                 Native Americans and the Helotes Creek Valley
With the beauty of its rolling hills and strong waters, abundant game and caves for shelter it is difficult to understand why the land in the Helotes Valley remained uninhabited for as long as it did. It wasn’t until the 1850’s that a handful of citizens began to brave the elements and marauding Indians and settle in the verdant valley. Those early settlers lived a fearful existence often paying the supreme price for their pioneering efforts. So what caused the Indians to react so strongly to a few settlers and who were these Indians ?
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To understand the Indian story in our part of Texas you can delve back some 15,000 years but the sheer number of tribes and units/clans that make up the Coahuiltecan Indians who largely inhabited this portion of Texas are staggering. As an example, the Indians who lived in the four San Antonio missions of Espada, San Jose, Concepcion and Capistrano comprised a minimum of 68 different tribes or clans. Some estimates indicate as many as 200 different tribes or clans. These were primarily hunter/gatherer peoples who lived a nomadic existence. They existed largely along rivers and streams where they hunted game and fished and then followed the buffalo in the autumn of the year. They were, for the most part, peaceful. Differing groups developed skills and crafts and traded among the other indigenous peoples for different types of goods and wares. The coming of the European settlers offered these peoples an opportunity for a larger market for their goods and gave them access to ceramics, glass, guns and horses. It also exposed them to never-before seen diseases and epidemics which seriously depleted their numbers. For three hundred years of San Antonio history these indigenous peoples have lived among the European settlers in peace. Today, San Antonio has one of the largest percentages of native Indian populations in the larger cities of the US. Some 2% of the total population can still trace their lineage to these people. This is perhaps indicative of just how peaceful and prevalent they were in Central Texas society.
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So who were the native groups that made life difficult for settlers and why?

The answer to that question is even more complex and has implications which extend back before the Europeans arrived. Food and the scarcity of it were the predominate factors in the tribal life in Central and South Texas. These people were usually organized into groups of from 15-40 persons dependent upon the availability of food.  These groups were usually blood relatives and in time of plenty or at specific harvesting times they might form larger groups who camped for extended periods in one area. These larger communes were known as rancherias. While the people were peaceful they did get into conflict with other area tribes over food and territory. Generally speaking, however, they were gentle people whose primary goal was subsistence. While the land and the climate were factors in the determination of the Coahuiltecan territory there was the question in the Middle Ages of the political influence of Mexico who frequently considered the territory of Texas its own. As political regimes changed, and in some eras they did so frequently, differing policies forced these natives northward. This led to conflict with other Texas tribes, most notably the plains Indians known as the Lipan Apaches. The Apaches were a wide ranging group, warrior-like and they followed the bison south into Central Texas. This led to clashes with the hunter/gatherer Coahuiltecans whose territory was quickly becoming small and their livelihood untenable. About this time the Mission San Antonio de Valero was taking shape and the prospect of safety from other Indian tribes and regular food supplies led many of the Coahuiltecans to seek shelter in the Alamo and the four other San Antonio area missions as well.
Fast forwarding to the Republic of Texas era, the 1830’s saw the Federal Government establish a string of Forts along the Western edge of Texas. The old Alamo and later the Arsenal in San Antonio were the major supply depots for these forts. The Forts were designed to provide outposts of mounted cavalry soldiers and some larger munitions for defense against Indian raiding. Reports vary as to the effectiveness of the Fort system. While they did provide some protection there were still frequent depredations by primarily Apache and sometimes Comanche Indians until as late as the 1870’s in the 
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Helotes valley. With the coming of the Civil War these forts were abandoned by the Union and once again, whatever protection the forts did provide was lost, and raiding continued unabated. Frustration among the Texas citizenry was high and independent militias were begun. Some were successful in slowing the raiding and punishing the Indians but by and large the raiding and livestock theft and killing continued. Many Texans were conscripted into the Confederacy and oftentimes rural ranches were left with only women and children to brave the assaults. 
Following the Civil War plans were undertaken by the US Government  to remove larger tribes to protected reservations until by the 1870’s the raids abated or ended in our valley. With the age of the Indian raids ending a new era in settlement began.
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             Coahuiltecan Tribes Represented in the four San Antonio Missions
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Major Indian Tribes of Central Texas

Jumano
Jumano is the name given to three distinct groups who ranged over northern Mexico, New Mexico, and Texas. Their primary base was in the Big Bend area of Texas. They were among the first Texas Indians to encounter Europeans when they were visited by Álvar Núñez Cabeza de Vaca in 1535. During the Spanish years, the Jumanos were active in organizing trade fairs between the Spanish and other Indians. They sometimes worked as scouts and missionaries for the Spanish, but are also known to have rebelled in the early 1600s. In the 1660s, the Jumanos faced a rapid population decline due to famine and war with the Apaches. By 1700 they had lost all their territory and trade routes. Their culture eventually died out, with the survivors drifting to join other tribes, including the Apaches. Some scholars believe that a small group of Jumanos became the foundation of the Kiowas in Texas.

Apache
The Apaches dominated almost all of West Texas and ranged over a wide area from Arkansas to Arizona. Two groups of Apaches, the Lipans and the Mescalaros, were of primary importance in Texas. Apaches were among the first Indians to learn to ride horses and lived a nomadic existence following the buffalo. They also farmed, growing maize, beans, pumpkins, and watermelons. During the era of Spanish rule, the Apaches staged constant raids against the Spanish missions. But as the 1700s wore on, they found themselves subject to raiding from the even more fearsome Comanches. Eventually, they entered an on-again, off-again relationship with the Spanish, sometimes warring and raiding, other times allying with the Spanish against the Comanches and other enemies.

When Anglo Americans began moving into Texas, the Apaches cultivated a friendship with them as a bulwark against the Comanches. This friendship broke down in 1842, perhaps because of the unsolved murder of a Lipan chief named Flacco the Younger, whom the Lipans believed was killed by whites. Lipan and Mescalaro Apaches moved across the Mexican border and began a series of destructive border raids that lasted for decades. It was not until 1873 that the U.S. Army under Colonel Ranald S. Mackenzie led a force into Mexico, destroyed the Apache villages, and forced the survivors onto a reservation in New Mexico.

Comanche
The Comanches dominated a vast area of North, Central, and West Texas. There were at least thirteen active bands of Comanches, with five playing prominent roles in Texas history. These unparalleled horsemen led a nomadic lifestyle following the buffalo. They controlled trade in produce, buffalo products, horses, and captives throughout their domain. In the 1700s, the Comanches made their presence known in Texas by warring with the Apaches and the Spanish. Fearing that they would lose Texas to the Comanches, the Spanish negotiated a peace treaty with them in 1785. When the Spanish were unable to keep their promises in trade goods and gifts, Comanche raiding against the Spanish resumed, with many of the stolen horses being traded to newly arrived Americans.

After the Texas Revolution, Americans wanted to settle in the Texas Plains. The Comanches fiercely resisted their encroachments with destructive and deadly raids on the frontier. A cycle of raiding and retaliation on both sides climaxed during the presidency of Mirabeau B. Lamar. Lamar’s policy succeeded in driving the Comanches across the Red River, but at a terrible cost to both sides. After Texas became a state, a number of Comanches were defeated by disease, warfare, and the depletion of the buffalo and moved to a reservation in Indian Territory (Oklahoma). However, many others remained active and were able to stop the spread of white settlement west of the Texas Hill Country.

In the 1870s, Comanches launched a major attack against buffalo hunters at Adobe Walls. This raid brought down a retaliatory U.S. Army campaign under Colonel Ranald S. Mackenzie that broke Comanche power once and for all. The Red River War ended in Palo Duro Canyon with the destruction of the Comanche horse herd. The Comanche way of life could not survive without their horses. The Comanches were forced to surrender and begin the painful transition to reservation life. Their tribal government today operates near Lawton, Oklahoma.

Kickapoo
The Kickapoos originated in the Great Lakes region. By the time of the Republic of Texas, a number had migrated to Texas and allied themselves with the Cherokees. As Cherokee allies, they were caught up in the violence of President Lamar’s attempt to expel most Indians from Texas. The Kickapoos fled to Mexico, where they formed an alliance with the Mexican army and conducted continuous harassing raids into South Texas.

During the Civil War, Kickapoos from Kansas and Indian Territory (Oklahoma) journeyed across Texas to join their kinsmen in Mexico. On January 8, 1865, three bands of Kickapoos were attacked by Confederate cavalry on Dove Creek, a tributary of the Concho River. The Kickapoos successfully fought off the attack and continued to Mexico, where the Dove Creek battle fueled Kickapoo anger and led to even more aggressive border raiding.

In 1873, Colonel Ranald Mackenzie led an expedition against the Kickapoos. Mackenzie captured forty of the tribe’s women, children, and elderly and took them to Fort Gibson in Indian Territory. These people served as hostages to compel the Kickapoo warriors to surrender and begin reservation life. Most refused and continued to live at El Nacimiento in northern Mexico, which remains the home for most Kickapoos today. They are notable for their adherence to their traditional way of life.

Waco/Hueco

The Wacos were a branch of the Wichita tribe. Most Wacos (also spelled Huecos) lived on the Brazos near present-day Waco, though another band lived in the New Braunfels area. They combined the buffalo lifestyle in the winter with an agricultural life the rest of the year, growing bean, squash, corn, melons, and watermelons. The Wacos were unique in that their huts were bee-hive shaped and made of brush and twigs versus teepees covered with skins. 

* All Native American paintings by American lawyer/ artist George Catlin.

