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C. E. Cooley: A Virginian Among Apaches1

By Eldon Bowman

ver so gently, dawn came to Turret Mountain.  The springtime air high up in
the mountains of central Arizona was cool, dry and seemingly weightless.
The sky was pearl gray except for the silver light that spread slowly from

behind the far-eastern edge of the dark, broken silhouette of the Mogollon Rim.
The first chirps of the birds gently eased aside the silence of the fading pre-dawn
darkness.  Then a pause, an almost unnatural silence, as the dawn expanded.
Shortly, there was enough light to see the wickiups and the sights on a rifle barrel.2

Then, between darkness and dawn of March
23, 1873, this last quiet moment was violently
shattered by the thunder of heavy-caliber
military rifles sounding in unison, a volley of
whining lead bullets sharply striking through
brush huts.  Suddenly, the morning was
ghostly white and acrid from the smoke and
stink of exploding black powder.3 Cries and
shouts of surprise, a tattoo of shots, crouched
movements in the half-light and the scratching
of heavy boots across rocky ground all mixed
together.

Those in the wickiups, Apache men, women
and children scattered quickly into the bushes
like quail to be flushed out by whizzing lead
from one spot to another.  Stunned by surprise
and wild with despair, some of them were
seen leaping from the steep precipice to sure
death in the rocks below.4  No man surren-
dered; none expected to live if he did.  As the
thundering of the rifles stopped and the dense,
white smoke drifted away, the toll was found
to be fifty Apaches killed and fifteen taken
prisoner. The women and babies were stunned
and easily captured and the fight was over as
suddenly as it had begun.  For C. E. Cooley
and his Apache scouts it was a good day’s
work, an unusually good day’s work.

What troubled peace there was on the turbu-
lent Arizona frontier in those days had van-
ished two years earlier in 1871, in the smoke

of burning freight wagons along dusty, lone-
some roads and in blazing cabins at remote
ranches.  Several small groups of renegades
had gone off reservation and were cutting a
wild and bloody swath of pillage, destruction
and killing throughout central and eastern
Arizona.5  Travel had all but stopped and the
Territory was in the grip of terrible rumors.
Infantry and cavalry patrols, each with
Apache scouts, were everywhere, crisscross-
ing the mountains and basins of Apacheria,
often it seemed, like slow-moving horned
toads chasing wasps.

The Army's best Indian Fighter, Colonel
George Crook—"Gray Wolf" as the Apaches
soon named him—was responsible for these
tactics of relentless pursuit, sending out
greenhorn soldiers attempting to deny the
renegades any rest and wear them down.  Af-
ter arriving in Tucson in 1871, he quickly ap-
praised the situation and the forces available
to him, then organized the Apache scouts and
armed them with the best rifles available.
Tucson citizens were appalled; there were no
“friendly" Apaches they said, and Crook was
risking a blood bath by arming them.  Having
recently met C. E. Cooley and learning of his
earlier scouting experiences and his close re-
lations with the White Mountain Apache
bands, Crook made him the linchpin of the
operation, immediately attaching scouts to
each patrol sent out, counting on Cooley's in-
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fluence and active participation to effectively
restrain and guide the scouts' behavior.6

To soldier and scout alike the Colonel made
his orders simple and direct:  The clothes on
your back, one blanket under the saddle, a few
fast-walking mules carrying ammunition and
food and that's all. Wherever they are, find the
renegades and stay on their tail until, fearing
their own destruction, they return to the safety
of the reservation.

Cooley  (he never
seemed to have
used his given
names, Corydon
Eliphalet) was in
his element. His
Apache friends
were the eyes and
ears of these pa-
trols, spreading out
before them like a
fan to pick up the
faintest of signs
and guiding troop-
ers along recent
tracks to secluded
camps in the brush
along the creeks.
Rarely, at least at
first, were the
hunted surprised;
the troops were
still too slow and
too noisy to catch
them unawares.
More often than
not the tired soldiers had to be content with
finding an abandoned campfire, some stray
pieces of venison, or a few fresh squash to
destroy. Rarely were they lucky enough to get
off a quick shot or two at figures melting into
the shadows or disappearing among the rocks.

But, with months of practice and adopting
Apache ways of moving and fighting, these
mixed units of scouts and soldiers began to be

effective.  The battle of Turret Mountain cul-
minated almost two years of scouting for
Cooley.  It was a major victory for the Army
in this hide-and-seek war.  His Apache scouts
had captured a woman from the renegade
band they had been hunting, forced her to dis-
close their hideout on the top of the mountain
and then led the entire patrol on a silent,
night-long climb up the heights and into posi-
tion for the surprise attack at dawn. It was this

kind of ceaseless
and exhausting pa-
trolling by small
units that finally
forced the rebel-
lious Apaches back
to their reservation.
As one renegade
told Colonel Crook,
it was the copper
cartridge  (which
allowed the troops
to rapidly re-load
their single-shot
rifles) and the con-
stant patrolling that
had done them in.

By the winter of
1873, the worst of
the fighting was
over.  Civilians
were relieved but
wary.  The Army
controlled the res-
ervations, at least
for the present and
Crook was pro-

moted to Brigadier General in recognition of
both his success and the fact that his position,
as Commander of the Military District of Ari-
zona, called for that rank. Cooley remained
around Camp Apache to give advice to Crook
and encourage the acceptance of the Army's
efforts to teach farming and other peaceful
activities. Years later, in reviewing this
Apache campaign, Crook angered profes-
sional officers in the East by saying that the
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