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The Bloody Basin is a physiographic region north of Perry Mesa, approximately 100 km north of 

Phoenix, Arizona, and was named for a series of bloody skirmishes between the U.S. Army and local 

Native Americans (Figure 1). The Tonto Basin Campaign was organized by General George Crook in 

1871 in an attempt to put an end to the numerous small fights between Euroamerican settlers and Apache 

and Yavapai in central Arizona (Figure 2). The campaign’s purpose was to force the native population 

back on to reservations, with the Battle of Turret Peak being the turning point of the campaign.  

 
Figure 1. Modern photo of Turret Peak 

Although many believe that the name Bloody Basin is associated with the Pleasant Valley War between 

the Tewksbury and Graham families (Benore 2013), who ran sheep and cattle outfits, respectively, this is 

likely not the case. Bloody Basin probably got its name from the Battle of Turret Peak, which occurred on 

March 27, 1873 (Michno 2003). The Yavapai and Tonto Apache, who were highly mobile, unpredictable, 

and daunting foes, were feared by white settlers because of their cunning, ferocity, and endurance (Benore 

2013; TNA 2015). They showed little mercy to the interloping settlers who had moved into their 

traditional lands beginning in the 1860s.  



Having frequently skirmished with local Native Americans for a decade, with mixed results, the U.S. 

Army organized the Tonto Basin Campaign. In June of 1871, General George Crook was assigned to the 

area and used mobile Army detachments led by Apache scouts. Crook's assignment was to track down 

members of the tribes and forcefully return them to the reservations. Over the course of the operation, 

there were over twenty clashes. 

 

Figure 2. Historical photo of General George Crook.  

On March 11, 1873, a band of Tonto Apaches attacked a party of three men. Two were killed, but one of 

the men was taken alive and tortured. According to accounts by Major Azor H. Nickerson, the Apaches 

took the man up to a sheltered spot among the rocks, stripped him of his clothing, tied his hands behind 

him, fastened his feet together and commenced to torture him by shooting arrows into his naked body, 

taking care not to hit vital spots (Michno 2003). The atrocity inspired a punitive expedition led by Captain 

George M. Randall of the 23rd Infantry that tracked the hostiles to Turret Peak, a Yavapai stronghold east-

southeast of Horseshoe Ranch in the Bloody Basin.  

On March 27, 1873, a group of soldiers and Apache scouts under the command of Captain George M. 

Randall crept up Turret Peak in the dark of night. Randall had the men crawl on hands and knees to avoid 

alerting the Apache group (Michno 2003). Shortly after midnight they saw the glimmer of fires amid the 

rocks scattered about on the summit. Waiting until dawn, the soldiers charged and surprised the Apache at 

a ranchería near the crest of the mountain. It is reported that the Apaches were so panic-stricken that 

many of the warriors jumped off of the precipice to their deaths. Those who resisted were quickly killed 

or surrendered. Estimates run between 26 and 57 Apache killed, with many more injured. A few civilians 

were found in a nearby cave below the peak after the fighting had stopped, killed accidentally by the 



covering fire or rolling rocks. No soldiers were killed, and several were later awarded the Medal of 

Honor. Two weeks after the battle, on April 6, many of the Apache surrendered to General Crook at 

Camp Verde and were removed down to the San Carlos Reservation, not to return until several decades 

later. The attack at Turret Peak proved demoralizing to the Yavapai and Apache people.  
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