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 Geronimo’s Cadillac 
Once I moved about like the wind. 

Now I surrender to you, and that is all.
Geronimo (Goyathlay), 1886

A S HE SAT TO HAVE HIS PORTRAIT 
painted in 1897, the legendary Apache 
warrior Goyathlay—known to history as 
Geronimo—bared his waist, exposing scars 
from over 50 bullet holes. “See?” he 
proudly exclaimed, “Bullets cannot kill me!”   
   Geronimo could be forgiven for believing 
he had supernatural powers. The ageing 
warrior had survived two massacres, 
countless raids and surprise attacks, and the 
loss of his entire family in an ambush. 
   Now 68, he had been a prisoner of the 
U.S. Army for over 11 years, shuttled from 
Arizona to Florida to Alabama—and soon 
after he sat for that portrait, Oklahoma, the 
final stop on a long, tragic journey from 
fierce Apache warrior to public spectacle.     

 Geronimo (in top hat) in a 1904 Locomobile, Oklahoma, 1905 

   Born into the Bedonkohe Apache tribe in 
Sonora in 1829, Goyathlay was admitted to 
the Council of the Warriors at the age of 17. 
This allowed him take a wife, Alope, who 
subsequently bore him three male children.
   While on a mission to Mexico in 1858, the 
men of the tribe returned late one evening 
from a trading foray into town to find that 
Mexican troops had attacked their camp, 
stealing all their horses, supplies and 
weapons, and killing many of the women 

and children—including Goyathlay’s wife, 
his mother, and all three of his sons.
   The wanton slaughter of virtually his 
entire family instilled in Goyathlay a life-
long hatred of Mexicans, transforming the 
peaceful young Indian into a brave warrior. 
After joining a fierce band of Apache 
known as the Chiricahua, he began taking 
part in numerous raids throughout northern 
Mexico and the American Southwest.



   The Mexicans soon gave Goyathlay the 
nickname Geronimo (Spanish for Jerome)—
presumably after God-fearing victims 
pleaded in vain for St. Jerome to save them 
from the fearless warrior’s revengeful fury.
   Along with Mexicans, the Apache were 
faced with a rising tide of white settlers 
encroaching on their land in search of gold. 
In 1876, seeking to reduce conflict, the U.S. 
government forcibly moved the tribe to the 
San Carlos Reservation, a barren wasteland 
in Arizona described even by whites as 
‘Hell’s Forty Acres.’ Betrayed by his scouts, 
Geronimo was later captured, but escaped 
along with hundreds of other prisoners and 
fled to Mexico to resume fighting.
   In 1882, the government declared all-out 
war on the Apache, dispatching General 
George Crook and fully a quarter of the 
entire U.S. Army to conduct a campaign to 
subdue the tribe. Geronimo surrendered in 
1884, but managed once again to escape.
   Crook and his 5, 000 troops then pursued 
Geronimo and his small band of warriors—
among them the revered woman warrior-
prophet Loze—for over five months and 
1,645 miles before finally surrounding them 
in Mexico’s inhospitable Sonora Mountains. 
   Exhausted and hopelessly outnumbered, 
Geronimo surrendered for a third time—but 
fearing he would be killed upon crossing 
into U.S. territory—escaped his captors yet 
again, along with a handful of loyal warriors 
and a few women and children.   
   Begrudgingly admired now among whites 

as ‘the last Indian holdout,’ Geronimo was 
persuaded by General Nelson Miles to 
surrender for a fourth and final time in 1886, 
after securing a promise from Miles that he 
would be permitted to return to Arizona.
   The promise was never kept. Geronimo 
and 27 other Apaches were shipped to 
Florida by boxcar and committed to hard 
labor, with many dying along the way. 

   In 1894, Geronimo and several hundred 
other Apache prisoners were moved once 
again—this time to Oklahoma, where many 
of the remaining tribes were being herded 
into the expanding reservation system. 
   As the threat of ‘wild Indians’ gradually 
diminished, Native Americans increasingly 
became a subject of curiosity, especially 
among whites in the faraway Eastern cities. 
Tales of Geronimo’s ferocity as a warrior 
became the stuff of legend, and—having 
converted to Christianity and now consider-
ing himself to be a white man—he was 
featured in several large expositions, most 
notably the 1904 St. Louis World’s Fair. 
The following year, he appeared in a promo-
tional campaign for the Locomobile Co., a 
pioneering American automobile maker.
   Geronimo appeared regularly in fairs and 

traveling Wild West shows, selling auto-
graphed photographs of himself, along with 
cheap Indian trinkets and souvenirs. These 
elaborate productions often featured staged 
recreations of historic battles, with actors 
playing the role of famous warriors like 
Sitting Bull and Chief Joseph. But nothing 
could match the ‘genuine Indian chief’ 
Geronimo—billed as The Worst Indian That 
Ever Lived—in capturing the imagination 
(and ticket money) of inquisitive crowds.
    In his later years, weary of his fading 
celebrity and years of being exploited as an 
anachronistic curiosity, Geronimo began to 
drink heavily and became deeply homesick, 
expressing a nostalgic longing for his ances-
tral lands, traditional culture, and former 
freedom and simple way of life. Late one 
winter night in 1909, he caught pneumonia 
after falling off his horse, and died at age 79
—having never again seen his homeland.       
   From his deathbed, Geronimo expressed 
a solitary regret to his nephew: “I should 
never have surrendered. I should have 
fought until I was the last man alive.”◾


