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The Camino del Diablo leads through desolate desert terrain which is still 
uninhabited.

It is an area of strong contrasts in both terrain and vegetation. Sharp 
rugged mountain ranges rise abruptly from low flat desert valleys, Some 
of the ranges have sharply contrasting colors because of the composition 
of the base rock. The Sierra Pinta, for instance, composed of dark 
gneisses and schists on the southern end, is sharply contrasted with the 
pinkish granite of the northern end of the range. Raven Butte, a black 
volcanic cone, stands out against the light colored granite Tinajas Altas 
Range containing one of the crucial watering points on the trail. If this 
one were dry, the travelers faced an arduous journey on to Las Tinajas 
(Dripping Springs). Many did not make it.

Most of the trail is on alluvium: stream gravels, alluvial fans, flood 
plain deposits, and some pleistocene terrace deposits. However, other 
portions of the trail pass over the Pinacate Lava Flow which swept north 
from its source in the Pinacate Range in Mexico, in the recent 
geologic era. It is characterized by extensive fields of stark black rocks 
varying in size from boulder to gravel. In other places, the trail passes 
across ancient dry lake beds composed of fine silt, very dusty in dry 
weather, turning to sticky clay in wet. The predominant vegetation in 
these areas is scrubby creosote bush.

Another portion of the trail passes through the treacherous Pinta Sands, 
a large area of drifting sand dunes difficult to traverse without frequent 
bogging down in the fine sands. Here broken pottery and stone tools tell 
us that Indians frequented the area at some time in the past.

Places of deep alluvial deposits, such at the Lechuguilla
there is subsurface water, support larger plant species like mesquite and
ironwood. A large ironwood tree was photographed by Carl Lumholtz in 1912.
It stands today very little changed, attesting to its age as well as the
slow growth pattern of plants in extremely arid areas of the world. A wide
diversity of cacti species occur throughout the seemingly barren area and
in the spring after a rare rain, blooming Ajo lilies are a pleasant surprise,]

The trail has taken various routes at different times in history, Parts of 
the routes followed by Father Kino, Father Garcia, and Juan de Anza are .not ' 
included in this nomination but are described in the statement of signifi­ 
cance as all are important to the history of the trail being nominated. 
Only the portions on the Luke Air Force Gunnery Range and the Cabepa Prieta j 
Game Range are included in this nomination and only the portion which was | 
the most frequently used during Its period of historic activity.
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The notorious Camino del Diablo was opened in 1699 by Father Eusebio Kino. 
The route was used by the Anza- expeditions of the 1770s and was sometimes 
traveled by gold seekers on the way to California in the 1850s.

Kino, the famous Jesuit missionary and explorer, charted the route with 
th€! help of young Juan Matheo Manje for the purpose of visiting the tribes 
at the mouth of the Gila. After leaving Sonoita, Mexico, the party stopped 
first at El Carrizal on the Sonoita River. From there they crossed into 
what is now Arizona. The first water supply out of El Carrizal was at 
Aguaje de la Luna (Heart Tank), as Kino names it, because of its striking 
appearance in the moonlight.

The next water stop was at Tinajas Altas (High Tanks) where a few Papago 
lived from time to time. Kino then went on to Las Tinajas, 15 miles south­ 
west of Wellton, The Reached the Gila finally west of the present town of 
Wellton at a place they called San Pedro.

On the return trip in 1700, Kino climbed the heights at Tinajas Altas and 
searched the landscape with his telescope to confirm his previous conclusion 
that Baja California was a peninsula and not an island.

In 1701, Kino and his party built a "road" to the high tanks for the 
animals by filling in crevices with stones. The stones are there still. 
At Las Tinajas in 1702 Kino saw a comet.

Father Francisco Garces came this way from Sonoita in 1771.

In 1774 Juan Bautista de Anza, in command at the Spanish outpost of Tubac, 
was commissioned to find a land route to California. Anza followed much 
of the trail blazed by Kino. He, too, had trouble making the water in the 
few tanks available to the stock. At one time, the animals were without 
water for 54 miles and 46 hours. All of the tanks showed signs that the 
Papago camped there in the dry season to hunt big horn sheep. At one tank 
Anza was told that the Papago save the sheep horns and pile them near the 
water holes in order to keep the air from leaving. If the horns should be 
removed, the air would escape and make trouble for everyone, somewhat like 
the spirits of Pandora \a box.
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The first stop, El Carrissal, is 23 miles west of Sonoita, Mexico. The 
place is now called Agua Salada because of the bad water, but it was the 
last running water until the Gila, over 100 miles away.

About 10 miles from El Carrixal, the trail crossed the now Arizona border 
line approximately one and one half miles west of boundary marker #177. 
It then passed through the south portion of the O f Neill Hills in a pass 
called Puerto Blanco. The O'Neill Hills were named for a prospector, 
David L. O f Neill ? who died in the hills and was buried there in 1916,

The trail then led along the west side of the Sierra Pinta: Heart Tank 
is the first water out of El Carrizal but is difficult to reach and 
inaccessible to stock. Therefore, the 49ers went west to Llanos del 
Tuzal (Plain of the Ground Squirrels) rather than northwest to Heart Tank. 
This led them up the east side of Tule Range to Tule Tanks between the 
Tule and Cabeza Prieta Mountains. The lower tank is often dry, and the 
upper ones are small "bowl-sized, fl but farther up the canyon is one con­ 
taining about 100 gallons.

Tule Tank does not have permanent water, but 3 miles east is Tule Well 
which was first dug in the 1850s by a Mexican who hoped to sell water to 
travelers. He abandoned the place after two years, but the well was 
cleaned out in the 1890s when the United States resurveyed the Mexican 
boundary.

About 25 miles southeast of Tule Tank is a wide adobe flat which acts as 
a sink to collect runoff from the hills. Here the mesquite trees thrive, 
and during the wet season water can be obtained from the charcos dug in 
the adobe.

The Anza expedition took a route which led them to Tinajas de la Purifi^ 
cacion (Cabeza Prieta Tanks). The largest tank in this group was approxi­ 
mately 14 feet in diameter and 5-6 feet deep. Altogether, the 6 tanks 
probably hold about 5,000 gallons of water and are almost always full as 
rains occur often enough to nullify evaporation. There is much volcanic 
rock in this area, and Cabeza Prieta (Dark Head) is named for its striking 
appearance: pale granite topped with dark lava.

The next water is at Tinajas Altas, unless, like Anza, one digs pozos
in the sand of the Lechuguilla Desert. Pozos de en Medio is in an arroyo
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and is often called Coyote Water because coyotes sometimes dig for water 
trapped by the clay bed underneath the sand. It is sometimes necessary 
to dig about 4 feet for the water, which has an unpleasant taste.

Tinajas Altas (in the mountain range of the same name) is a series of 
tanks cut by water in dense tilted granite. Together, 9 major tanks hold 
8-10,000 gallons, the distance between the top and bottom tanks being 
about 500 feet. The lowest tank is usually filled with sand, but it is 
possible to dig for water. The higher tanks are difficult to reach, and 
numbers of travelers lost their lives through lack of strength to climb 
to them. At one time, there was steel cable to assist climbers to the 
second and third tanks. The water is usually liberally spiced with dead 
bees, and there is always the possibility of pollution from drowned 
mountain sheep. Raphael Pumpelly, arriving at Tinajas Altas by moonlight 
in 1862 with Charles Boston found the trail to the water lined with the 
ghostly mummified carcasses of horses, sheep, and cattle. His pack ani­ 
mals took fright and bolted. Carl Lumholtz in 1912 counted 54 graves at 
the site.

The tanks had been an Indian campground for many centuries. There are 
hundreds of bedrock metates, 128 in one rock alone, some of them a foot 
or more in depth. They are used for grinding mesquite beans. Nearby 
there are petroglyphs and pictographs.

The top of the ridge just east of Tinajas Altas was leveled in the 1940s 
and used as a check post against hoof and md'th disease. This action 
obliterated many of the pioneer graves.

The next water was at Las Tinajas (Dripping Springs) 15 miles southwest 
of Wellton. Kino thought the tanks here looked like baptismal fonts.

The Camino is clearly visible and;though still dangerous, attracts a 
variety of desert rats, prospectors, rockhounds, and border patrolmen. 
Permits must be obtained from the Border Patrol, and most of the desolate 
area is closed, because it is in the Luke Air Force Range or the Cabeza 
Pcleta National Game Range. Near the Mexican border, the trail becomes 
a crisscross of roads frequently used by Mexican Nationals in the search 
for large trees for use in carving and for firewood .
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At one spot in the Lechuguilla Desert, Anza's men successfully dug pozos 
in the sand and found water, After crossing this desert, Anza departed 
from Kino's trail and went up the west, rather than the east, side of the 
mountains toward the Gila.

On this expedition, Anza found most of the Yuma Indians, who frequented the 
area of the Colorado River, to be friendly, an essential condition if a 
trail to California were to be maintained.

The success of the first expedition led to Anza's commission in 1775 to 
lead a group of colonists and soldiers over the same route in order to 
establish a colony at Monterey and a presidio at San Francisco. This was 
accomplished, and Anza returned over the trail in 1776, traveling at night 
much of the time.

When the Yuma Indians rose against the Spanish in 1781, Pedro Fages led 
64 ransomed settlers back to Sonora over the Camino.

After the Yuma Rebellion, the trail was closed and seldom used until the 
1840s and 1850s. The California Gold Rush attracted a stream of people, 
many of whom returned discouraged along the same route. Scores of others 
died on the way. The boundary survey of 1855 found the road marked by the 
bones and carcasses of horses and cattle and met many disappointed gold- 
seekers returning from California.

In March of 1857 Henry A. Crabb led his ill-advised and ill-fated fili­ 
bustering expedition from San Francisco to Caborca over the Camino. There 
were 89 in the party which lost several mules and horses on the way.

In the 1860s the Gold Rush was to the Gila and Colorado River mining camps, 
and the casualties continued. The boundary survey of the 1890s counted 65 
graves in one 30-mile stretch. By the 1870s, the trail was seldom used, 
because the safer (though longer) Santa Cruz-Gila River route was preferred.

The Camino del Diablo strengthened and increased the Spanish foothold in 
California at a crucial time. It provided an Apache-free trail to the 
California goldfields in the 1850s and to the Gila and Colorado mines in 
the 1860s. As other routes became safer and faster, it was abandoned as a 
major route. In 1854 with the Gadsden Purchase, it became a part of the
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Arizona Territory. Since the establishment of the Cabeza Prieta National 
Wildlife Refuge (1939) and the Luke Air Force Gunnery Range (1941-1942), 
public use is by permit only.

Recently Mexico established the Pinacate National Park adjacent to the 
subject areas,
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path Is clearly marked then any other in this area, The latter 
part of the trail, from Tinajas Altas to Wellton, is similarly vague and 
no attempt has been made to mark it here. In addition, there are varia­ 
tions between the O'Neill Hills and Tinajas Altas, Some travelers, for 
example, detoured to Heart Tank and Coyote Water, most did not.

The UTM references are for the ''beginning" of the trail (near the border) 
and the "end" of the trail (at Tinajas Altas) and Tule Well.


