
 

The most feared warriors of the high plains 

THEY called themselves “Nermernuh”, which in their Shoshone dialect meant our people. They were 

only a scattered few thousand, pushed up into the infertile recesses of the Rocky Mountains and 

despised by the stronger and more sophisticated tribes to the east who called them “Komahts”, 

meaning enemy. This was heard by the Spanish as Komantsia and then Anglicised to Comanche. 

Little is known of the Nemernuh. As nomadic hunter-gatherers they had few possessions except what 

could be carried by hand or on small, dog-drawn travois, so they had no skills to create artefacts like 

pottery and left poor archaeological remains. Even their later high-pointed teepees and feather 

headresses were adopted from the Sioux and Cheyenne to their north. They occupied isolated country 

and had only a crude social structure beyond the blood-related hunting band. They subsisted on roots, 

nuts and small game. Indeed, they were not far removed from the paleolithic hunter-gatherers who 

crossed the Bering Strait from Asia during the last Ice Age. 

Some time in the late 17th Century, however, herds of wild mustang horses escaped from Iberian and 

Arab stock of the Spanish colonisers reached the Nermernuh and changed this insignificant people into 

the most feared cavalry since Genghis Khan.  

The Comanches proved skillful horse riders and adept breeders, building large herds which allowed 

them to occupy the adjacent, seemingly limitless, high plains to hunt the buffalo which grazed there in 

the millions. This new-found abundant food supply and transport equipped the Comanches to dominate 

a huge territory, holding at bay other tribes, and the Spanish, French, English and American empires for 

nearly 200 years. 



The ability to amass wealth in horseflesh introduced the concept of property into the innocent social 

mores of the Nemernuh and abundant meat gave the men new leisure. The younger men had to 

compete at something to improve their status so they could have wives and children. For this they chose 

warfare.  

The native American tribes had always warred upon each other; sometimes ritually, often brutally. This 

is no Innocents in the Garden of Eden story – captives were routinely tortured, bodies mutilated, women 

raped and children carried off to be slaves. Isolated settlements of white pioneers became increasingly 

the target. 

The North American prairies span from Canada to Mexico – a featureless grassland some 4,000 miles by 

1,000. The mustangs were hardy, tough, small and wirey like the Nermernuh themselves, could live on 

grass alone and cover great distances without water. War parties would ride 1,000 miles to attack 

defenceless homesteaders and then vanish into the vast oceanic landscape, which intimidated 

Europeans.  

They were not fighting for territory, their object was plunder – horses, hostages to be ransomed, metal 

for arrowheads and anything of value. The new-found wealth encouraged trading and a large population 

of Mestizo outlaws, known as Comancheros, grew to deal with the captured goods. The Comanches' 

new all-buffalo meat diet lacked essential nutrients and fibre, so they traded for maize and other 

consumables. Comanches became a fixture at trade fairs such as in Taos in Mexico, and would 

sometimes burn and rob the same town after the fair was over. 

On the plains and with plenty of buffalo meat, there was no limit to their territory so population 

naturally expanded rapidly. Women captured in war were often married off to warriors for more 

children. Cynthia Ann Parker was captured by Comanches at age eight and eventually married to a chief, 

bearing a son, Quanah Parker, who went on to become a famous leader in war and peace, and a 

successful businessman. Cynthia Ann was recaptured by whites but kept stealing away to go back to her 

adopted tribe. 

Warriors used little battlefield tactics, preferring single combat and attacking by stealth at night, 

especially during summer full moons which became known as Comanche moons. A Comanche warrior 

could gallop to within a few feet of his enemy, sometimes “counting coup” or touching him. He could 

hang off the side of his horse, using it as a shield, and loose 20 arrows accurately in under a minute.  

They could literally ride rings around the US army, which fought on foot, using Napoleonic infantry 

tactics with single-shot muzzle-loading rifles and swords. It was not until the Texas Rangers modified 

Samuel Colt’s revolving pistol to create the famed six-shooter in the 1840s that Europeans could match 

Indians for sheer fire power. 

The Comanches harried the Spanish army but in the waning years of her empire Spain could do little in 

response. They drove their bitter enemies the Apaches off the plains, prevented the northern 

development of Mexico, kept the French and English off the prairie and held up western American 

expansion. It took the tough, practical and independent Texans to break through. 



After the American Civil War, the federal government turned its attention to solving the “Indian 

problem” while disease and the decline of the buffalo herd were already taking their toll. Led by General 

William Tecumsah Sherman, the army was issued with Winchester repeating rifles and used Texan 

tactics to doggedly pursue raiders while shooters brought the buffalo to near extinction for their hides. 

The Nermernuh’s most isolated homeland, the remote mesas of the Llano Estacado, were finally 

penetrated. 

In the mid-19th Century, rangeland indigenous tribes the world over were being overwhelmed by new 

immigrants under population pressure: in Central Asia, in sub-Saharan Africa, in Argentina and Australia, 

and replaced by cattle and sheep-herders. 

Then followed the same litany of treaty and reservation betrayal experienced by the Sioux and 

Cheyenne to the north, whose plight became the signature image of the Amerindian tragedy, with 

Lakota chief Sitting Bull joining Buffalo Bill’s travelling circus.  

But without tribal structure and savvy in politics, the Nermernuh just faded away. They were not 

reservation Indians – without his horses, buffalo and the prairie, there was no Comanche.  
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