
 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

T he Indian War Period within the United States was  from 1866-1890. After the Civil War,  Presi-

dent  Ulysses S. Grant appointed Gen. George Crook to oversee military matters in Arizona Ter-

ritory. In  1871, Crook began a campaign to place Arizona  Apaches on reservations as native Indians 

attempted  to protect their land and  food sources.  

    Much earlier in history, the Indian had already felt the invading force of the  Spanish and now the 

Anglo settlers. Because there was raiding and hostility by the Native Americans protecting their home-

lands, Anglo settlers demanded military intervention. Crook’s winter campaign, a series of skirmishes, 

started in December 1872 lasting 18 months. It is reported that many of the Arizona Indians surrendered 

by 1877 because of the gradual loss of their food supplies. Although many Indians were killed during 

this time, facts remain sketchy because reports were generally written from the military viewpoint. 

 

Gen. Crook left, but would return to Arizona in 1882 after the Apache began to flee reservations un-

der the guerilla leadership of Geronimo. A key medicine man had been killed triggering this latest chain 

of events. Geronimo fought in southern Arizona, New Mexico and Mexico but Indians throughout Ari-

zona were involved. Over four years, Geronimo was forced to surrender several times. In 1886, Crook 

was relieved of his command and his rival, Gen. Miles, brought an end to the Apache wars in Arizona 

by exiling Geronimo and company to Florida, and later Oklahoma. The Apache and Yavapai Indians in 

the Camp Verde area were rounded up and sent to San Carlos Indian Reservation in southeastern Ari-

zona. Many would return to their homelands within the Verde Valley in the early 1900s.  

 

According to a longtime Fort Verde ranger, the majority of military-versus-Indian encounters were 

skirmishes, not battles. A battle, he explained, is generally a coordinated effort against a common en-

emy. Skirmishes involved Apaches and sometimes native Yavapai. The Battle of Big Dry Wash, de-

scribed below, was one of the only actual “battles” in Arizona. 

 

FORT VERDE served as a staging base for military  

operations. There were seven Arizona military forts:  

 Fort Whipple (Prescott) 

 Fort Verde (Camp Verde) 

 Fort Apache (Whiteriver) 

 Fort Yuma (Yuma) 

 Fort Lowell (Tucson) 

 Fort Bowie (Wilcox) 

 Fort Huachuca (Tucson)  

 

 

 
CAMP VERDE 

 MILITARY SKIMISHES OR BATTLES  

Feature Five  
 

ñThe soldiers never explained to the    

government when an Indian was wronged, but 

reported the misdeeds of the Indians. We 

took an oath not to do any wrong to each 

other or to scheme against each other.ò                        

-Geronimo 

 

. . . ñI do not wonder and you 

will not either that when these 

Indians see their wives and 

children starving, and their 

last source of supply cut off, 

they go to war. And then we are 

sent out to kill them. It is an 

outrage."  -Gen. George Crook 
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1. GRIEF HILL (1865-1869) 

 Military records reveal the following events occurred west of Camp Verde on Grief Hill, a treacherous roadway 

paralleling today’s Interstate 17. Grief Hill Massacre: There was a long-standing story that  mounds found in this 

area were graves and that a major massacre had taken place at this location. Later investigation revealed that the 

mounds were actually Indian agave roasting pits.  

 

August 1865: A sergeant and two privates were left to guard a toppled company wagon with broken wheels, a desk 

and some animals at the top of Grief Hill. The guards fled after hearing Indians surrounding them during the night. 

No shots were exchanged; there was looting and burning at the site. 

June 1866: Indians attacked a sergeant and nine enlisted men who were escorting 10 supply mules and five beef 

cattle. The sergeant and a private were wounded. The Indians took two pack mules and cattle. 

December 1866: A musician with Company C was killed during an attack on Grief Hill.  

May 1869: Infantry was attacked at the base of Grief Hill while escorting three supply wagons drawn by 18 bul-

locks (steers or young bulls). Five men were wounded; a private died the following day. Indians captured the wag-

ons and bullocks. The escort and drivers retreated to Camp Verde (name of fort before it became Fort Verde), five 

miles away.  

 

2. SKELETON CAVE (1872) 

 This skirmish in December 1872 near Horse Mesa Dam in Salt River Canyon involved Yavapais whose morale 

dipped so low following this event and others, that they  came to peace terms at Camp Verde in April 1873 tying 

this story to our locale. 

The cave described in this encounter lies on the north wall of the Salt River Canyon. Two companies of the 5th 

Cavalry from Fort McDowell and Old Camp Grant along with 30 Apache scouts under Capt. William H. Brown 

surprised 100 Yavapai Indians emerging from the cave. Refusing surrender, the trapped Indians were flushed out by 

rifle fire and rolling boulders; 75 Indians died and the rest were captured.  

 

3. BATTLE OF TURRET PEAK (1873) 

This skirmish was considered a major turning point in the effort to bring Indians to reservations. Because this in-

volved an eventual surrender to Gen. Crook at Camp Verde, it is relevant to our local history.  

This event took place in March 1873, a part of Crook’s Tonto Basin campaign to force the Apache and Yavapai 

Indians to reservations.  

Led by Capt. George Randall, this skirmish happened north of Cave Creek in the Bloody Basin area. Apaches and 

Yavapai Indians were hidden near the top of Turret Peak, near today’s Interstate 17 and Cordes Junction, a hill that 

looks like a turret. The Yavapai were surprised at dawn by military Indian scouts who had crept up the hill during 

the night. Most Yavapai were either killed or captured. Within two weeks, most of the area Apaches and Yavapais 

had surrendered. 

4.  CIBICUE (1881) 
Col Eugene Carr, 85 men, and 23 Apache scouts arrested a medicine man at his camp on the Cibecue Creek. His 

name was Nakaidoklini (Nakai de Klinni) and was considered alarming because he promoted mystical teachings, 

prophecies, and blending Christian and native spirituality (foreshadowing the Ghost Dance religion). 

Nakaidoklini followers attacked, as did sympathetic Apache scouts who joined in, shooting a captain and six men. 

Nakiadoklini’s guard would eventually kill him. An assault of Fort Apache resulted with the Indians eventually sur-

rendering.  

 

5. BATTLE OF BIG DRY WASH (1882) 
In 1882, about 50 Indians broke from the Cibicue White Mountain Reservation, following the tense situation 

months earlier that resulted in an important Apache medicine man being killed. The Indians began raiding, stealing 

horses and cattle, throughout the Mogollon Rim country. Soldiers cornered them at Big Dry Wash, 37 miles east of 

Fort Verde (northeast of Payson), wherein a coordinated  battle ensued on July 17, 1882. This was considered the 

last major action of the northern Apache Wars 
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