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Opposite: This hand-colored stone lithograph of a Lipan Apache warrior sitting astride a horse and carrying a rifle appears in Report 
on the United States and Mexican Boundary Survey by William H. Emory, completed under the direction of the Secretary of Interior in 
1857. Image courtesy of University of North Texas Portal to Texas History, Star of the Republic Museum Collection.
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The Preservation of Presidio’s Lipan Apache 

Cemetery Challenges a Cultural Myth

By Donna B. Jones
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This page, bottom left: Rock cairns 
mark 45 burial sites in Presidio's Li-
pan Apache cemetery.The stones also 
were placed to help protect the graves 
from wildlife. Photograph courtesy of 
Big Bend Conservation Alliance. Origi-
nal in color.

Opposite page: A list of Lipan Apache, 
led by Chief Cuelgas de Castro, who 
volunteered to assist the Republic of 
Texas military in campaigns against 
the Comanche in 1839. Courtesy of 
Republic of Texas Military Rolls, Texas 
Adjutant General’s Department, Ar-
chives and Information Services Divi-
sion, Texas State Library and Archives 
Commission. Original in color.

F or much of the countr y's modern histor y, c lashes bet ween 
White set t lers and American Indians have captured the pub-
l ic ’s imaginat ion and have become a ha l lmark of popular cu l-
ture—chi ldhood games of cowboys and Indians that mimic 
gunf ights and kil l ings, award-winning movies that portray the 

exploration and exploitation of the Western frontier, and best-sel l ing nov-
els that describe battles in disturbing detail, to name just a few examples. 

Chi ldren’s games and ar t ist ic expressions aside, histor y has document-
ed many rea l-l i fe, epic conf l icts bet ween set t lers and American Indians. 
But the idea that the t wo were constant ly at war is a myth. Since Span-
ish explorer Á lvar Núñez Cabeza de Vaca was shipwrecked and became 
the f i rst European to set foot on Texas soi l in 1528, the relat ionship 
could be bet ter descr ibed as volat i le—sometimes diplomatic and some-
t imes murderous. Bet ween the t wo extremes lay cu ltura l blending, with 
an early demonstrat ion being Cabeza de Vaca himsel f. Separated from 
the other members of his expedit ion, he began a new l i fe among the 
Karankawa Indians. During his t ravels in the New World, the explorer 
stayed for a t ime at the junct ion of the R io Conchos and R io Grande, 
near what is now the cit y of Presidio. The Lipan Apache later inhabited 
that same area, and the Tribe came to play a pr imary role in the compl i-
cated interact ions bet ween European colonists and American Indians. 

The relat ionship bet ween the descendants of both groups continues 
to evolve. Recent ly, at the end of 2021, in a histor ic development that 
at t racted nat iona l at tent ion, Presidio County advanced the preser va-
t ion of the Lipan Apache cu lture by returning ownership of El Cemen-
terio del Barrio de los Lipanes  (Cemeter y of the Lipan Neighborhood) to 
the Lipan Apache Tribe of Texas. The bur ia l ground is within the cit y 
l imits of Presidio, a communit y of 4,000 located 240 mi les southeast of 
El Paso and home to generat ions of Lipan Apache. Stones, wire fencing, 
wooden crosses, f lowers, and other decorat ions mark 45 graves that are 
the f ina l rest ing places of their ancestors. 
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As t ime passed, resident ia l 
development encroached on 
the sacred site, and it suf fered 
from neglect. Oscar Rodriguez , 
a member of the Lipan Apache 
Tribe of Texas and the Big Bend 
Conser vat ion A l l iance (BBCA), 
witnessed the deter iorat ion and 
began a decades-long crusade to 
preser ve the cemeter y.

“I know the place by histor y, 
and I know it by chi ldhood,” Ro-
driguez reca l led. “ It ’s something 
that ’s been in my l i fe, for a l l my 
l i fe.”  

The act iv ist is a c it y govern-
ment of f ic ia l , former facu lt y 
member at Sul Ross  State  Uni-
ver s it y  in  A lpine ,  and author 
and producer  of  a  week ly  rad io 
show about  the borderland patois 
(d ia lec t)  broadcast  on Mar fa 
Publ ic  R ad io.  Rodr ig uez spent 
h is  format ive  yea r s  i n  h i s  na-
t i v e  Ode s s a  a nd  i n  O j i na g a , 
Ch i hu a hu a ,  Mex ico,  le s s  than 
f ive  mi les  ac ross  the border 
f rom Presid io.  His  work to 
ra ise  awa reness  of  the impor-
tance of  preser v ing the cemeter y 
or ig inated w ith appea l s  to  loca l 
of f ic ia l s  in  1988 ,  a  few yea r s 
a f ter  Pres id io's  incor porat ion, 
when the c it y  began to improve 
s t reets ,  some of  wh ich c rossed 
the s ite . 

Loca l Lipan Apache fami l ies 
objected, and roadways were 
routed around the grounds, but 
some houses a l ready had been 
bui lt on the or ig ina l site, Rodri-
guez sa id. Rock cairns—mounds 
of rough stones that mark and 
protect graves—also were of spe-
cia l interest to the preser vat ion 
advocates. Many of the stones 
were taken by people for their 
own use. Appea ls for their return 
have been only somewhat success-
fu l . Rodriguez expla ined that the 
rocks not only mark a gravesite, 
but a lso sa feguard it f rom wi ld-
l i fe damage.

“If something tr ies to dig in, 
the loose rock s  fa l l  into the 
hole ,”  he sa id .  “ We ca l l  the 
rock s  cent ine la s  (sentr ies) in 
Spanish. In a spir itua l way and 
a physica l way, these stones are 

watching over and protect ing 
the graves.”

Rodriguez pra ised the Cit y 
of Presidio’s cooperat ion, 
which was dr iven par t ly by 
persona l relat ionships. 

“Presidio doesn’t have a big 
populat ion,” he sa id. “ I don’t 
have to go too fa r  to  r un into 
a  cousin or  a  t r iba l  member 
who is  s y mpathet ic .  It ’s  not 
not iced much in these  ver y 
d iv ided day s ,  where ever y-
th ing you say becomes pol it i-
ca l ,  but  th is  i s sue never  got 
into that  theater,  and we a re 
thank f u l  for  that .  We see that 
a s  a  s ign of  what  the place 
means .  The preser vat ion ef-
for t  got  10 0 percent support 
f rom a l l sides.”

Work to shield the site 
reached a mi lestone in 2013, 
when the Lipa n  Apac he  p e-
t i t ioned  for  a nd  r e ce i v ed 
a  Te x a s  S t a te  A nt iqu i t i e s 
L a nd ma rk  de s i g nat ion  for 
t he  c emete r y.  T hat  o f f i-
c i a l  r e cog n it ion  a f ford s  t he 
s a c r ed  p l a c e  l eg a l  p rote c t ion 
f rom d a ma ge  or  de s t r uc-
t ion  t hat  m ight  r e su l t  f rom 
t he  e x pa ns ion  of  t he  su r-

rou nd i ng  ne ighborhoo d . 
In par tnership with the Big 
Bend Conser vat ion A l l iance, 
the Tribe and fami ly descen-
dants a lso appl ied to the Texas 
Histor ica l Commission for a 
histor ica l marker, which was 
approved in June 2021.

A LOOK BACK

While the Lipan Cemeter y 
had its beginnings in the late 
18th century, the stor y of the 
Lipan Apache ,  who event ua l ly 
reached the Pre s id io  a r e a , 
b eg a n  c ent u r ie s  e a r l i e r.  Be-
t we en  A . D.  10 0 0  a nd  14 0 0 , 
t he  Apac he  m ig r a ted  f rom 
Ca nad a ,  w it h  some  g roups 
s e t t l i ng  i n  A r i z ona ,  Ne w 
Me x ico ,  Ut a h ,  a nd  Me x ico . 
T he  Tr ib e  w a s  a mong  t he 
f i r s t  A mer ic a n  I nd ians  to 
r ide horses ;  they l ived a  no-
mad ic  ex is tence fol lowing the 
buffa lo and a lso were success-
fu l farmers.

The Apache groups reconf ig-
ured several times, and the tribe 
known as the Lipan Apache 
reached the grassy plains of 

Left: Republic of Texas 
President Sam Houston 
was a proponent of culti-
vating good relationships 
with American Indian 
tribes. His efforts brought 
about the Treaty Between 
the Republic of Texas and 
the Lipan Apache Indians, 
which was signed on Janu-
ary 8, 1838. The pact, how-
ever, lasted only a few short 
years. Half-length portrait,  
daguerreotype, circa 1848-
1850. Courtesy of the Library 
of Congress Prints and 
Photographs Division.



13TEXAS

North Texas in the 1600s. Once 
there, they split into smaller bands 
and moved south to avoid the 
Comanche, their archenemies, who 
drove them deep into Central and 
South Texas. 

While Texas was under Spain’s 
ru le in the early 18th century, 
the Apache staged ra ids aga inst 
Spanish missions. Then in the 
1790s, New Spain's colonia l 
government named present-day 
Presidio an Establecimiento de 
Paz  (Peace Set t lement), of fer ing 
goodwi l l to the Lipan Apache 
who moved there. 

The early 1800s were notable 
as a per iod of cooperat ion. The 
Tribe t raded bison, venison, 
hides, pecans, and other staples 
with White set t lers. When 
Mexico won independence from 
Spain in 1821, Lipan Apache 
Chief Cuelgas de Castro a l l ied 
his people with Stephen F. Aus-
t in’s colonists and later with the 
Republ ic of Texas. The chief even 
enl isted as a scout in the stor ied 
Texas Rangers, founded by Aus-
t in in 1823 to protect colonists. 
Republ ic of Texas President Sam 
Houston, a st rong bel iever in 
American Indian r ights, formal ly 
acknowledged a f r iendship with 
the Lipan Apache through the 
Treat y Bet ween the Republ ic of 
Texas and the Lipan Apache In-
dians, January 8, 1838.

The accord broke down four 
years later, perhaps due to the 
unsolved murder of a Lipan 
Apache chief who was bel ieved 
to have been k i l led by Whites. 
When Texas became a state, the 
relat ionship fur ther deter iorated 
as ef for ts to remove the Tr ibe 

f rom thei r  l and esca lated .  The 
Lipan Apache moved ac ross 
the Mex ican border  and com-
menced a  ser ie s  of  dest r uc t ive 
ra ids  that  l a s ted for  decades .  In 
1873,  the U.  S .  A rmy led a  force 
into Mex ico,  dest royed Apache 
v i l l ages, and forced the sur v i-
vors onto a reser vat ion in New 
Mexico. 

However, some Lipan Apache 
resisted relocat ion, and by 1880, 
with their numbers dimin ished 
by d isease ,  wa r,  and food shor t-
ages ,  they were scat tered in 
sma l l  g roups a long the lower 
R io Grande.  Many of  them 
moved f rom Texas  to  Mex ico 
and back aga in ,  somet imes 
d ress ing in non-nat ive  c lothes  to 
blend in w ith Tejanos and Mex i-
cans ,  but  they rema ined s tead-
fast  in  protec t ing thei r  cu lt u ra l 
her itage.

E VOLU T ION A N D  
A PPR ECI AT ION 

Today, the Lipan Apache Tribe 
of Texas number bet ween 4,300 
and 8,000, inc luding unregistered 
fami ly members. Many of the de-
scendants whose ancestors set t led 
in Presidio centur ies ago st i l l  l ive 
in the Big Bend Region and the 
southern R io Grande Va l ley on 
both sides of the U. S.-Mexico 
border. They are represented 
by a t r iba l government, with a 
const itut ion and bylaws, and the 
Tribe is a vot ing member of the 
Nationa l Congress of Ameri-
can Indians. Both organizat ions 
support protect ion of American 
Indian her itage, inc luding tradi-
t ions, ceremonies, language, and 
sacred histor y.

A resolut ion passed by the 
Texas Legislature in 2019 sa luted 
that her itage, highl ight ing the 
Tribe's "st rong sense of ident it y 
and communit y," as wel l as their 
ongoing contr ibut ions "to the cu l-
ture of the Lone Star State...."  

The dec larat ion a lso pa id 
t r ibute to the Lipan Apache 
who ser ved in the United States 
Armed Forces dur ing World Wars 

I and II, the Korean and Vietnam 
Wars, and conf l icts in Afghani-
stan and Iraq. Addit iona l recog-
nit ion was g iven to members of 
the Tribe who have had careers in 
publ ic ser v ice—teachers, pol ice 
of f icers, and ministers—as wel l 
as in other important occupa-
t ions. 

The recent return of the cem-
eter y to the Texas Tribe fur ther 
honors those dist inct ions. 

Going for ward, the Big Bend 
Conser vat ion A l l iance, the Li-
pan Apache Tribe of Texas, and 
descendants of those interred at 
the cemeter y are ra ising money 
to prevent erosion of the bur ia l 
mound, l imit t respassing, and 
teach v isitors about the site's 
histor y. Projects to be funded 
through the ef for ts of this par t-
nership wi l l begin with topo-
graphic 3-D model ing sur veys 
and ground-penetrat ing radar to 
help design a per imeter fence. 

Rodriguez expla ined that this 
protect ive boundary wi l l repre-
sent something more. "I 'm ca l l ing 
it a monument because I don't 
want to ca l l it a fence. It 's not 
to div ide proper t y. It is just to 
remind people who don't know its 
histor y that this place is d i f fer-
ent...."

In the years to come, the site 
a lso wi l l honor the cu ltura l and 
fami l ia l connect ions that fol-
lowed. "Just as any people who 
have been in any place for a long 
t ime, we came to be related to 
ever ybody—to the legacy An-
glo fami l ies, to the Mexican and 
Black fami l ies that came through 
there 200 years ago, 100 years 
ago, 10 years ago," Rodriguez 
sa id. "Our fami ly t ies cross a l l 
those bounds."

He concluded, "We tel l people, 
'This is your bur ia l site,'  and we 
mean that....  We're protect ing a 
bur ia l site so that a l l human be-
ings who wi l l see it , even a hun-
dred years f rom now, wi l l know 
that this is a beaut i fu l place, and 
it is to be revered."S

Donna B. Jones ,  of Austin , i s  a 
f reelance writer and editor.
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...[a Texas State An-
tiquities Landmark]...
af fords...legal protec-
tion f rom damage or 
destruction that might 
result f rom the expan-
sion of the surrounding 
neighborhood .




