 

Picacho Peak literally translates to Peak Peak. There are a lot of names like that in the southwest. Like the senselessness of the name the battle didn’t happen on Picacho or involve the peak in any significant way, some of the Union solders rode around it but that’s about the only contribution the peak itself made to the event. More properly, the battle should be called the Skirmish at Picacho Pass. 

When the Civil War first broke out the Union Army transferred its forces out of the west to the conflict back east. Many of the Union solders in the west were Confederate sympathizers and left the army to join the Southern Cause. Much of the Confederate high command had been doing service in the west at the outbreak of the war and it was the experiences they had gained in the Mexican War that made them so formidable as battlefield commanders.

In the New Mexico Territories Confederate sympathies ran high among the civilian population as well. State militias quickly rose up to fill the vacuum left the departing Union forces. There was a desperate need in the south for gold to trade for weapons on the international market and the Santa Fe Trail, carrying the California gold, passed through New Mexico. Whoever controlled New Mexico controlled the trail and whoever controlled the trail controlled the gold.

An argument was also made by Henry Hopkins that California seaports could be used to bring in supplies away from the Union blockade of the southern ports. I think that the distances involved make that part of argument a little tenuous and the suppies would still have to cross the Mississippi. Regardless of the practicality of using California ports, on August 1, 1861 the Confederate Territiory of Arizona was established with CS Col John Baylor as Governor.  (See C.S. Arizona for the details)

In California different forces were at work, Union support was high there, and many units were raised and sent east to fight for the country. In 1862, local commanders began to worry about a Confederate invasion force moving down the Gila River and decided to launch a preemptory attack upon Arizona. This decision by authorities in California set the stage for the fight in Picacho Pass.
Union forces, from Yuma, moved up the Gila River to head off any thoughts of a Confederate invasion. On March 29th or 30th a very small skirmish took place at Stanwix Station between 30 or 40 Confederates and two Union scouts. One of the scouts was wounded but they managed to get away and inform the Union forces of the Confederates presence. The Confederates escaped and Stanwix Station became the western most skirmish of the Civil War.

The Confederates stationed 10 scouts in Picacho Pass on the road between Tucson and the Gila River with a Sgt Henry Holmes in charge to provide an early warning should the Union approach. The Union was aware of the Confederates in the pass and sent Lt James Barrett and Lt Ephraim Baldwin, each at the head of a detachment of cavalry, capture the scouts for information.

Lt Barrett with 13 troops arrived in Picacho Pass first, and instead of waiting for backup ordered his men forward. I have read two different accounts of what happened next:

First scenario, Barrett and his troops get the drop on the Confederates who are lounging about their camp and order them to surrender, as they are doing so, Barrett discharges his weapon and Confederates return fire.


Second scenario, Barrett and his troops attack the Confederate camp on horseback, riding single file, the Confederates open fire dropping the first four rides; or the first four fall out of their saddles because the horses panic.


Either way, the Confederates escaped into a mesquite thicket and the fight carried on for about an hour and a half. There was a great deal of firing and when it was over the union suffered 2 killed, including Barrett, and four wounded, one fatally. The Confederates suffered no casualties, but lost three men as prisoners including Sgt Holmes.

As I said earlier, the skirmish was small but the outcome was outsized; the Union was delayed five weeks in its advance upon Tucson because of the scouts that had gotten away. The Confederates, now aware that a large enemy for was near, and hearing about Sibley's reteat, had no choise but to abandoned Tucson on May 14th. 
Most accounts list Picacho as a Confederate victory, but it was the Union that remained in possession of the field when it was all said and done, and the subsequent decision by the Hunter to abandon Tuscon was certainly to the Union advantage.
