiors to detach Tafoya from duty at Fort Clark and send him

to Mackenzie at Fort Garland, Colorado. He stated that Tafoya had "been

in my employ ... for a number of years" as a scout and added that "it is very

desirable to have him here."5

Trade between the northern Rio Grande region and the Southern Plains

was long-established by the time Hispanic colonists arrived in the new Span­

ish kingdom of New Mexico at the end of the sixteenth century. The sys-
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tern, well established by late prehistoric times, involved the exchange of

Pueblo Indian agricultural products and pottery for products of Plains hunt­

ing cultures. Spanish chroniclers of the sixteenth and seventeenth centu­

ries mention querechos and vaqueros who lived on the Plains and traveled to

the Rio Grande to exchange their meat, tallow, and hides for the produce of

the New Mexico pueblos. These Indians were probably Athapaskans, as

opposed to ancestors of the Shoshonean-speaking Comanches.6 Entering

the records of New Mexico history much later, the Comanches clearly

adopted a pattern of regional trade that was of considerable antiquity.

The first documentary references to Comanches in New Mexico date to

1706. Taos Pueblo leaders told Sgt. Maj. Juan de Ulibarri that Utes and

Comanches were coming to raid the pueblo. Gov. Francisco Cuervo yValdes

then reported the threat of hostile Indians, including Comanches, to his

superiors.7 These communications suggest that the New Mexicans already

knew something of the Comanches but may not have established regular

relations with them.8

The Comanches had lived on the Northern Plains since the sixteenth

century and were one of the first Plains groups to obtain horses. The

Comanche people consisted ofvarious divisions (also called branches, tribes,

or nations by the Hispanics of the time, but referred to by anthropologists as

bands). By about 1730, Comanches had driven out the Apache peoples who

had ranged on the Southern Plains since prehistoric times. They had occu­

pied a vast area of the Southern Plains including the Texas panhandle and

west Texas, as well as parts of Colorado, Nebraska, Oklahoma, and eastern

New Mexico. The Hispanics called this "Comancherfa." The Comanches

had gained control of the trade between New Mexico and the Plains. By

1735 Comanches were regularly visiting trade fairs in the northern Rio

Grande. About the same time, other Comanches established relations with

French traders from Louisiana and Illinois.9

The Comanches dominated the Southern Plains and exchanged goods

with traders from all points of the compass. These trading partnerships, an

essential element of Comanche individual and group identity, were pro­

tected and extended by the Comanches' great prowess in war-a trait al­

ways mentioned by observers-and were facilitated by considerable social

fluidity. Divisions developed, dissolved, and recombined rapidly in response

to trade, subsistence opportunities, and internal sociopolitical events. 1O

Throughout the eighteenth century, trade fairs were held at various New

Mexico pueblos. Spanish law prohibited both Hispanics and Pueblos from
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trading independently with the nomadic peoples, and few Hispanic New

Mexicans had occasion to visit Plains villages. 11 Hispanic trade with the Plains

tribes increased markedly after Gov. Juan Bautista de Anza met with

Comanche leaders at Pecos Pueblo in 1786 to establish a long-lasting peace

treaty, which provided for fairs at the pueblos. A tariff and schedule for the

trade were also among the terms of the treaty.12 The peace was formally

renewed in 1826, 1828, and 1829. Soon after the treaty of 1786, New Mexican

traders - both Hispanic and Pueblo - began traveling to the Plains to trade

with the Comanches. At first the travelers were called just that-viageros.

The word comanchero first appeared in a document dated 1June 1813 noting

the safe return of a party of traders from the Plains to San Miguel del Vado. 13

At the Pecos Pueblo fair in 1786, Comanches traded "more than six hun­

dred hides, many loads of meat and tallow, [and] many riding beasts."14 In
return they received "sugar loaves, maize, tobacco, brandy, guns, ammuni­

tion, knives, clothing or coarse cloth, vermillion, mirrors, glass beads, and

other trifles."15 In the 1840s, Comanches traded "furs of all kinds, dressed

buffalo robes, dressed and raw deer skins, dried buffalo tongues, [and] bees­

wax.''i6 A great deal of trade over time revolved around the exchange of live­

stock-horses, mules, and, later, cattle.

Captives were another important trade item. Thomas Kavanagh suggests

that the taking and trading of captives functioned as a means of restoring

population numbers after an epidemic. Historical sources document cap­

ture as a recruitment method among Plains people, but the literature of

contact documented captives long before historical sources recorded epi­

demics. News of the taking and trading of captives-mainly women and

children-inspired fear in the Hispanic borderlands communities and later

on the Anglo frontier, yet some captives assimilated into their captor com­

munities, becoming Comanches, Kiowas, or Apaches. l?

Comanches on the Southern Plains were drawn into several converging

international economic spheres as Spanish, French, and U.S. interests es­

tablished continental boundaries in the nineteenth century. Trade between

New Mexico and Missouri opened in 1821 and grew more lucrative through

the U.S. annexation of New Mexico in 1846. Comanches adroitly played

their position in the geopolitics that engulfed Comancherfa. Many

Comanche bands participated in several kinds of trade: at the government

level on which the Spanish, French, and Americans attempted to control

Comanche movements and amity through official gifting; in formal ex­

change with private trading posts established in Comancherfa; in opportu-
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nistic trade with caravans, which Comanches may have seen as barter for

access; at trade fairs in Taos and Pecos Pueblos; and finally through the

partnerships of the comanchero trade. Each context gave Comanches ac­

cess to a variety of trade goods, and each relationship contained powerful

symbols of the Comanches' place in the larger political world. Tobacco,

cloth, beads, buttons, buckles, clothing, mirrors, knives, and axes, while not

of great monetary value in all cases, were symbols that Comanche leaders

displayed and distributed to enhance their status among their own people.

Such items were tangible evidence of their transactions with Europeans. ls

During and after the u.S. Civil War, the Plains Indians made cattle the

preferred commodity in the comanchero exchange, placing the trade in

immediate conflict with the rapidly expanding Anglo frontier. Following

the Civil War, published descriptions of the comancheros became more

numerous than ever before. The depictions express the deep antipathy of

the Anglo Americans toward the traders and their enterprise and, in several

key ways, demonstrate the Anglo failure to understand Comanche power in

the mid-nineteenth century.19

The first Anglo Americans to describe the comanchero trade were traders

who crossed the Plains from Missouri to open and maintain markets in New

Mexico and Chihuahua. Josiah Gregg's description of comancheros whom

he met along the Canadian River in New Mexico in the spring of 1839 illus­

trates Anglo understanding and misunderstanding of the comanchero trade.

Gregg's sketch remains a popular stereotype of the New Mexican traders:

These parties of Comancheros are composed of the indigent and rude

classes of the frontier villages, who collect together, several times a

year, and launch upon the plains with a few trinkets and trumperies of

all kinds, and perhaps a bag of bread and may-be [sic] another of

pinole, which they barter away to the savages for horses and mules.

The entire stock of an individual trader very seldom exceeds the value

of twenty dollars, with which he is content to wander about for several

months, and glad to return home with a mule or two, as the proceeds

of his traffic. 20

Texas cattleman John Hittson led a raid against New Mexican settlements

on the Pecos River to recover stolen cattle in 1872. Hittson described the

comancheros as "a low desperate class of greasers" employed by prominent

merchants to steal cattle.21 The descriptions ignore the strategic position of
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Comancherfa in the region and the role that New Mexicans played in

balancing trade relations and access to resources important to continental

economics.

New Mexico in the Mexican Period

Jose Piedad Tafoya was born in La Cuesta (now Villanueva) on the San

Miguel del Vado Grant in 1834- Gov. Fernando Chacon granted the land to

Lorenzo Marquez of Santa Fe and fifty-one of his friends and neighbors in

1794. The settlers asked for land on both sides of the Pecos River at the ford

known as El Vado. By 1800 the settlement of San Miguel del Vado had

superseded Pecos Pueblo as a port of entry to and from the Southern Plains.

Interpreters to the Comanches moved to San Miguel del Vado, and

Comanche traders and buffalo hunters established bases there. After 1815
several families moved down the valley and by 1818 established themselves

at La Cuesta, a high point overlooking the river and the fields. 22 The San

Miguel del Vado Grant was the easternmost settled area of New Mexico,

and La Cuesta was located at its southeastern edge.

The New Mexico into which Jose Tafoya was born was a federal territory

on the northern perimeter of the vast Mexican nation. Mexico launched its

fight for independence from Spain in 1810 and succeeded in 1821. New

Mexico was the largest nucleus of settlement on Mexico's far northern fron­

tier, with a population that grew gradually from 42,000 (including 10,000
Pueblo Indians) in 1821 to 65,000 in 1846. Although both Pueblo and His­

panic New Mexicans were Catholics, the power of the church declined

throughout the Mexican period. On 16 April 1834, about two weeks after

Tafoya was born, the short-lived Gomez Farias government issued a decree

secularizing all the missions in Mexico. In New Mexico, where only five or

six Franciscan missionaries remained, the decree had already been accom­

plished by neglect and attrition. By about 1840, all the Franciscan mission­

aries in New Mexico had died 23

Most of New Mexico's people lived at a subsistence level. The gross na­

tional product of Mexico fell during the Mexican period to less than half of

what it had been in 1805. In 1832 Antonio Barreiro wrote, "The people [of

New Mexico] are poor and harmless, with no defense whatsoever, with no

soldiers, with no formal treasury, with no constitution, and with no laws to

protect its settlements." Mexico, moreover, was in political turmoil. Between

May 1833 and August 1855 the nation underwent thirty-six changes of fed-
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eral administration. In New Mexico, government signified little in the lives

of the people; the central government was represented only by the federally

appointed governor and a few assistants in Santa Fe, and the alcaldes at the

local leveJ.24

Even during the first days of independence from Spain, foreign trade

influenced New Mexico. The first Santa Fe Trail trader, William Becknell,

reached New Mexico from Missouri in the fall of 1821. Within five years,

U.S. traders had saturated the small New Mexican market and were push­

ing farther south to Chihuahua. Some traders established posts outside the

limits of the territory. Bent's Fort was established in present-day southern

Colorado during the early 183os, and after 1835 Forts St. Vrain, Vasquez,

Jackson, and Lupton were established on the South Platte in U.S. territory

close to Mexico. 25 As prominent Hispanic families entered the regional trad­

ing network, the Santa Fe Trail bound New Mexico ever closer to the United

States, while weakening ties to the mother country.

Col. Albino Perez, a professional soldier, was appointed governor of New

Mexico in 1835 and arrived in Santa Fe on 22 May of that year. The new

centralist government of Pres. Antonio L6pez de Santa Anna ordered him

to institute a departmental plan that imposed a new system of political con­

trol and tax collection. New Mexicans disliked the imposition of direct taxa­

tion and objected to a governor who came from outside the region. In 1837

a revolt broke out in Rio Arriba. Perez was captured and killed in Agua Fria,

close to the capital at Santa Fe. Manuel Armijo, a member ofa family promi­

nent in the trade between Chihuahua and New Mexico, emerged as gover­

nor after raising an army to put down the rebellion. 26

Nomadic Indians greatly influenced life in New Mexico. According to

Pedro Bautista Pino, there were thirty-three wild tribes surrounding New

Mexico in 1812. Donaciano Vigil, lieutenant governor under Manuel Armi jo

and subsequently governor at the beginning of the U.S. occupation, remarked

in 1846 that "nearly all the settlements are on the frontier."27 What Vigil

meant was that most of New Mexico was highly vulnerable to attack by

nomadic Indians. Records of the Mexican period demonstrate the wide­

spread fear of sudden In"dian raids. Neither in the fields, on the trails, nor in

the towns was there any security. Between 1828 and 1831 alone, Kiowas,

Comanches, and Pawnees raided near San Miguel, San Jose, El Cerrito, and

Anton Chico. Despite the political unrest and military crisis, New Mexico

grew geographically through the establishment of outlying settlements such

as La Cuesta, and its population increased slowly, as did population numbers
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in Texas and California.2s Demographic and territorial expansion caused

further conflict with the nomadic tribes.

At the time of Tafoya's birth in 1834, New Mexico had weak or declining

governmental and religious institutions. Its strongest institutions were the

extended family, the frontier community, and the land grant, all of which

generally overlapped. Furthermore, the abandonment of Spanish colonial

economic exclusion opened New Mexico to trade with the United States­

the most influential force of the period.

Jose Piedad Tafoya's Early Years

Tafoya was baptized by Fr. Jose Vicente Chavez in the parish church at San

Miguel del Vado on 4 April 1834. Tafoya was the legitimate child of Cayetano

Tafoya and Encarnacion Herrera. Since other baptisms took place on the

first, second, and sixth of the month, it may be inferred that Tafoya was bap­

tized when only a few days old. Given that the Tafoyas were residents of La

Cuesta, that settlement either had no church or resident priest at that time.

The Tafoyas were a young frontier family. In 1834 Cayetano Tafoya was

about twenty-one years old; his wife Encarnacion, seventeen. They already

had a two-year-old daughter Pelegrina. Son Juan was born in 1836, and daugh­

ter Maria in 1839. The family of six was recorded in an 1841 Mexican cen­

SUS. 29 The territorial census of 1850 listed two more daughters in the Tafoya

family: Alfonsa, born in 1845, and Andrea, born in 1847. The Tafoyas had

three additional sons, Jose Ruedecindo [or ReducindoJ (1851), Jose Victorino

(1854), and Isidro (1856).30

We have not yet found any record of the marriage of Cayetano and

Encarnacion in San Miguel del Vado. It is possible that they were married

in Santa Fe, the place of origin for the settlers of the San Miguel del Vado

Grant, or in Pecos. Neither Cayetano nor Encarnacion, however, was old

enough to have been an original grant settler. The 1841 census listed Cayetano

as a labrador; his principal occupation was probably farming. The baptis­

mal record for Victorino Tafoya identifies his paternal grandparents as An­

tonio Tafoya and Maria Guadalupe Varela, and his maternal grandparents

as Jose de Herrera and Maria Gertrudes Gallegos. None was among the first

settlers of the San Miguel del Vado Grant. Further research may establish

whether they were genizaros (detribalized Indians) or some other mixed

casta (offspring or descendents of racially mixed unions), as were so many

settlers of frontier New Mexico.31 However, by the time Cayetano and En-
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carnaci6n began having children, casta was no longer a legitimate distinc­

tion. All races were considered to be Mexican citizens.

Neither the 1850 nor the 1860 U.S. census lists Cayetano Tafoya, yet bap­

tismal records identify him as the father of Jose Reducindo, born in 1851,
and Jose Victorino, born in 1854 (we have found no baptismal record for the

last son, Isidro). Those absences from and appearances in written records

suggest that Cayetano had left La Cuesta before the taking of the 1850 cen­

sus but came home from time to time in the 185os. We have found neither

a death record for Cayetano nor any military records that name him. Many

men of San Miguel del Vado served in the Navajo campaign of April 1849,
but Cayetano is not listed on the muster rolls for this expeditionY Burial

records for San Miguel del Vado are neither available for 1847 nor for many

years thereafter. Cayetano may have been in a trade in which few or no

formal records of individuals were maintained. Both the comanchero and

the Santa Fe Trail trade networks are possibilities.

Jose Piedad was seven years old in 1841, the year of the Texan-Santa Fe

Expedition. The expedition, nominally a trading venture, was in fact a plan

to annex New Mexico to Texas, which had revolted and gained indepen­

dence from Mexico in 1836. George W. Kendall told the story of the capture

of expedition members by New Mexican soldiers near La Cuesta and of

their march south to Chihuahua. Kendall wrote: "Under an escort of some

half dozen men, and followed by a rabble of men, women and children, we

now set off on foot for San Miguel, leaving our well-tried animals in the

hands of the miscreants who had captured us. Arrived at the little.village of

Cuesta, we were marched into the house of the alcalde.... While in this

house we were visited by every woman and child in the place, the former

giving us bread, cheese and stewed pumpkins, and appearing deeply to com­

passionate us in our unfortunate condition."33 It is likely, then, that Jose

Piedad witnessed the Texas drama unfolding in the Pecos Valley.

In mid-August 1846, during the early months of the Mexican-American

War, the United States occupied and annexed New Mexico. Sen. Thomas

Hart Benton of Missouri noted that preserving the valuable trade between

Missouri and New Mexico was of the greatest importance. Consistent with

this understanding, the Polk administration instructed Brig. Gen. Stephen

W. Kearny, whose Army of the West conquered New Mexico, to establish

temporary civil governments in the captured provinces of northern Mexico,

to retain Mexican officials in service whenever possible, and to ensure

that "trade with the United States was not interrupted under the changed
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conditions."34 American occupation was based not on any policy of assimi­

lation, but primarily on the economic and secondarily on the political in­

terests of the United States.

The 1850 census shows that Jose Piedad was still living at La Cuesta with

his mother, younger brother, older sister, and three younger sisters. If, as we

infer, his father was absent, Jose Piedad was the oldest male in the house.

Since he was then sixteen, he might have been regarded and have consid­

ered himself as the head of the household and its main provideL 35

Sometime between 1854 and 1856 Jose Piedad married Marfa Jesusita

Perez. In 1856 they had a son, Juan Bautista. We have no information about

Tafoya's occupation in his mother's household or in his own. Most probably

he was farming. In May 1860, he and Marfa Jesusita had a second son, Jose

de la Cruz. Jose Piedad's life would soon change, and his presence in the

history of New Mexico would be established.36

The Navajo Campaign of 1860

Although New Mexico's civil governors attempted to establish treaties with

the nomadic tribes, the dominant Indian policy of the United States was

military. Policymakers in Washington, D.C., were indifferent to proposals

for conciliation with the Indians. In summer 1851, Lt. Col. Edwin V. Sumner

came to New Mexico as commander of the Ninth Military Department,

which embraced New Mexico Territory. He and his successors established

the system of forts from which army campaigns and patrols fought the tribes

until the end of Indian hostilities in the mid 1880s.37

The Utes and Apaches accepted treaties in 1855, yet conflict with Indi­

ans grew worse over the next several years. Heavy Navajo depredations in

western New Mexico especially aroused the territory. In August 1860, a

convention met in Santa Fe to organize militia companies. Gov. Abraham

Rencher, Col. Thomas T. Fauntleroy, Supt. Ind. Affs. James L. Collins,

Congressional delegate Miguel A. Otero, and the New Mexico Territorial

Assembly wrangled over how to address the Indian violence and unrest. In

1859 and again in 1860, the Territorial Assembly authorized the formation

of citizen militias, but both Rencher and Fauntleroy refused to issue arms

to these volunteers. Rencher told the Territorial Assembly in February 1860,

"[The] people [of New Mexico] prefer to carryon Indian wars in their own

way, as they were accustomed to under their former government."38
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The volunteer militias, however, were not to be dissuaded by the gover­

nor. On 17 September 1860, at the age of twenty-six, Tafoya joined Capt.

Juan N. Gutierrez's regiment of volunteers (one of five in a battalion of

citizen volunteers) for a campaign against the Navajos. He was one of forty­

four citizens who enlisted at San Miguel del Vado. Tafoya brought with

him a horse or horses valued at one hundred dollars and equipment valued

at twenty-five dollars. One hundred dollars was average to low among the

values listed for horses; twenty-five dollars, with the exception of forty dol­

lars for Gutierrez himself, was the highest value listed for equipment. The

valuations and the fact that Tafoya was able to leave his family may suggest

that the Tafoyas were in secure and prosperous circumstances. The require­

ment that a recruit furnish his own mount and provisions limited the num­

ber of volunteers who answered the call for citizen militias.J9

Gutierrez's San Miguel company, with Tafoya riding in the ranks, arrived

in San Ysidro southeast of Jemez Pueblo on 24 September. The entire citizen

battalion mustered for duty shortly thereafter. The volunteers represented the

counties ofSanta Fe, Bernalillo, Rio Arriba, San Miguel, and Valencia. Twenty­

four officers and 448 men comprised the civilian battalion, while forty Jemez

warriors, led by their governor Francisco Hosta, augmented the force as scouts.40

Tafoya campaigned deep into Navajo country with the volunteer battalion.

The volunteers marched west by way ofOjo Espiritu and across the Rio Puerco

to the Arroyo de los Torreones. Crossing the continental divide, they passed

the Chacoan site of Pueblo Pintado on 29 September. From there they

marched to the Escavada Wash, into the Chusca-Tunicha range, to Cienega

Grande, Canon Desconocido, and to Fort Defiance. On 15 or 16 October,

members of the volunteer battalion killed Zarcillos Largos, a prominent Na­

vajo medicine man, in Canyon de Chelly.

The militia campaign was both arduous and destructive. The battalion

lost a large number of its horses and mules and operated as far west as the

Hopi villages before turning back in the first week of November. However,

the New Mexicans captured thousands of head of Navajo sheep and about

one hundred Navajo women and children. Only two volunteer deaths­

one likely the result of appendicitis and the other the consequence of mus­

ket wounds received at Ranchos de Albuquerque at the campaign's

end-were recorded by the battalion. Essentially, then, the campaign was a

slaving and raiding party, just what Fauntleroy and the U. S. Army had feared.

Evidently, Governor Rencher had correctly assumed that New Mexi­

cans preferred to conduct Indian wars "in their own way." His reference was
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to the long-standing Nuevomexicano and Pueblo practice ofcapturing Native

slaves and livestock. The U.S. Army's refusal to intervene against the volun­

teer battalion unwittingly enhanced the operational scope of this practice.

Just about the time the battalion was mustered out, Sec. of War John B.

Floyd expressed "regret" at "reports of a contemplated organization of vol­

unteers to enter the Navajoe [sic] country" and instructed Army authorities

not to permit or assist the effort.4!

Tafoya, El Comanchero

Tafoya apparently did not serve in the Union volunteers but instead farmed

and traded during the Civil War. In 1864 and 1865 he was living in San

Miguel County and trading with the Comanches goods furnished by Capt.

Edward H. Bergmann, a New Mexico volunteer cavalry officer who com­

manded Fort Bascom.42 But the livelihood of the comancheros was increas­

ingly scrutinized by federal authorities and threatened by the U.S. Army.

Brig. Gen. James H. Carleton, the Department of New Mexico's new com­

mander, both intensified the U.S. Army's conflicts with the southwestern

Indians and tried to interdict most traditional Nuevomexicano Indian trade

including that of the comancherosY During fall 1864, Col. Christopher

"Kit" Carson led 335 federal troops and 75 Ute scouts from Fort Bascom

onto the Southern Plains. His target was chiefly the Kiowas, who had been

raiding settlements in eastern New Mexico. His command fought nearly

three thousand Kiowas, Comanches, Apaches, and Arapahos at Adobe Walls

on the Canadian River over several days in late November.

Some federal authorities, Captain Bergmann among them, encouraged

and profited from the trade that they were supposed to regulate or break up.

In 1865 Captain Bergmann convened a board of officers at Fort Bascom to

hear a report delivered by Gregorio Jaramillo in defense ofJose Marfa Armijo

and other comancheros who were accused of illegal trading with the

Comanches.44 Tafoya, however, operated legally among the Southern Plains

tribes. On 9 October of that year, Felipe Delgado, superintendent ofIndian

affairs for New Mexico, issued Tafoya a permit to trade with the Comanches

for a period of two months. Lorenzo Labadie and Julio Garcia stood as surety.45

Labadie was a veteran Indian agent. In early 1865, he was stationed at Fort

Sumner as agent to the Mescalero!;. On 9 March, however, Labadie was

expelled from the fort on suspicion of stealing government cattle.

In mid-1866 A. B. Norton replaced Felipe Delgado as superintendent of

Indian affairs. With the concurrence of Brigadier General Carleton, Norton
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revoked all permits to trade with the Comanches. In response Lt. Patrick H.

Healey resigned from the Army and went to Washington, D.C., where he

persuaded the commissioner of Indian affairs to grant him and three associ­

ates, Charles T. Jennings, E. W. Wood, and Rufus C. Vose, licenses to trade.

Bearing commissioner's licenses, the four men attempted to monopolize

the Comanche trade but shortly discovered that the agent for the Pueblos,

John D. Henderson, was also issuing permits. Before long they found that

they were losing money and sublet their licenses. Jennings established a

trading post at Hatch's Ranch on the Pecos River east ofAnton Chico. On 12

August 1867, acting on the stated authority of a "license granted me by the

U.S. Commissioner ofIndian Affairs," he wrote and signed trade authoriza­

tions for "BIas Martinis," Julian Padilla, and Jose Tafoya.46

Capt. George W. Letterman, the regular u.s. Army officer now command­

ing Fort Bascom, wrestled with a complex situation. Some comancheros

were going out to trade without permits. Others, like Tafoya, carried licenses

whose validity Letterman was in no position to dispute directly, although he

was inclined to think that all the comancheros were "smugglers." Letterman

also faced the problem of trying to distinguish between the personal prop­

erty of the comancheros-including their own weapons-and trade goods.

His troopers compounded the situation by seizing without orders' comanchero

trade goods and property including horses, saddles, whiskey, ammunition,

and bolts of cloth, and selling them to merchants on their own account.

When Letterman instructed his noncommissioned officers to confiscate trade

merchandise going to the Comanches as well as cattle coming back to New

Mexico, and hold them until their ownership could be determined, he be­

lieved that the comancheros and possibly his own men were thieves. The

captain told his sergeants to "take copies of their [the comancheros'J li­

censes or authority whether good or bad." He also explicitly instructed them

not to confiscate personal property- in particular, the firearms the

comancheros claimed to need for their own protection.47

Some twenty-six years later, during his 1893 deposition in the case of

Charles Goodnight and John W. Sheek v. The United States and the

Comanche Tribe ofIndians, Tafoya stated that he traded with the Comanches

in 1864, 1865, and 1867.48 He had carried at least two permits for different

time periods-one issued by Felipe Delgado in 1865, and the authorization

from Jennings in 1867- According to Tafoya, Captain Bergmann furnished

him with "different kinds of supplies and goods"; Jennings furnished "flour,

baked bread, cloth, calico, domestics, and a lot of different and little articles
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such as could be traded to the Indians, including beads, paints." Their part­

nership was a share arrangement. Tafoya paid Jennings with cattle and "the

balance" was his profit. R. N. Stevens, the counsel for the defense (the United

States and the Comanche Tribe), said to Tafoya that, although many others

were engaged in the trade, "you done more trading than all the rest of them

put together, didn't you?" Tafoya replied circumspectly, "I don't know. I was

trading all the time, but there was others trading too." Tafoya had helpers

and herders- "my hands" he called them-as did other traders.49

On 31 August 1867, Captain Letterman wrote to Maj. Cyrus H. DeForrest

at district headquarters in Santa Fe that his men had "intercepted several

parties with horses on their way to the Comanche country to trade, some

with papers from Charles T. Jennings at Hatch's Ranch (who claims author­

ity from Washington to trade with the Comanches) and others without per­

mits of any kind." Letterman elaborated:

I believe nearly all these said traders to be scoundrels who succeed

frequently in smuggling contraband goods through to the Indians and

bringing back stolen cattle in return notwithstanding the efforts of the

military to prevent such practices. Enclosed please find copies of

authority granted by Charles T. Jennings to Jose B. Martinis [sic] who

presented the original paper here the other day while en route to the

Comanche country. I examined the articles and found them to

correspond with the enclosed bill (copies). I am now awaiting orders

from District Headquarters with a view to the final disposition of the

goods seized. 50

During cross-examination at his deposition in 1893, Tafoya was asked,

"Why did you quit?" The old comanchero replied: "The Government troops

got after me, and the Indians got bad. They began killing the people." He

testified that "the soldiers took away over nine hundred head [meaning cattle,

but may also have included some horses] near the Berancos [the landmark

feature and the creek called Barrancas in present-day Quay County, New

Mexico] which I had purchased of the Indians, at Quitaque."51 This inci­

dent probably occurred during the trade venture in the fall of 1867, and is

consistent with Captain Letterman's practice of impounding cattle herded

by the comancheros from Texas to New Mexico.

According to the 1870 Territorial Census of San Miguel County, Tafoya

was living at the Ranch ofthe Gallinas Crossing, later called Gallinas Springs
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or Park Springs. Although he apparently located there when he left the

comanchero trade, there is no exact date for Tafoya's arrival because many

San Miguel County records for these years have not survived. The 1870
census shows that Tafoya was the wealthiest Hispanic in the settlement of

thirty-four families. (The largest landowner was an Anglo, James E.

Whitemore.) Tafoya and his wife Marfa Jesus, or Jesusita, had Juan Bautista,

fourteen, and Jose de la Cruz, nine. Tafoya's mother also lived in the settle­

ment with his three youngest brothers, Reducindo, Victorino, and Isidro.52

In 1871 Marfa Jesus died and was buried at Chaperito, about seven miles up

the Gallinas River from Gallinas Crossing. At the time of her death, son

Jose de la Cruz was attending St. Michael's College in Santa Fe. 53

Tafoya's Service as Army Guide

On 1March 1874, "Jose Tafolla and horse" were hired at Fort McRae, New

Mexico, at a rate of five dollars per day.54 It is unlikely that Tafoya rode the

two hundred miles from Gallinas Springs to Fort McRae, which was lo­

cated south of Socorro, about five miles west of the Jornada del Muerto and

three miles east of the Rio Grande, in hopes of being engaged as a scout. He

probably had some business on the Plains or at another fort such as Stanton,

and found it convenient to stop at McRae. He may have had the name of an

officer, such as Lt. H. J. Farnsworth, or a similar word-of-mouth reference

or introduction. At any rate, the quarter~1aster's record details that Tafoya

rode with Farnsworth of the Eighth U.S. Cavalry as a guide from 1 to 18
March. The record, however, contains no information about their where­

abouts. Most likely they were chasing or tracking Apaches.

In fall 1874, Tafoya met a man who would influence the rest of his life.

Col. Ranald Slidell Mackenzie of the Fourth U.S. Cavalry noted in his

diary on 7 October: "Broke camp at Daylight, marched about 5 miles and

found six Mexican ox carts, loaded with dried meat, with fifteen men with

carts; three of the Mexicans claimed not to belong to the train and went

with the column as Guides; traveled generally East, rained most of the night

of the 6th. Prairie very bad. Marched in all 15 miles during the day."55 Since

the quartermaster's records show that Tafoya scouted for the Fourth Cavalry

from 7 October to 23 December 1874, he was undoubtedly one of the three

guides. The quartermaster also lists Teodosio Valdez as being hired the same

day. No third man is readily identifiable. One Francisco Tafoya had been

with the troop off and on since 23 August. This initial meeting gave rise to
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the uncorroborated but often repeated story that Mackenzie had Jose Piedad

Tafoya tortured to make him reveal the whereabouts of the Comanches.

Colonel Mackenzie was possibly the post-Civil War army's ablest fron­

tier combat officer and his Fourth Cavalry its best combat regiment. In

December 1870, at the age of thirty, he was given command of the Fourth

Cavalry and ordered to end the resistance ofComanches and Kiowas on the

Texas frontier and drive them onto the Fort Sill Reservation in Indian Terri­

tory. In subsequent campaigns in west Texas and on the Llano Estacado,

Mackenzie noted the cart trails made by the comancheros operating from

the Pecos frontier of New Mexico. Although Mackenzie's 1871 campaigns,

which ended in November, captured no Kiowa or Comanche bands, the

young colonel learned hard truths about Plains warfare and led United States

troops onto the Llano for the first time.

Mackenzie would not let the Kiowas and Comanches rest. Establishing

a supply camp on the Freshwater Fork of the Brazos River in spring 1872, he

invaded Native sanctuaries throughout the Texas Panhandle, trading ground

well known to comancheros since the late eighteenth century. In August he

and the Fourth crossed the Llano twice, guided by Apolonio Ortiz, a

comanchero from La Cuesta, who had been captured by regulars that spring.

Ortiz admitted that many New Mexicans were stealing Texas cattle.

In February of 1873, Mackenzie and his Fourth Cavalry were ordered to

the Texas border. From Fort Clark, Mackenzie staged a raid against a

Kickapoo and Lipan camp eighty miles inside Mexico. This military excur­

sion spurred diplomatic exchanges between the Mexican and U.S. govern­

ments. The Mexican minister to Washington made a rather mild protest,

offering joint operations against lawbreakers, but insisting that Mexican sov­

ereignty be respected. 56

On 27 June 1874, Comanches and Cheyennes attacked a party of buffalo

hunters at Adobe Walls on the Canadian? This was the beginning of the

last attempt by the Southern Plains nomads to drive back the encroaching

settlers and hunters. Mackenzie and the Fourth Cavalry were ordered back to

north Texas in July. His scouts in this campaign included Seminole Negroes. 58

On the morning of 28 September 1874, Mackenzie led his command

into Palo Duro Canyon and destroyed a large Comanche camp, capturing

the Indians' horses. On the following day he ordered most of these-over a

thousand head-shot near Tule Canyon.59 This engagement and the fol­

lowing marches in pursuit of the defeated Comanches brought the Red
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River War to an end. On 7 October, Mackenzie and his command were

heading northeast away from the canyon. There had been two full days of

rain, and most of the troopers were leading their horses in the mud. In the

immensity of the Llano, they met the New Mexicans with their wagonloads

of dried meat.

According to Frank Lloyd, he had hanged "Old Tefowa" twice on a wagon

tongue to make him reveal the whereabouts of the Indians. This story is

repeated over and over in the literature but is probably a fabrication.60 Lloyd

puts this incident before the killing of the horses at Tule Canyon. He also

says the abuse took place at night and that Mackenzie personally assisted

him to torture Tafoya. The story is inherently improbable, full of inaccura­

cies and entirely out of character as regards Mackenzie.

Likely realizing that the comanchero trade had finally come to an end,

Tafoya went to work for the U.S. Army, whose purchases of crops, livestock,

goods, and services subsidized the incomes of thousands of Hispanic and

Anglo southwesterners in the late nineteenth century. Army records show

that Tafoya continued to serve as a guide or scout in various Southern Plains

campaigns until January 1876, when he reported for duty at Fort Sill, which

was commanded by Mackenzie. When the Department of War later trans­

ferred the Fourth to Nebraska and then Colorado, Mackenzie tried several

times to have Tafoya assigned to his command. Gaps in Tafoya's service

records make difficult determining whether such a transfer ever took place.

Tafoya was definitely employed at Fort Sill January-September 1876 and

August 18n-March 1878.61 However, when Tafoya filed for a military pen­

sion in 1902, he stated that he had been seriously injured in a fall from a

horse on 18 December 1876 while in s"ervice at Fort Sill.

From May 1879 to May 1880 Tafoya is listed as a corporal in the company

of Seminole-Negro scouts at Fort Clark, Texas. His enlistment record states

that Jose Tafoya was forty-one years old at his date of enlistment on 8 May

1879 (in fact, he was forty-five). His enlistment was for one year. He was

described as having black eyes, black hair, a dark complexion, and being

five feet, ten inches tall. He was discharged on 7 May 1880 at Fort Clark.62

Lt. John L. Bullis of the Twenty-Fourth Infantry mentions Tafoya in his

report of a scouting mission that took place between 3l January 1879 and 19

April 1879. In a period of eighty days, his command of thirty-nine Seminole­

Negro scouts, three Lipan Apaches, "one Mexican packer- Jose Tafoya,"

two officers (Bullis and Lt. J. D. Sharp), and a surgeon marched 1,266 miles

from near Fort Clark, Texas, to Fort Stanton, New Mexico, and back, in
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pursuit of Mescalero Apache raiders, whom they never saw. According to

Bullis, the Mescalero agent, whom they visited at the Mescalero Indian

Agency, promised to turn the Indians over to him but never did so. This

epic pursuit, during which the party lost numerous pack animals and suf­

fered severely from thirst, is still remembered by the descendants of the

Seminole scoutS.6l

Over the next two and a half years Tafoya intermittently served as a con­

tract scout and alternatively as a regularly enlisted soldier.64 He remained in

Texas into 1882, serving at Cantonment Pena Colorado, Fort Ringgold, and

Fort Davis. In March 1882, he was transferred to Fort Selden, New Mexico.

The following month, Tafoya was reassigned to Fort Stanton, New Mexico,

where he was discharged in the fall of 1882.

Tafoya-Later Years

Tafoya returned to San Miguel County, which was very different from the

frontier into which he had been born half a century before. The railroad

had replaced the comanchero trails and the Santa Fe Trail as the main

supply routes across the Plains. The era of industrial capitalism had begun.

Settlement patterns changed, following the rail lines, rather than the stream

systems. The federal government had established reservations for all no­

madic Indians.

In 1886, at the age of fifty-two, Tafoya married Teresa Gonzales y Baca, a

twenty-one-year-old mother of three. He appears next in the 1892 records of

the San Miguel County Assessor. Tafoya was then living in El Aguilar, an­

other name for Gallinas Springs or Park Springs.65 Soon thereafter, in June

1893, he was deposed in the Goodnight-Loving depredation case. Tafoya

gave his occupation as sheep rancher. According to an assistant attorney

general assigned to the case, Tafoya's testimony supported Goodnight's claim

that his cattle had been stolen by Comanches. The assistant attorney gen­

eral also commented that he had never met a Mexican whom he could

believe under oath.66

In May 1902, Tafoya filed a claim for a military pension, citing injuries

sustained while breaking horses at Fort Sill."7 The Pension Office found, on

the basis of Tafoya's dates of service, that he did not qualify for a pension.

He reapplied in 1908. We have no record of a response to this application.

Tafoya died on 23 June 1913 at Park Springs, New Mexico, and was buried

there the following day.
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Tafoya's family continued to press for a pension to support his widow.

Finally, in 1929, after a series of field investigations to determine her moral

character, Teresa Baca y Tafoya was granted a pension of thirty dollars per

month. The field investigator noted that Mrs. Tafoya had a good reputation

among the neighbors, "but all are Mexicans," he disparagingly observed.68

She received this pension until her death in 1938.

Conclusion

Tafoya's life was the stuff of legend, however fragmentary and mundane the

written record. His military service was rewarded with a small pension,

awarded to his wife after twenty-seven years ofapplications, and when Tafoya

himself had been dead for sixteen years. Tafoya, as husband and father,

professional scout, soldier, and man of property, bears no resemblance to

the stereotype of the comanchero. An American trying to improve his con­

dition and adapt to changing times, he applied special knowledge and skills

to frontier circumstances. Although Tafoya served in wars and military cam­

paigns, survived in lawless regions, and undoubtedly saw much cruelty and

crime, witnesses characterized him as "honest" and "reliable." His life seems

most remarkable for the absence of the transgressions often associated with

the term comanchero.

The comanchero trade was important to both New Mexicans and Plains

Indians. On 13 July 1851, Bvt. Col. John Munroe, commanding the Depart­

ment of New Mexico, reported to the adjutant general in Washington that

New Mexicans evidently did not "[desire] that the Indians should be dis­

turbed.... I am forced to the conclusion that there is a feeling among the

Mexicans towards Americans, at least negative in its character, and a posi­

tive friendly one towards the Indians."69 Munroe, like the Santa Fe traders

and the generation of military men who followed him, tended to condemn

the accommodation between the Plains Indians and New Mexicans with­

out attempting to understand the relationship.

Tafoya told the court in 1893 that he could neither read nor write. We

have no letter or diary from his hand. He speaks to us only in a U.S. court

record. "Are you part Indian?" R. N. Stevens asked Tafoya.7° The attorney

was likely attempting to divine Tafoya's loyalties and to test his veracity as

well as his particular knowledge of the matter at hand. Tafoya answered no.

"What are you?" Stevens pursued. "Mexican," Tafoya answered. In all prob­

ability Tafoya was a mestizo-that is, "part Indian," but it is unlikely that he
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thought in those terms. Culturally, he was Hispanic, and he probably used

the ethnic label Mexican in that sense and perhaps also in the Anglo sense­

that he was not an Anglo. In 1860, when Tafoya joined the volunteer militia,

he enlisted as a Hispanic to serve among other Hispanics. Yet in 1879, he

joined a unit of Seminole-Negro scouts, in effect joining the Indians, evi­

dently because, in the eyes of the Anglo-dominated Army, he was neither

Anglo nor White.

During his years as a comanchero, Tafoya traded with the Comanches in

apparent amity. He served Captain Bergmann, who was supposed to pre­

vent the comahchero trade but instead connived in it, and accepted an au­

thorization from Charles D. Jennings, who tried to monopolize that trade.

When some of Tafoya's cattle were confiscated and the Comanches began

their last war against the Whites, he quietly withdrew to New Mexico. Later,

he served the United States as a soldier and scout with apparent loyalty and

good faith.

What, then, did Tafoya think, and where did his loyalties lie? We are left

with the obvious: among the mixed motives and conflicting ideas about

race and identity of those around him, he followed a course both practical

and fatalistic. His enduring loyalty was to his family and his patria chica,

that small region of the upper Rio Pecos where he was born and died. As we

noted above, community and family were the strongest institutions into which

he was born. He wandered far but always came home-highly typical New

Mexican behavior then and now. At different times in Tafoya's life, men in

authority assigned him not only work to be done but an ethnic identity to go

with it. He seems to have accepted all this in his own way and to have

benefited from it more often than not.
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