
The Battle of Dragoon Springs, Arizona Territory 
 
 On or about the 5th of May, 1862, Captain Sherod Hunter, commanding Company 
A, Arizona Rangers, in Tucson , sent a detachment east to round up stray cattle, horses 
and mules to supply the garrison.  The detachment camped near the ruins of the 
Butterfield Stage Station at Dragoon Springs, approximately 70 miles east of Tucson.  
The station had been abandoned a few years earlier after a “labor dispute” between 
Mexican hostlers and the station manager.  The dispute resulted in the murder of one 
Butterfield employee and the attempted murder of the manager.  The station is near a 
source of water from a free flowing spring. A few miles to the south through a pass in the 
Dragoon Mountains lay the Cochise Stronghold, the home village of the Chiricahua 
Apache.   
 The temptation of a herd of 30 some horses and mules along with a quantity of 
cattle proved too much for Cochise’s warriors.  They attacked, killing four troopers and 
making off with the herd.  Those who fell were Captain John Donaldson, Sergeant Sam 
Ford, Private  “Ricardo”, a Hispanic recruit and an unknown Son of the South.  The 
survivors of the attack quickly buried the fallen near the stage station.  A Yankee POW 
who was with the detachment carved two headstones—one for Sergeant Ford and one for 
Private Ricardo, misspelling his name as “Richardo”.  The remaining troopers returned to 
Tucson.  We do not know the number of casualties the Chiricahua suffered. 
 

 
 
 



 On the 9th inst., Captain Hunter sent out a patrol to recover the lost livestock.  Led 
by Lieutenant Robert Swope, the patrol ran across several Apaches with the herd and 
killed five of them, recovering the animals.  Private Thomas Farrell wrote this account. 
 Swope ordered a charge, leading it himself at least three horse-lengths ahead of 
his men.  The Indians dashed for a gulch.  Bob Swope shot one Indian who was fixing an 
arrow to shoot and before the redskin could fall from his horse, Bob had him scalped. 
 By now, the so-called California Column, under the command of Colonel 
Carleton, was nearing Tucson.  Facing a superior force and without logistical support, 
Captain Hunter determined to abandon Tucson.  Company A marched eastward on 14 
May 1862, returning to La Mesilla and then on to El Paso where the unit rejoined the 
Arizona Brigade.  Arizona troopers fought throughout Texas and Louisiana for the 
remainder of the war.  Some Confederate troops did remain in Tucson after Hunter’s 
departure.  Lt. James H. Tevis recalled…I was left in Tucson with a few men as a picket.  
Union troops surprised us by entering town from the north via Canada del Oro rather 
than over the main road.  They got too close for my health and I left. 
 The lonely graves at Dragoon Springs remained undisturbed for over 100 years.  
The property formerly belonging to the Butterfield Stage Line is now part of the 
Coronado National Forest and is administered by the US Forest Service.  The site is 
remote and because of that remains much as it did in 1862.  The USFS granted care of the 
graves to the Arizona Division of the Sons of Confederate Veterans in 1997.  The 
Division installed an interpretive marker and a Cross of Honor at the site.  Each year on 
the Saturday closest to May 5th, the Division holds a memorial ceremony at the grave 
sites.   
 To reach Dragoon Springs, take Interstate 10 east from Tucson (or west from the 
New Mexico line).  Exit from Interstate 10 at Dragoon Road (exit 318) in Texas Canyon.  
Take Dragoon Road south to the present day town of Dragoon.  Cross the railroad tracks 
and turn right on Old Ranch Road, the first road across the tracks.  Drive southwest on 
Old Ranch Road until you come to a sign post on your left indicating the direction to the 
stage station ruins.  Turn left and follow this road about 1.5 miles to a parking area.  The 
station ruins and the graves are approximately 200 meters from the parking area.  Please 
note that the final stretch of road is the old Butterfield Road and is not maintained.  High 
clearance vehicles (or very careful driving in sedans) are recommended. 
 

 

 


