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ABSTRACT 

 Tattooing in the federal Indian boarding school system appears to have been 

common among the student body, but the practice is not well documented.    A search of 

the literature on Native education, focusing on boarding schools, yielded only fragments 

of references to tattooing because there has been no substantive or detailed research on 

Indian boarding school tattoos.  One brief narrative from Celia Haig-Brown (1988), 

however, illustrates the commonality and the dangers of tattooing.  This study examines 

tattoos among female students who attended Indian boarding schools in the Southwest 

during the 1960s-1970s.  The personal accounts of my mother’s experience in tattooing at 

the Phoenix Indian School provide a baseline for this study.  My study explores an 

undocumented area of boarding school history and student experiences.  Many students 

from various tribes tattooed.  The tattoos most often included small initials and markings, 

and my analysis concludes that the meanings were mostly related to resistance.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



8 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1.  MAP OF ARIZONA AND NEW MEXICO, which includes tribal 
reservations. Reproduced by permission from Edward Spicer, Cycles of Conquest the 
impact of Spain, Mexico, and the United States on the Indians of the Southwest, 1533-
1960 (Tucson, AZ:  University of Arizona Press, 1962), 3. 
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INTRODUCTION  
 
 

I wanted a rose [tattooed] on my ankle…so late one night we went 
into the bathroom where the lights were always on during the 
night…to tattoo my ankle. We heard footsteps in the hall and knew 
right away that it was the dorm mom.  We blew out the candle and 
stopped.  Then we all dashed back into bed and never finished [my 
rose]…we were too scared…since we almost got caught.  
-Shirley Beecher (Navajo) former student at Phoenix Indian School 

 
My personal familiarity with boarding school tattoos came from stories such as the one 

quoted above.   The stories were never long, just brief memories that displayed a 

continuum of resistance to Indian boarding school’s strict discipline and the peer 

pressures “behind closed dorm room doors…and in the evening” away from adult 

supervision (Lomawaima 1994, 126).  Shirley’s tattooing experience at Phoenix Indian 

School from 1960 to1963 inspired this thesis.  Shirley is my mother. 

 Tattooing appears to have been common among Native students during the 

twentieth century at Indian boarding schools, according to anecdotal evidence and in the 

opinion of scholars in the field, but has not been examined to any significant extent 

(Lomawaima, personal communication, 2008; Trennert, personal communication, 2008).    

Only one harrowing narrative account, by a former student at the Kamloops Indian 

Residential School (KIRS) in British Colombia, reads: 

She was a really good friend.  Tattooing your hands [was 
common].  And she done that, she used a common pin or 
needle…and wrote her initials on her hand and then it got blood 
poisoning from the ink.  Like her hand was swelling and swelling.  
Two or three days later…she started getting a fever.  So she 
showed the nun and they just sent her to bed.  And when she must 
have been in bed about two days…she was getting so she wasn’t 
even herself…And she just lay in bed and two days later she died. 
(1988, 115) 
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 Linda, a former KIRS student witnessed her friend die, sometime between 1952 

and 1960 while she was at KIRS.  Linda was five years old in 1952 when she started and 

thirteen in 1960 when she left KIRS.  It is not clear how old both girls were, but it is clear 

that fatalities were a reality in the Indian boarding schools, which historically resulted 

from traumatic accidents, severe depression, suicide, or illness (Adams 1995).    

 Resistance, although not always with deadly consequences, came in many forms 

such as “trixing1,” “drinking, stealing, making home brew, breaking curfew, sneaking off 

campus” (Lomawaima 1994, 124), running away, fighting (Child 1998, Johnston 

LaFlesche 1963, Riney 1999) and tattooing (Haig-Brown 1988).  Resistance2 was built 

around opposition to the severe rules and regulations guiding the students’ daily lives 

(Adams 1995, Haig-Brown 1988, Johnston , Riney 1999).  Indian students, especially the 

“spirited Indian children [who] never adjusted” (Child 1998, 94), rebelled against the 

“intense surveillance, control, regimentation, and restriction” imposed upon them 

(Lomawaima 1994, 81).    

 Tattoos are a communicative form of body art that is also personal, private, and 

permanent.  Studies of tattoos focus on a wide variety of distinct and often disparate 

cultural connotations.  Modern anthropology describes Indigenous tattoos as communal, 

tribal and spiritual, while non-Indigenous cultural tattoos are seen as a way to proclaim 

individual self-identity, self-expression, and resistance (Rush 2005).  For instance, 

contemporary American women tattoo themselves to express their independence, 
                                                           
1 “Trixing was student slang for elaborate joking and prank playing within and between groups and gangs 
and between students and staff” (Lomawaima 1994, 98). 

2
 Resistance- to take a stand or to exert oneself so as to counteract or defeat (Merriam-Webster 1974, 985) 
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individuality, and self worth, challenging Western society’s “traditional notions of 

feminine beauty” (Pitts 2003, 55).  Some of these tattoos today can be seen on the lower 

backs of girls, widely known as “tramp stamps” (See Figure 2).  An image of this type of 

tattoo depicts a stylized turtle on the back of a thirty-something-year-old owner of a 

tattoo shop in upstate New York, who is of Mohawk descent (Schwarz 2000).   The 

female tattoo shop owner says:  

 I think that a lot of people tend to get tattooed at crossroads in 
their lives. . . . Possibly unconsciously, you know, performing their 
own changing ceremonies. You know, I’m going through this “rite 
of passage,” this is part of who I’m going to be now, or I want to 
commemorate who I was, because now I’m gonna move beyond 
that.  (Schwarz 2000, 226) 
 

 People of non-Native ancestry tend to inscribe “their bodies in efforts to fashion 

new identities for themselves” (Schwarz 2000, 251).  The tattoo shop owner follows this 

tendency to tattoo for herself, emphasizing  “I am,” “I want,” “I was,” and “I’m gonna” in 

her narrative.  The emphasis on “I,” for example, in the tattoo shop owner’s narrative 

demonstrates acculturation to American values.   It is reminiscent of the major objective 

of Indian education expressed in 1888, when authorities wanted to: 

...wean the student from the degrading communism of the tribal-
reservation system…and imbue the exalting egotism of American 
civilization, so that he will say ‘I’ instead of ‘We.’” (Adams 1995, 
23)  
   

The tattoo shop owner illustrates an interweaving of multiple worldviews, acculturated 

into the Western world, yet resisting the Western world by “commemorating” her tribal 

identity and acknowledging her Mohawk heritage in her choice of tattoo design.    
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 Tattooing as a means to claim or reclaim Native heritage is often given as the 

reason tattooing occurs among Native peoples today (DeMello 2000, Rush 2005, 

Schwarz 2000).  The stylized turtle tattoo on the tattoo shop owner is meant to represent 

her clan, the Turtle Clan, which ties her to her Mohawk family and her cultural heritage.  

She is reclaiming her Native identity and heritage.  This contemporary form of tattoo can 

be seen as a revival of “primitive” body modification because it is perceived as both 

ancient and avant-garde (Pitts 2003).  Primitive body modifications mark or express a 

basic human need for rituals that give life meaning and commemorate events frequently 

overlooked in modern society (Pitts 2003, Rush 2005, Schwarz 2000, Wojcik 1995).  

Tattooing within Indigenous cultures traditionally has served to protect, define status, 

express heritage, and display maturity levels. 

 Wendy Rose (Miwok/Hopi), a poet and author, describes the significance of facial 

tattoos among California Natives.  Chin tattoos were associated with clan membership, 

rank, coming of age and preparation for the afterlife so that spirits could distinguish the 

women from the men (Furst 2001, Rose 1979, Uranga 2001).  Groups in southern 

California and along the Colorado River in Arizona, such as the Mohave, tattooed to 

provide recognition for the dead as they entered the afterlife (See Figure 5):  

…there is reported to have been a saying that an [un-tattooed] 
person goes into a rat’s hole at death instead of whatever is 
normally expected.  Men and women commonly marked lines or 
rows of dots down the chin, adding an occasional circle, stripe, or a 
few spots on the forehead.  (Rose 1979, 19) 

 
  In the early 1900s the above types of Native tattooing and other forms of cultural 

practices were discouraged in order to civilize and convert the Native populations to 
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Christianity (Adams 1995, Child 1998, Deloria 1969, Lomawaima 1993, Sinclair 1909).   

Ironically, as Native tattooing practices were declining, tattooing in mainstream Western 

society was emerging and flourishing.  DeMello (2000) called the World War II era in the 

1940s the Golden Age of American tattooing because of the patriotic mood in America.    

Sailors were tattooed in the United States, Hong Kong, Japan, the 
Philippines, and Europe, and for most a collection of tattoos 
commemorating their travels as a point of pride.  Sailors often 
visited tattoo shops in groups and competed with each other for the 
most, best , and biggest tattoos.  The most popular designs were 
flags, eagles, American slogans, USN, ships, and anchors. 
(DeMello 2000, 64) 
 

Tattooing in mainstream American society provided a marginal but nonetheless positive 

medium for largely male, working-class feelings of community and belonging (DeMello 

2000).   By the second half of the twentieth century the tattooed person was perceived as 

marginal, rootless, and dangerously unconventional; and tattoos were seen as a “symbolic 

poke-in-the eye directed at mainstream Western society” (Pitts 2003, 5).  

 The tattooed person was a link to anti-social subcultures often associated with 

gangs, punks, prisoners, and the poor.  Tattooing was embraced as a form of rebellion 

against middle class, bourgeois Western society (DeMello 2000, Pitts 2003, Rush 2005, 

Wojcik 1995).  “Most punks were wary of established tattoo artists, whom they dismissed 

as too old, too mainstream, too expensive, or too conservative;” so they tattooed 

themselves with safety pins with the do-it-your-self ethos (Wojcik 1995, 36).  Later, neo-

tribal designs started to appeal to some punks who valued the bold features, unique 

patterns, and exotic connotations of ancient tattoos from the South Pacific (Wojcik 1995). 
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The concept neo-tribalism stems from the philosophies of Jean-Jacques Rousseau 

(1712-1778), who has been credited by other Western philosophers as the inventor of the 

concept of the “Noble Savage” during the Enlightenment period.  The term “noble 

savage” is a mythic personification of natural goodness through a romantic glorification 

of “savage” life (Ellingson 2001).  Critics point out that neo-tribalism is nothing more 

than a Eurocentric fad that insults Indigenous cultures through insincere and inaccurate 

imitations of “Indianness” (Deloria 1998, Ellingson 2001).  Spiked Mohawk haircuts, 

tribal tattoo designs, ritualistic body mutilations, and the violent behavior of the early 

Punk subculture were not forms of playing Indian, but instead, plays on social outcasts 

such as bikers, prisoners, circus freaks and prostitutes, who exist outside of Western 

societal norms.   

The punks took the practice of tattooing to an extreme.  From displays of skulls 

and cross bones to the letters FTW (Fuck the World), the punks wanted to be seen and 

heard as a resistance to the government, organized religion, capitalism, and the national 

flag (DeMello 2000, Wojcik 1995).  In contrast, Native teenagers within the walls of 

Indian boarding schools during this epic punk movement were resisting, too, but more 

quietly.  The Native teens tattooed themselves using what was accessible (sewing 

needles, safety pins, India ink and liquid mascara).   However, the tattoos were done in 

secrecy by the students for fear of punishment and humiliation by those who held power 

over them—the school teachers and staff at boarding schools. 

 
 
 
 



15 
 

QUESTIONS AND METHODOLOGY  
     

 Why did the Native students tattoo themselves in the Indian boarding schools?  

How did the Native students tattoo themselves?  When did the practice start?  Why did it 

go unnoticed in past research and/or studies of Indian boarding schools?  Perhaps it is 

buried deep in the school records and if it is, then it was not brought to the attention of 

government officials or the public.  If, as anecdotal evidence suggests, students were 

tattooing as early as the 1920s (or earlier) (Lomawaima, personal communication, 2008) 

the school officials probably did not want the American public to know that their Native 

pupils, supposedly the recipients and beneficiaries of fine Victorian training, were 

expressing anti-social tendencies through tattooing.    

 Instead, scholarship about federal school describes general disciplinary acts, such 

as students being physically and psychologically punished for speaking their Native 

language, running away, breaking curfew, and not following directions (Adams 1995, 

Lomawaima 1993, Trennert 1988).  In addition, most scholarship focuses on time periods 

prior to WWII, not the decades as recent as the 1950s, let alone the 1970s (Adams 1995, 

Lomawaima 1993, Lomawaima, personal communication 2009, and Trennert, personal 

communication, 2008).   

 In my review of the literature I looked at sources on tattooing practices, Native 

tattooing practices, the history of Indian boarding schools, and the acts of resistance at 

Indian boarding schools.  The resulting literature review is divided into three sections: 

tattooing, ethnology of tribes, and Indian boarding schools.  The tattooing literature is 

divided into two sections: first, the contemporary insight and brief historical accounts 
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among people around the world practicing the art of “body modification,” (e.g., John A. 

Rush, 2005 and Victoria L. Pitts, 2003); and, second literature on Indigenous tattooing 

activities of North American Indians (including, for example, A.T. Sinclair, 1909 and 

South Pacific peoples by Makiko Kuwahara, 2005).  The enthnographies of tribes, 

include, but not limited to Frank Russell (1975), L.S.M Curtin (1984), and Wendy Rose 

(1979), contain vivid descriptions of tattoos and detailed procedures of  tattooing 

techniques by the Mohave and Akimel O’odham.  

 The Indian boarding school literature includes, but is not limited to, the works of 

Brenda Child (1998), Celia Haig-Brown (1988), Clyde Ellis (1996), Francis LaFlesche 

(1963), K.Tsianina Lomawaima (1987,1993,1994, 1999, 2006), Robert A. Trennert 

(1988,1989), Scott Riney (1999) where I searched for evidence of student resistance and 

student behaviors, especially those related to bodily appearance.  These works provide an 

abundance of personal narratives from former Indian boarding school students, as well as 

detailed reports on daily routines, student body populations, and the political dynamics of 

the school system.  In addition, a archeological report by Owen Lindauer (1996 and 

1997) serves as a reference to the cultural objects found on the Phoenix Indian School 

campus after its closure. 

 My research examines tattooing among female students at Phoenix Indian School 

in Phoenix, Arizona; Santa Rosa Boarding School on the Tohono O’odham Nation; and 

Fort Wingate Boarding School on the Navajo Nation in New Mexico.  I chose to 

interview four former female students to add to my mother’s tattooing experience, which 

may have been common in Indian boarding schools.  Semi-structured and open-ended 
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interviews provide a way to give a voice to Native women today, by encouraging 

personal narratives of their experiences in the federal boarding schools.  Lomawaima 

(1993) expresses the importance of such stories told by the students themselves:  

Personal reminiscences and shared stories…are powerful symbols 
of identity today not because they convey some “Indian” cultural 
content (in some externally defined “ethnographic” sense) but 
because they are the chronicles of Indian experience told by Indian 
people. (Lomawaima 1993, 236) 
 

 I approached this project in an “inclusive fashion” (Kyvig and Marty 2000, 5), 

meaning that the people interviewed are also researchers, figuring out and retracing their 

memories for information to contribute to this thesis.  For example, as a child growing up 

on the Hualapai reservation, I was surrounded by an abundance of Native stories, 

histories, and historical figures.  These experiences, which I observed and experienced 

firsthand, are invaluable snippets of a time and place.  The people I have interviewed 

have similar personal historical accounts that have helped me build this narrative.  

Therefore, building a partnership is sharing “nearby history” (Kyvig and Marty 2000, 5).   

 My objective was to: (1) establish a historic baseline drawn from the literature on 

Indian boarding schools and on tattoos; (2) recruit individuals who attended Indian 

boarding school and tattooed during the 1960s or 1970s and identify the institutions they 

attended; and (3) interview tattooed individuals or individuals who know of someone that 

tattooed.   

 I identified individuals from my homelands on the Navajo and Hualapai 

reservations and through acquaintances at conferences, in class, and in the mainstream 
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population of Tucson, Arizona.  Interviewees came from a number of different tribes, 

thus this research was not tribally specific.  No interviews were conducted on tribal lands. 

 The participants I interviewed had the right to refuse participation as well as the 

right to cease our discussion at any time during the interview.  Interviewees, who agreed 

to participate, signed a standard University of Arizona consent form (See Appendix B).  

In the consent form the interviewees were asked permission to be audio recorded and 

their tattoo(s) photographed.  Audio taping was used so that narratives could be properly 

transcribed and the oral discussions correctly documented.  The interviews were open-

ended, semi-structured discussions on Indian boarding school tattooing, knowledge of 

tattooing, and practice.   The names of the refusing participants as well as the 

participating interviewees were not mentioned to anyone who participated.    

 

ROADMAP TO CHAPTERS 

The first two chapters of this thesis contain background information.  In chapter one I 

discuss the pre-history and history of tattoos, including the methods and techniques of 

Indigenous peoples tattoos throughout the world.  Starting with archaeological evidence 

of early tattooing practices that date back to 3200 BC, I present a general overview of 

Indigenous tattoos, which includes the South Pacific, early America, and Indian boarding 

school tattoos.    

Chapter two details the history of the Indian boarding schools, which originated 

as mission day schools in the 1600s and evolved into agricultural and industrial 

residential schools (Child 1998, Ellis 1996, Lomawaima 1999, Riney 1999).  Native 
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children were forced into these schools to become laborers in the white American 

economy (Adams 1995, Ellis 1996, Lomawaima 1993 and 1994, and Trennert 1988).  

The general educational policy of the federal government was forced assimilation.  The 

goal was “Indians would surrender their particular religion, language, and culture [to] 

become Christian rural farmers and laborers” (Lomawaima 1994, 2).  Military 

regimentation controlled the children’s daily life and resistance was inevitable (Ellis 

1996, Lomawaima 1994).  “Students learned to test, stretch, and manipulate the 

boundaries of authority and its surveillance…and [participated] in a hierarchy of ranked 

resistance,” such as i.e. pranks, stealing, and running away (Lomawaima 1994, 101).  

 Chapter three presents the narratives and experiences of former Indian boarding 

school students that pertain to tattooing.  A total of five women were consulted during 

this research.  The initial narratives for this study came from my observations of family 

members and friends who were tattooed (or knew others who were tattooed) as teenagers 

in Indian boarding schools.  The former female students attended Indian boarding schools 

located in Arizona and New Mexico.  My mom and Loretta Jackson-Kelly attended 

Phoenix Indian School, Brenda Ventura and Christina attended Santa Rosa Boarding 

School, and Grandma Trinnie McCabe attended Fort Wingate Boarding School.3   

 In conclusion, tattooing appears to have been common at Phoenix Indian School, 

Santa Rosa Boarding School, and Fort Wingate Boarding School, among the female 

students.  The students in the Indian boarding schools during the 1960s and 1970s had 

similar yet different experiences growing up on campus.  Tattooing in my study was a 

                                                           
3 All but one (Christina) gave permission to use their real names via IRB consent form 
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shared experienced among the women interviewed.  Tattooing was a form of resistance 

toward the rigorous rules and confined boredom made one hundred years earlier that 

sought to encourage individualism over tribal and clan identities.   

 

KEY TERMS AND CONCEPTS 

 The terms American Indian, Native, Indigenous, Native American, and American 

Indian are used interchangeably to refer to peoples indigenous to what is now the United 

States.  Native and Indigenous are also used to refer to peoples indigenous to the South 

Pacific.  These terms are a general pan-Indigenous descriptor to refer to more than one 

tribal group or organization; otherwise, an individual’s or group’s tribal affiliation will be 

used.  For example, southwest tribes include the Navajo, Hualapai, Tohono O’odham, 

Akimel O’odham, Mohave, and others.  
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CHAPTER 1: TATTOOING 
  
 

When the Spaniards landed in the West Indian islands, they gazed 
with astonishment and horror on the “fantastic, diabolical images”  
of demons (zemis) [sic] tattooed on the naked bodies of the 
natives.  And early Spanish historians speak of it as a common 
practice all over Spanish America.  (Sinclair 1909, 362) 
 

 The word tattoo derives from Polynesian languages and was introduced in English 

usage in the late 18th century by sailors.  Tattooing is the permanent insertion of ink or 

other pigments below the skin using a sharp instrument; the origin of the tools, pigments, 

and methods of tattooing are unknown.  Studies attempt to trace the beginnings of 

tattooing, but focus on a wide variety of distinct and often disparate cultural practices. 

Tattooing occurred throughout the world and flourishes today as a major economic 

industry.   Consider, for example, A&E’s Inked®, a popular tattoo reality TV show that 

airs at the shop of tattoo artist Carey Hart, inside the Palms Casino Resort in Las Vegas, 

Nevada.  Hart, a former extreme motocross competitor, created with his business partner, 

John Huntington, the Hart & Huntington Tattoo Co. (H&H), which “caters to a mix of 

rock stars, celebrity VIPs, locals and tourists who clamor for the shop’s original and 

irreverent tattoos” (A&E Television Network 2009).  

 This non-Indigenous form of tattooing is often referred to as contemporary and 

iconic in pop culture, which has evolved from the early 1970s revival of primitive body 

modification, also known as tribal art (Rush 2005, Schwarz 2000).  The most popular of 

the tribal designs are those from the Northwest Coast Natives, the Southwest Natives, and 

the Maori of New Zealand.   
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PRE-HISTORIC TATTOOS 

 The origin of tattooing is not known, but through the archeological record 

tattooing has been dated back to prehistoric times.  In the A&E documentary An Ancient 

Mystery: Tattooing (1997), Steve Gilbert, fascinated by the thought of the first tattoo, 

equates it to the invention of the wheel, but it is only through archeological records that 

we can imagine the first tattoo.  Ancient worked bone and pigments tell this story: 

There is archeological evidence for tattooing; including sharp bone 
needles associated with charcoal and red ochre that date as far back as 
30,000 BCE (Before Current Era), or the beginnings of the Upper 
Paleolithic, although we have no actual preserved skin from that time 
period.  Tattooing, or more likely scarification, was probably practiced by 
our ancient ancestors 200,000 years ago or more, although there is neither 
tangible evidence nor suggestive artifacts.  (Rush 2005, 3) 
 

 The earliest remaining tools and pigments, of inorganic material, have survived 

while the organic flesh decomposed, but later mummified humans reveal actual tattoos. 

 In 1991, a group of hikers discovered the frozen body of the Ice Man in the 

Alpine Oetz valley located on the border of Austria and Italy.  The Ice Man, as 

archeologists refer to him, was wounded and died in the snowy mountains, where his 

body was ultimately concealed in a glacier over 5,000 years ago (Rush 2005).  The frozen 

and preserved body of the Ice Man has fifty-eight tattoos, which were interpreted during 

an autopsy as “medicinal tattoos,” or tattoos used for medical purposes, since most of the 

tattoos were found over arthritic joints and broken bones (Rush 2005).   

 Another instance of archeological evidence of tattoos was found on the 

mummified body of a Scythian chieftain, the “godfather of the Tribal Tattoo” (Thévoz 

1984).  The mummified body was excavated by Russian archeologists in Siberia near the 
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Mongolian and Chinese borders in 1947 from the Pazyryk burial mound in Upper Altai, 

Siberia dated ca. 300-500 BC (Thévoz 1984).  The preservation process was natural due 

to the frigid temperatures that encased the body in ice over time, which maintained a 

good portion of the skin, the hair, and the clothing.  The skin showed significant evidence 

of tattoos on the arms and the legs.  A detailed sketch reveals the skill and the elaborate 

designs of the tattoos.  

 The earliest documented tattoos from a culture with a written history are found in 

Egypt on tombs, earthenware figurines, and papyrus scrolls (Rush 2005, Thévoz 1984).  

Tattoos were found on the mummies of priestesses and dancing girls in the Temple of 

Hatshepsut dating from the second millennium B.C. (Thévoz 1984, 62), and earlier than 

that at Thebes: 

One of the best preserved of these mummies is Amunet, who in life was a 
priestess of the Goddess Hathor at Thebes during Dynasty XI (2160-1994 
BC)…Hathor symbolized the cosmic mother who gave birth to all life on 
earth.   Throughout Egypt, temples were erected and festivals were held in 
her honor…Amunet’s mummy is well preserved…Parallel lines are 
tattooed on her arms and thighs, and there is an elliptical pattern below her 
navel.  (Rush 2005, 20) 
 

 

THE SOUTH PACIFIC 

 Until the early European voyages in 1595-1800 throughout Polynesia, tattoos 

were not seen or recorded by Western scholars.  Tattoos were first described in detailed 

writings and sketches by early European travelers through the South Pacific.  The earliest 

reference found was that of the Portuguese-born Spanish navigator Pedro Fernandez de 

Quirós, who described the men at Fatu Hiva in the Marquesas Islands in 1595:  “They all 



24 
 

came naked, without any part covered; their faces and bodies in patterns of blue colour, 

painted with fish and other patterns” (Douglas 2005, 33).  The Spanish crew, as did many 

Europeans, “approached tattoos with both repulsion and curiosity…when Captain Cook 

returned to Europe in 1774, he brought with him a Polynesian man named Omai, whose 

entire body was covered with tattoos” (Narrated by Nemoy A&E 1997).  Many other 

South Pacific Islanders were convinced or kidnapped and taken to Europe as exotic 

curiosities for exhibit (Douglas 2005).  The heads of the Maori warriors with tattooed 

faces became a prized possession for European collectors and were bartered for guns and 

ammunition (Thévoz 1984).  

 In the area of Western natural science, tattooing became the mark of evolutionary 

status, defining Native peoples as “primitive,” even though the people of Europe 

practiced tattooing before and after the third and fourth centuries.  Tattoos during Roman 

times were used to mark slaves and criminals, which was a practiced adopted by the 

Greeks (who learned it from the Persians).  The decline in tattooing after the third century 

was related to the Roman Empire’s control over Europe, causing Christians to secretly 

tattoo small crosses on hidden places of their body (inside their wrist, behind the ear, and 

on their feet) (Douglas 2005).  The Romans believed that the body needed to stay in its 

purest form and anyone caught with tattoos was vehemently ousted and killed (Gilbert 

1997, Douglas 2005, Thévoz 1984).     

 In Europe they used the term “pintados” or “picts,” which is “a historical allusion 

to the early inhabitants of northern Britain who were so called by the Romans because 

they were called ‘picti,’ meaning painted” (Douglas 2005).  Unexpectedly, tattooing was 
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revived during early European travels in the South Pacific.  Sailors quickly became the 

Native tattooist’s best customers and apprentices: 

Meanwhile, European voyagers tattooed themselves…Banks, a botanist 
who traveled on Cook’s first voyage, though making no mention of it 
himself was tattooed…Fletcher Christian tattooed the design of a star on 
his chest and presumably had buttock tattooing… (Kuwahara 2005, 47)  
 

 Sydney Parkinson, the artist on Captain James Cook’s first voyage in 1768 to 

1771, sketched the “earliest visual representation of a Polynesian tattoo” (Douglas 2005, 

37).  Parkinson used the Tahitian term “tataow,” which later became the current word 

“tattoo.”   “The natives are accustomed to mark themselves in a very singular manner, 

which they call tataowing” (Douglas 2005, 33).  “Tattoo” comes from the Tahitian and 

Samoan word “tatau” meaning mark, or strike (Kuwahara 2005).  The Marquesans say, 

“te pa tu tiki,” meaning to wrap in images, and in Maori, “ta moko,” means to strike, or 

tap (Douglas 2005).   

A Youth, not more than sixteen years of age, having been found 
guilty of attempting to persuade another boy, younger than 
himself, to be tattooed by him…was tied to a pole, and carried 
upon men’s shoulders, before all the inhabitants of the district, to 
the pier, where, being laid down, the lad whom he had tried to 
suduce to heathenish custom was directed to flog him smartly 
while he begged pardon, and promised to leave of his wicked 
ways… (Kuwahara 2005, 55-56) 
 

This punishment practice came from the Europeans’ revulsion toward both “nakedness” 

and “pagan” images observed through tattooing.  The missionaries discouraged the 

Indigenous peoples’ practices of tattooing by encouraging clothing and Christianity 

(Berlo and Phillips 1998, 94).  By the early 1900s, tattooing nearly disappeared among 

the Indigenous peoples in the South Pacific (Kuwahara 2005).   
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THE AMERICAS 

 A.T. Sinclair (1909) produced a compilation of early accounts of Indigenous 

tattoos based on the journals of explorers and missionaries in the American continents.  

The journals and diaries date from the late 1500s into the early twentieth century.   

Berlo and Phillip (1998) support the widespread occurrence of Indigenous tattooing.  

Prior to and during European contact, tattooing was practiced as a medium for the 

representation of guardian spirits, marking of gender, and personal beautification (Berlo 

and Phillips 1998, 27).  Tattooing throughout the Americas was universal, and in most 

cases constituted a way people identified each other (Sinclair 1909).  In eastern central 

Kansas, also known as “Wichita Indian country,” the French refered to the Wichita as the 

“Tattooed People,” or “Pani Piqués,” a literal translation being “Pricked Pawnee.” 

(Sinclair 1909, 397).  The Wichita men wore tattoo lines from the lips downward and the  

women especially, made concentric rings around the breast (Sinclair 1909).  

 Early tattooing in New France and Spanish America was documented in reports 

from the Jesuit Relations (a resumé of the annual reports for a hundred years written by 

the French), and the Histoire Generale (historical accounts written by the Spanish), both 

dated throughout the 16th and 17th centuries.   The reports included brief but detailed 

tattooing techniques, designs, and terms; tattooing risks and dangers were also 

mentioned.  Father Joseph Jouvency, a Jesuit priest, compiled this account from the Jesuit 

Relations: Concerning the Country and Manners of the Canadians or Savages of New 

France (1710, 279): 

…many impress upon the skin fixed and permanent representations 
of birds or animals, such as a snake, an eagle, or a toad, in the 
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following manner: With awls, spear-points, or thorns they so 
punctured the neck, breast, or cheeks, as to trace rude outlines of 
those objects; next they insert into the pierced and bleeding skin a 
black powder made from pulverized charcoal, which unites with 
the blood, and so fixes upon the livintg flesh the pictures which 
have been drawn, that no length of time can efface them. 
Sometimes it is not without danger, especially if the season be 
somewhat cold, or the physical constitution rather weak.  For then 
overcome by suffering , although they do not betray it even by a 
groan, they swoon away, and sometimes drop dead. 
  

Tattooing is dangerous if not done correctly.  “Cutting into the fat or muscle during 

[tattooing] is likely to lead to infection, large scars, and slow healing” (Rush 2005, 82). 

 Tattooing was best done by an experienced artist, especially one who knew the 

proper healing properties of plants, such as among the Akimel O’odham:  

[The lines] were drawn on the face first with dry charcoal, then 
some of the powdered charcoal was mixed with water, and the 
thorns were dipped into this and pricked into the skin along the 
outlines.  For four days thereafter the face remained swollen, and 
throughout that period the wound was rubbed with charcoal daily.  
At the end of that time a wash of squash seeds macerated in water 
was applied.  Sometimes the lips were slow in healing and the 
individual was compelled to subsist upon pinole, as the swollen 
lips and chin forbade partaking of solid food; during this time the 
squash applications were continued. (Russell 1975, 161) 

 
Through trial and error, smell, taste, and intuition Natives realized that you could soak 

certain plants and/or seeds in water to make a rinse, a poultice, or a compress to help 

sooth the wound, and also help aid in the healing process (Rush 2005).  The steeped 

squash seeds diluted with water, to make a rinsing agent, as mentioned above, is a good 

example.  

   Specific tribal tattooing techniques often correspond to the word used to describe 

them.  For example, the Kiowa called  tattooing “den-sep” meaning “forehead sewing” or 
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“piercing,” where a needle and thread is used (Sinclair 1909, 394).  The thread is 

blackened with charcoal and drawn under the skin (Sinclair 1909).     

 Early evidence of tattooing in the American Southwest can be seen on the human 

effigy jars of the Hohokam (c. AD 950-1100) and on the early twentieth century Mohave 

figurines made out of clay (See Figure 4).  These jars and clay figures display tattoos on 

the faces and the bodies similar to the Natives encountered by early explorers.  Mohave 

artists, traditionally women, fashioned human figures complete with a head, simple body, 

arms and legs, and painted tattoo markings (Furst 2001).  The tattoos were painted black 

with red and white pigments to represent body paint for protection from the sun and for 

ceremonial purposes.  Rose (1979) and Furst (2001) agree that anyone who came to the 

Land of the Dead (called Sil’aid) lacking facial marks was turned away and destined to 

live with the desert rats.  Black and red color pigments were generally associated with 

safe passage after death, and some older people kept a bag of black or red pigment to 

scattered over their bodies at the time of cremation, if they were not tattooed (Furst 

2001).   

  The ethnobotanical study of the Akimel O’odham, by Leonora Curtain (1984), 

thoroughly describes a tattooed Akimel O’odham woman with facial tattoos similar to 

those on the Mohave.   Curtain also recorded the technique and materials used to tattoo.  

Josie Taylor (Akimel O’odham) was nearly eighty at the time of Curtain’s visit in 1944:   

Josie's face was tattooed with a blue horizontal line extending from 
the outer corner of each eye across the temple to the hair, and with 
four vertical lines running down the chin from the lips.  Cactus 
thorns were used for the operation, and black gum, charcoal, or 
mots (a mineral which Mr. Halseth says came from the Silver King 
mine near Superior) was rubbed into the wounds.  Mrs. Annie 
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Thomas claimed that the older people used mots for tattooing, but 
the younger generation carried it in little bags to use for paint 
under the eyes, across the temples, and in stripes down the chin.  
Isaac Howard said that tattooing was done under the eyes to 
protect them from the glare of the sun; also for shade, the Pima's 
heavy bangs were cut low, reaching to the eyebrows.  Drs. 
Castetter and Underhill mention charcoal from a fire of creosote 
bush being rubbed into fresh tattooing, which left a permanent 
greenish-blue color. (Curtain 1984, 41) 

 
The bluish-green discoloration of the underlying muscle, but not the fat layer between, 

indicates that the tattoos were applied when Josie was young (Rush 2005). (See Figure 3) 

Archaeological evidence indicates that carbon (charcoal) and iron oxide are the most 

common material used in tattooing (Rush 2005).  India ink is pure carbon, which is non-

toxic and safe for tattooing (Allen, personal communication, 2009).  Josie’s tattoos were 

applied with traditional materials. 

 Russell (1975) refers to the Akimel O’odham technique as the “Old Piman” 

tattooing method.  The Akimel O’odham (formerly known as the Pima) live in central 

Arizona.  Russell provides a detailed account of the tattooing process practiced by the 

Akimel O’odham people:  

A few lines were tattooed on the faces of both men and women.  
Thorns and charcoal were used in the operation.  The thorns were 
from the outer borders of the prickly-pear cactus; from two to four 
were tied together with loosely twisted native cotton fiber to 
enlarge the lower portion to a convenient size for grasping while 
the upper end was neatly bound with sinew.  The charcoal, from 
either willow or mesquite wood, was pulverized and kept in balls 2 
or 3 cm in diameter.  Both men and women did the work, but the 
female artist was preferred, as she was more careful.  Their 
[tattooing] fees were small and uncertain.   
The women have the line under the lids as did the men; but instead 
of the lines upon the forehead they [the women] had two vertical 
lines on each side of the chin, which extended from the lip to the 
inferior margin of the jaw and were united by a broad bar of 
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tattooing, which included the whole outer third of the mucous 
membrane of the lip on either side. 
The tattooing was done between the ages of 15 and 20; not, it 
would seem, at the time of puberty, but at any time convenient to 
the individual and the operator.  Oftentimes a bride and groom 
were tattooed just after marriage.  All the older Pimas are tattooed, 
but the young people are escaping this disfigurement…The Pimas 
aver that the lines prevent wrinkles; thus fortified they “retain their 
youth.” (Russell 1975, 161-162) 
  

Russell’s study of the Akimel O’odham provides a connection to contemporary tattooing 

practices, possibly carried over to the Indian boarding schools. 

 

BOARDING SCHOOL TATTOOS 

 Ironically, tattooing among Indigenous peoples was discouraged by missionaries 

and government authorities at the same time commercial tattoo shops were flourishing 

around the world by the mid-19th century.  In 1846 Martin Hildebrandt opened the first 

American tattoo shop in New York City.  In 1891 Samuel O’Reilly invented the first 

electric tattooing machine, which was based on Thomas Edison’s autographic printing 

pen.   In a parallel light, tattooing among the young Native students in the Indian 

boarding schools was happening despite strict policies regulating student behavior and 

appearances (Beecher 2009): 

For many Indian children, boarding school was an initial 
introduction to a way of life where their family identity was 
obscured, their language became useless and despised…[a] 
personal identification number was written in purple ink on their 
wrists and on the small cupboard in which their few belongings 
were stored (Haig-Brown 1988, 48).  

                     
 The purple ink written on a child’s wrist was practiced in boarding schools, where 

the child’s Indian name was replaced with a “white man’s name” that further complicated 
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Tribal identity (Adams 1995, 111).  During the early years of Indian boarding schools, 

1879 through 1920s, the children did not speak English, let alone remember the new 

name given to them upon arrival to campus.  These names were easily forgotten and the 

children were reprimanded when they did not respond to the new name.   

 The school authorities submitted to labeling the children with the strange new 

name on their lower arm or hand.  I emphasize this point, because most of the students 

who tattooed, had the tendency to tattoo their surname initials on or near their hands, 

including their fingers.  And one might think, “Why would students replicate what 

appears to be a repressive and traumatic practice?” (Lomawaima, personal 

communication, 2009).  Tattooing the same area of the body where school authorities 

first marked them, displayed resistance, which is a clear instance of using a boarding 

school technique, reinterpreting it and giving it new meaning to reclaim tribal identity 

and resist the “civilized” white man’s conventions. 

 The teenage youth brought with them the tradition of tattooing, even if it was not 

intentional.  The occurrence of traditional-style tattoos, similar to the photo of the 

Mohave woman’s facial tattoos, was rare to non-existent during the 1960s and 1970s.  

My mother, when she first entered Phoenix Indian School, saw two girls with the 

traditional-style tattoos, which consisted of the vertical lines down the chin.  I showed her 

an illustration from Rose (1979) and she said that that is what they resembled.  Loretta 

also claimed to have seen a girl with similar facial tattoo designs, except the lines ran 

vertical along the corners of the mouth.  In contrast, the facial tattoos most often seen 

were those similar to my mother’s (the dot on her right cheek bone).   
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 The technique utilized is called the “stick and poke” (Mitchell 2008, 196).  This 

method involves the use of a sharp needle (sewing needle or safety pin) and an inorganic 

carbon based pigment (India ink).  Tricia Allen, a tattoo practitioner and researcher, was 

consulted on tattooing hygiene and health risk.  Allen informed me that the most common 

ink used “in the old tattoo shops up until the 1980s was Pelikan® black ink and Higgins® 

black magic” (personal communication, 2009).  Both brands are true India ink, which 

was used among the boarding school students.  

India ink, a colloidal suspension of carbon particles, is most widely used 
as a tattooing agent.  The carbon is derived from incomplete combustion 
of petroleum products in an oxygen-depleted system.  Carbon tattooing 
has been used for decades to tattoo the skin without toxicity… (Fan, Si, 
Sun, and Wang 2005, 1861) 
    

 Allen agreed that this type of tattoos was more common among Junior High and 

High School aged children.  The health risks involve contamination, including 

transmission of Hepatitis B and C.  Contamination is spread by using a dirty needle and 

continuously dipping it into the ink bottle, which has an incubation period of 6-9 weeks.  

It is best to use one part bleach to nine parts water, instead of an open flame, to kill any 

Hepatitis that might be on the needle.   The area tattooed also plays a role in infection.  

The area located in the “crook near the index finger and the thumb” has less risk of 

infection, since there is very little flesh there (Allen, personal communication, 2009). 

 My mom told me that at the beginning of each school year the students were 

given a very brief lecture on the dangers of tattooing.  “They told us not to do it...because 

we had to keep our bodies clean and that it would make us sick” (Beecher 2009).  I asked 

my mom where she got her supplies to tattoo.  She said, “I had my own sewing kit, so I 
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had my own needle” (Beecher 2009).  The ink was purchased at the local stationary store 

off Central and Indian School road.  She did not know the name brand of the ink, except 

that she knew it was India ink. 
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CHAPTER 2: INDIAN BOARDING SCHOOL 

  

    Many scholars have studied the organization, history and impact of Indian 

boarding schools (Ellis 1996, LaFlesche 1963, Lomawaima 1994 and 1993, Riney 1999).  

This chapter is devoted to how federal Indian boarding schools may have offered a 

motivation to tattoo.  Early Indian policy and practice was assimilation through 

education.  The idea was to promote self-identity, self-worth, individualism, and 

independence from tribal or clan associations (Adams 1995).  Mission and federal Indian 

schools were established as “laboratories for a grand experiment in cultural cleansing, 

Christian conversion, and assimilation of laborers and domestic workers into the 

workforce” (Lomawaima 2006, 4).  Western educators, scholars, and policymakers 

advocated that “Indians must be taught the knowledge, values, mores, and habits of 

Christian civilization,” and leave their old customs behind in order to blend into 

American mainstream society (Adams 1995, 18).     

 “Kill the Indian in him and save the man,” asserted General Richard Henry Pratt 

(1840-1924), “a staunch nineteenth century assimilationist” (Lomawaima 1994, 3), who 

shared with other policymakers the intention to eliminate all Indian peoples.   “Savage 

language, superstition, and life,” were to be replaced with a Western “civilized language, 

life, and purpose” (Adams 1995, 52).  In 1879, after an experimental assimilation process 

with grown men held as prisoners-of-war in Florida, Pratt opened Carlisle Industrial 

Training School in Carlisle, Pennsylvania for Indian children as young as five years old.  
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Indian parents did not have a voice, in the decision making process, to “civilize” and 

“educate” their children.   

 

EARLY INDIAN SCHOOLING: ON-RESERVATION SCHOOLS 

 Western education through the institution of schooling for Indians in America 

began in the 1600s with mission day schools set up on or near Native communities 

(Lomawaima 1999 and 2006).  For instance, Lomawaima writes in Next Steps: Research 

and Practice to Advance Indian Education (1999, 8), the Alta California mission, flanked 

by the military, became a place where missionaries gathered “their converts or 

prospective converts” to train them in the rudiments of civilized living, such as the 

Christian doctrine, and introduce them to reading and writing.  These mission schools 

eventually were replaced by federal on-reservation day schools and boarding schools and 

by the late 1800s, Congress supported off-reservation boarding schools.  In the 

beginning, federal policymakers and missionaries believed that the “children would pour 

forth from the nearby Indian camp and at day’s end…return to their homes wiser in the 

ways of white civilization” (Adams 1995, 28).  “Civilizing” the Natives through these 

day schools did not prove successful (Adams 1995). 

 The mission and government on-reservation day schools failed to make the 

children “wiser” and “civilized,” in the ways of white America (Adams 1995, 28).  An 

Indian agent complained that the “wild” Indian child had too much freedom with only a 

few hours of civilized training during the week days and too many hours spent at home in 

“the filth and degradation of the [Indian] village” (Adams 1995, 29).  The children 
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skipped school, occasionally showed up, or just did not attend at all.  In Adams (1995), a 

Sac and Fox agent reported in 1882: 

But in regard to the day school, it has been out of the power of the 
teacher to do much on account of the parents of the children 
refusing to let them attend the school.  Every effort has been made 
to induce them but to no purpose; the children run away as soon as 
the teacher shows them a book.  The Indians scare the children by 
telling them if they attend school they will be taken from their 
home and made soldiers.  The Indians have a prejudice against 
schools.  I have labored hard to do away with it, but it takes a good 
deal of time to overcome their objection. (Adams 1995, 29) 
 

The policymakers and educators agreed that the on-reservation day schools were a waste 

of time and money, because the children were spending too much time at home (Adams 

1995).  Minimum exposure to Western education allowed children to maintain a 

connection to their culture and family with the potential to become bilingual and 

bicultural.  Native children had the opportunity to resist the goal of self identity, thus 

maintaining their tribal and clan identity.  Authorities did not foresee the benefits of 

Indian children becoming bilingual and bicultural. Instead, maintaining Native culture, 

language, and beliefs was considered a step backwards toward the “old culture” 

(Lomawaima 2006, xxii).    

 
PRATT’S EXPERIMENT: OFF-RESERVATION BOARDING SCHOOLS 

 Policymakers’ disappointment in their failed attempts to civilize the Natives 

fueled determination to initiate a better assimilation tool.  Off-reservation residential 

schools were instituted by Congress where Indian children were forced into a sphere of 

United States government power, not of Native power (Trafzer, Keller, and Sisquoc 

2006).   
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This meant providing instruction in all aspects of European 
American lifestyle.  The markers of a civilized life included 
learning a new language (Spanish, French, or English) and adopting 
domestic customs (such as dress, hairstyles, and family structure) 
and economic technologies (such as architecture, foods, agricultural 
methods, trades, crafts, and so on) of the colonial nation.  
(Lomawaima 1999, 18) 
 

These aspects of European American lifestyle permeated the off-reservation boarding 

schools.  Pratt advocated for building the boarding schools close to or within towns that 

were “fully civilized white communities” so that the children could “observe civilization 

in its most advanced state” (Adams 1995, 56).  The very first of these institutions 

included Carlisle Industrial Training School in Pennsylvania (1879) and Salem Indian 

Training School (now Chemawa Indian School) near Salem, Oregon (1880) (Adams 

1995, Child 1998).   

 Captain Pratt (later General) served in the military for most of his life, enlisting as 

a young man in 1861 to fight in the battlefields of Kentucky, Tennessee, and Georgia 

(Coleman 1993, Pratt and Utley 2004).  In 1865, Pratt was discharged after his four year 

stint in the Civil War service, but he decided to re-enlist in 1867 (Pratt and Utley 2004).  

Appointed second lieutenant in the Tenth United States Cavalry, a new regiment 

composed of African American freedmen and recently freed slaves also known as the 

“Buffalo Soldiers” in Fort Sill in the Oklahoma Territory, Pratt restarted his career 

fighting against and alongside Indians (Adams 1995, Pratt and Utley 2004).    

 Pratt used his past experience in the Indian wars with a group of educated 

Cherokee scouts. Impressed with the scouts he felt that the Indian prisoners at Fort 

Marion could follow the same regime to become civilized (Adams 1995).  Pratt used this 
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opportunity to conduct an assimilation experiment with “seventy two prisoners of mixed 

lot composed of thirty-four Cheyenne, two Arapaho, twenty-seven Kiowa, nine 

Comanche, and one Caddo” (Adams 1995, 36-37).  The prisoners, defeated by the ordeal 

of being shackled and shipped across the country, had no choice but to comply.  The 

experiment would later become the start of off-reservation boarding schools where a total 

of twenty-five off-reservation residential school were erected.  The locations of the 

schools and their start dates are as follows:  

Pennsylvania (1879), Oregon (1880), Oklahoma (1884), Nebraska 
(1884), New Mexico (1884, 1890), Kansas (1884), Colorado 
(1886, 1892), Arizona (1890, 1891), Nevada (1890), South Dakota 
(1891, 1893, 1898, 1898), Montana (1892), Minnesota (1893, 
1897), Michigan (1893), Wisconsin (1893, 1895), and California 
(1895, 1898, 1902)  (Adams 1995, 57)   
  

 Policymakers were setting the foundation to civilize Indians, through strict 

military-style training, at boarding schools far from home, under the direct supervision of 

government agents (Adams 1995, Churchill 2004, Lomawaima 1994).  A day-to-day 

routine included half day devoted to basic academic subjects, and the other half, to 

industrial training.  Industrial training schools taught students vocational and domestic 

skills and the basics in reading, writing, and mathematics.  Boys were expected to 

become farmers or to learn trade skills (such as blacksmith, carpentry, shoe making, and 

baking), while girls were taught homemaking skills (such as sewing, preparing healthy 

meals, good hygiene, and cleaning) (Parker 1996).  A Ute agent observed in 1886: 

 It is food for thought to note the number of handsome, bright-eyed 
children here, typical little savages, arrayed in blankets, leggings, 
and gee-strings, their faces hideously painted, growing up in all the 
barbarism of their parents.  A few years more, and they will be 
men and women…a refined, cultured, educated being [that] will 
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assume the title of the American citizen, with all the rights, 
privileges, and aspirations of the favored individual.  (Adams 
1995, 19) 

    
In spite of these rights and privileges, the school authorities felt that the students were not 

capable of a college education and college preparatory courses were not a consideration.      

  Instead, the policymakers chose to model the children after the prisoners of war 

who were under the supervision of Pratt (Adams 1995).  The children were expected to 

follow the same regime as the prisoners of war.  In this strict and harsh disciplinary 

system, children were not “allowed to speak their native languages or practice native 

singing, dancing, or religion” (Lomawaima 1993, 5).  The children were forced to 

discontinue being Indian, which was defined as primitive, uncivil, un-Christian, and un-

American (Churchill 2006). 

 
PEACE POLICY AND THE MERIAM REPORT 

 The “Indian problem,” as it became known to many politicians in Washington 

included Native resistance to western expansion, countless broken treaties, and 

assimilation. Conflicts ensued and Congress reacted (Adams 1995, Churchill 2006).  

Ulysses S. Grant (b. 1822-1885) the eighteenth president of the United States of America 

(1869-1877) and a former American general, acted in response to Indian reformers and 

philanthropist seeking a fair and humane resolution to the Indian problem (Adams 1995, 

Fixico 2004).  The administration under President Grant, in an attempt to fix the problem, 

implemented the short lived “Peace Policy” in1869.  This abolished the treaty system and 

advocated a program to “assimilate, educate, and Christianize” (Adams 1995, Churchill 

2004, Fixico 2004).   Grant’s peace policy failed due to “allegations of fraud and graft, 
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the appointments of incompetent agents from the clergy [and] jurisdictional fights 

between the Indian Office and the Board of Indian Commissioners” (Fixico 2004, 383). 

 In the years that followed, criticism increased, as reformers and humanitarians, 

such as John Collier and the American Indian Defense Association, became more and 

more concerned with the treatment of Indians, both young and old (Adams 1995, 

Lomawaima 2006).  In 1926, the Institute for Government Research (funded by private 

sources) was contracted by the secretary of the Interior Hubert Work to survey alleged 

administrative problems in the Indian Bureau (Coleman 1993).  The survey, directed by 

Lewis Meriam, consisted of intensive fieldwork within Indian communities, agencies, 

boarding schools, and private homes.    As a result, the Meriam Report (1928), The 

Problem of Indian Administration, “devoted 800 pages to telling the Secretary of the 

Interior what was wrong [and] urged deep and widespread change” (Coleman 1993, 50).  

Coleman added: 

The calm, reasoned, but telling criticisms of the Meriam Report 
grew from two years of intense research and fieldwork, including 
ninety-five visits by survey members to Indian “jurisdictions” such 
as reservations, agencies, schools, and hospitals.  Methodically the 
report presented the failure of the government to seek Indian points 
of view, to provide adequate health facilities, to ensure their 
economic subsistence, to train or adequately pay those assigned to 
assist the tribes; and of course, government failure to provide 
adequate schools and relevant curricula. (1993, 50)  
 

 Boarding schools, especially, were guilty of overworking, underfeeding, and 

exposing the children to a hostile and disease-ridden environment.   

Although the Child Welfare League of America reported that the 
average expenditure per white child in a residential institution 
ranged from $313 to $541 annually, the 1928 Meriam Report 
concluded that as little as nine cents per day ($32.85 per year) was 
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being expended on the feeding of [one] native child in a 
government boarding school. 
A May 1925 survey revealed that of the ninety children enrolled in 
the Flandreau Indian School (South Dakota), for example, “80-
odd,” most of them from utterly destitute Lakota communities 
where malnutrition was notoriously endemic, ended up weighing 
less than when they entered in September [1925; emphasis added].  
(Adams 1995, 30-32) 
 

Letters written home by the students and interviews with former students provide vivid 

accounts of what Churchill (2006) labels as the “slow death measure” of starvation.   A 

child wrote home at Christmas time in 1923: 

I am always hungry.  We only get two slices of bread and one plate 
of porridge.  Seven children run away because there [sic] 
hungry…We are treated like pigs, some of the boys eat cats and 
[raw] wheat…Some of the boys cried because they are hungry.  
Once I cry to [sic] because I was very hungry. (Churchill 2006, 30) 
 

Stories like this were common at other Indian boarding schools.  Children were forced to 

leave home and enter a foreign and hostile environment. 

 
 

RESISTANCE 
 

 In these foreign and hostile environments, the children were forced to survive and 

thrive to the best of their abilities.  They had the strictness of the school authorities and 

the older and meaner peer groups, to contend with for social status. 

Native children  produced counter-cultures in their resistance to the 
oppressive system which was Kamloops Indian Residential 
School…the students found time and space to express themselves 
and to produce a separate culture of their own within the school.  
Much of this culture was built around opposition to the severity of 
the rules and regulations guiding the students’ daily lives. (Haig-
Brown 1988, 98) 
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 Under strict surveillance and strict military regimentation, students experienced 

corporal punishment combined with public humiliation, with an emphasis on 

psychological abuse (Adams 1995, Ellis 1996, Haig-Brown 1988, Trennert 1988).  Girls, 

especially, became victims of head shavings and very short hair cuts, stripping them of 

their identity, social status, and control of their body.  A runaway remembers that painful 

day: 

When I got back to the school, because I ran away, they were 
going to give me [a] punishment.  So instead of strapping me, they 
said, ‘You got to kneel down on the floor, in front of everybody 
and tell them you’re sorry you ran away…’ Because I ran away, 
they said they were going to give me a real short hair cut for 
punishment.  So my hair was cut really short, almost like a boy’s.  
(Haig-Brown 1988, 84)  
 

 Resistance included sneaking food into the dorm room, speaking and naming the 

authorities in a Native language, making home brew, and running away.  Running away 

or, as school forms reported it, AWOL (absent without leave) was the most serious and 

dangerous offense (Ellis 1996, Lomawaima 1994).  Punishments were harsh and 

consisted of “whippings or [students] were forced to wear a ball and chain” (Ellis 1996, 

107).  Other forms of punishments included locking the student in a dark closet, shaving 

their heads, harsh labor, forcing boys to wear a dress, and imprisonment (Adams 1995, 

Ellis 1996).   “One former student recalled runaways being forced to eat their own vomit 

after being subjected to a meal of spoiled food” (Ellis 1996, 107). 
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  In dealing with peer pressure, many young children experienced getting into 

fights on campus (LaFlesche 1999, Lomawaima 1994, Johnston 1988).  My mother 

remembers a time when she was bullied by a group of Hualapai girls.  The girls were 

mean to her because of her petite build, out-going personality, and her relationship with a 

Hualapai boy, my father.  The mean girls, she remembers, always “hung out” together 

and “acted tough...calling her names and threatening to fight her” (Beecher 2009).  They 

would bump into her and pull her hair while passing in the hallways.   

 Then one day one of the girls, an especially mean girl with a rotund build, 

happened to be in the bathroom alone.  My mom, who stood 4’ 11” and weighed 85 

pounds, took the opportunity to “talk to” the lone mean girl, which resulted in a bathroom 

scuffle (Beecher 2009).  She was able to win an apology and her dignity to walk the halls 

without further harassment.  She knew that she had to assert herself, at that moment, for a 

fair fight, and to make a stand against being bullied.  The group of mean girls left her 

alone after that day.  These “girl gangs,” as I would like to call them, resembled “clique-

like gangs” typical within an oppressive system, where “gangs provided a resistance 

force, and became oppressors in their own right” (Haig-Brown 1988, 108; Lomawaima 

1994).  
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Figure 2.  TRAMP STAMP.  Photo by author.  Courtesy 
of Caroline Williams. 

Figure 3.  PLAN VIEW BELOW THE EPIDERMIS.  From Spiritual Tattoo: 
A Cultural History of Tattooing, Piercing, Scarification, Branding, and 
Implants by John A. Rush, published by Frog Books/North Atlantic Books, 
copyright © 2005 by John A. Rush.  Reprinted by permission of publisher. 
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Figure 4.  MOHAVE EFFIGY WITH TATTOOS.  
Photo by author.  Courtesy of Arizona State 
Museum.   

 

Figure 5.  MOHAVE FACIAL TATTOO.  A Mohave woman, Needles 
California, ca. 1883.  Photographer unknown, Courtesy Palace of the 
Governors Photo Archives (NMHM/DCA), negative number 15959. 

 



46 
 

 

 

 

               

 

  

 

 

The unfinished rose on my mom’s 
ankle.  All that remains is a stem 
and three leaves. Photo by author. 

The faded question mark on my mom’s 
knee. Photo by author. 

The dot on my mom’s face. Photo by author. 

Figure 6.  MY MOM’S TATTOOS 
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Figure 7.  BRENDA’S TATTOOS.  Photo by author. 

  Figure 8.  GRANDMA TRINNIE’S TATTOOS.  Photo courtesy of Joy Graves.  
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Figure 9.  MAP OF NORTHEASTERN ARIZONA.  Reproduced by permission from 
Edward Spicer, Cycles of Conquest the impact of Spain, Mexico, and the United States on the 
Indians of the Southwest, 1533-1960 (Tucson, AZ:  University of Arizona Press, 1962), 215.  

Figure 10.  MAP OF SOUTHERN ARIZONA.  Reproduced by permission from 
Edward Spicer, Cycles of Conquest the impact of Spain, Mexico, and the United States 
on the Indians of the Southwest, 1533-1960 (Tucson, AZ:  University of Arizona Press, 
1962), 135. 
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CHAPTER 3: NARRATIVES AND EXPERIENCES 

 Tattooing among the students in Indian boarding schools during the 1960s and 

1970s included women from the greater American Southwest.  The former Indian 

boarding school students with tattoos whom I interviewed for this study are affiliated 

with the Navajo, Tohono O’odham, Colorado River Indian, and Mohave tribes.  I also 

interviewed a former student from the Phoenix Indian School who was not tattooed, but 

who knew about the practice of tattooing in the school.  The Indian boarding schools 

attended by the study participants include Phoenix Indian School in Phoenix, Arizona, 

Santa Rosa Boarding School on the Tohono O’odham Nation, and Fort Wingate 

Boarding School on the Navajo Nation.  

 Indian boarding school tattoos, while not discussed in the scholarly literature 

come alive in detailed stories told by former students and/or family and friends of former 

students.  When asked, “Did you get your tattoo in boarding school?”  The answers are 

varied, but the question is not left unanswered, because everyone has a story.  The stories 

range from personal accounts to stories of a family member or a friend whom they know 

with some sort of tattoo acquired in Indian boarding school.  But when asked: “Why did 

you/they do it?” the answers are remarkably similar, “I don’t know,” “It seemed like a 

good idea,” “The other girls were doing it,” and “I was bored” (Beecher 2009, Christina 

2009, Jackson-Kelly 2009, Ventura 2009).   

 Boredom among teenagers is proven to raise the hairs of the calmest parent, 

because teen-age years are a time of great expectation and teen angst.  However, great 

expectations were not likely within the confines of Indian boarding school.  Children 
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attend classes, eat together, play and sleep in dorms where they are made to share a room, 

creating a daily monotonous environment.  According to psychologist, restrictive 

environments create a suppressed resentment where instead of being openly angry, the 

child becomes bored (Bauman and Riche 1998).  Boredom is a form of resistance. 

 

TATTOOING AT PHOENIX INDIAN SCHOOL 

SHIRLEY  

 Growing up, I always knew the distinguishing feature on my mom’s face, a small 

dot approximately 2 mm in diameter.  I wish I knew what happened to the pastel portrait 

of my mom, made by a vendor at Knott’s Berry Farm, in Anaheim, California around the 

late 1970s.  The artist made sure that tattoo stood out, the portrait was beautiful and hung 

in our living room for years.  My mother was born on March 20th, 1944 to Adele and 

Seya Mitchell in Belmont, Arizona near Flagstaff.   Mom attended her early years in 

school at St. Michael Indian School in St. Michaels, Arizona, and then transferred to 

Phoenix Indian School in Phoenix, Arizona to earn a high school diploma in 1963.  Many 

of the stories she told me revolved around school pranks, dance and drama classes, sport 

outings, working as an outside hire to cook, clean and care for non-Native families.  All 

the stories were funny and interesting, except for the Catholic school stories, which were 

scary.   
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 The scary stories involved demons and strange things happening at night.  One 

story that has been passed on to my own children is about the night the “Devil” came into 

the dorm at St. Michael’s and frightened the children, including mom:   

One night when all of us girls were asleep…I remember waking up 
to a very strange sound.  At first, I thought that I was the only one 
awake, but I turned and look at the girl next to me and noticed that 
she was lying there wide awake and listening, too.  We all lied in 
our beds listening…it sounded like someone was bouncing a ball 
really hard…thump, thump, thump…we could hear it coming 
down the hall, then all of a sudden it was in the room.  It was 
coming down the long row of beds…thump, thump, thump…then 
it would stop for awhile…like it was stopping at the foot of some 
of the girls beds…I was so scared…I was praying and saying to 
myself, please don’t stop at my bed…please don’t stop at my 
bed…then it just got closer and closer…and louder and 
louder…then it stopped again…this time it turned because we 
could hear something drag…like a tail…it was going right for one 
of the girl’s bed…thump, thump, thump…then it stopped…and all 
of a sudden the girl screamed really loud and jumped from her 
bed…we all started to scream and cry…whatever it was…it was 
gone…it just disappeared…the nuns came running to calm us 
down…but the girl kept saying that it was the devil…it was the 
devil… (Beecher 2008) 
 

To this day, mom believes that it really happened; I don’t doubt that something happened, 

but I wonder how much of it was a mechanism to make the children behave.  Francis La 

Flesche (1963), a former Omaha student at a Presbyterian mission school in the mid-

nineteenth century, had a similar experience.  He had a fear of the attic space above his 

dorm room, where he and all the boys believed that the “Devil” lived (LaFlesche 1963, 

5).   Occurrences like this would most definitely put me to bed, ready to sleep soundly 

and happy to make it to the next day.  Tattooing in the night would not have been an 

option. 
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 Strict Catholic values, harsh military routine, and the “Victorian cult of 

domesticity” (Lomawaima 1993, 233) had a profound effect on the students’ desire to 

rebel, and tattooing was an outlet to rebellion.  In response to Indian school authority 

figures, especially the women, my mom said: 

We weren’t allowed to do much at school.  The nuns and the 
teachers were ‘old maids,’ who never had children…they never had 
children and were not married…I think this made them mean.  They 
wanted us girls to be like them, to work hard…and not care about 
having fun like dancing and wearing make-up. (Beecher 2008)  
     

Mom reiterated that she really thought that tattoos in boarding school were “just 

wonderful,” and added that she tattooed to “rebel against being raised Catholic, because 

they weren’t allowed to do much” (Beecher 2008).  She also added, “ I think…I just 

thought it was different…and I just wanted to try it” (Beecher 2008).   

Her early recollection of a subconscious act of rebellion toward Christianity is the 

“Mary and baby Jesus” story: 

When we were little…Dougie [mom’s little brother] and 
I…Dougie told me to sit on his back and pretend that he was the 
donkey that Mary rode while holding the baby Jesus.  He told me 
to wrap my doll up like baby Jesus and hold the doll while I rode 
on his back.  He pretended to be the donkey while I sat on his back 
holding my doll and acted as holy as I could…I was serious…then 
all of a sudden he bucked me off.  I fell to the floor dropping the 
doll and rolled around the floor shocked that the donkey would 
buck Mary and baby Jesus to the ground…then I got the giggles so 
we kept acting it out and coming up with silly ways that Mary 
would fall and the baby Jesus would fall or fly into the air. 
(Beecher 2008) 
  

Shocking at first, they continued to play the game careful not to get caught and accused 

of blasphemy.  Mom’s early years at St. Michael Indian School and baptism into the 

Catholic Church amassed feelings of repressed resistance, even though she always 
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attended mass, participated in school and church socials, and was respectful toward her 

teachers (Beecher 2009).  Needless to say, the Phoenix Indian School continued to 

exercise Christianity with two well-established congregations, Catholic and Protestant, 

two denominations that had already converted many Indians in Arizona (Parker 1996).   

Even though mom and the other students were not forced to attend services or convert to 

any specific religion, there were still strong overtones of Christian ideals that the students 

had to abide by.   

 Tattooing during the early 1960s was not acceptable in mainstream America 

(DeMello 2000, Pitts 2003) and, especially, within the conservative confines of the 

Indian boarding schools.  The students, including my mom, formed their own 

underground tattooing society at Phoenix Indian School, perhaps to claim a form of tribal 

bonding.  I asked my mom when she got her tattoos:  

When I was in school [at Phoenix Indian School] in my sophomore 
year, I always thought that the tattoos were just wonderful.  We 
would stay up late at night when everybody was asleep…then go 
to the bathroom to make the tattoos…the lights were always on in 
the bathrooms down the hall. (Beecher 2008) 
 

Apparently, the late nights in the dorms were less monitored and made it easy to steal 

away into the lighted bathrooms to tattoo.  The girls had to move fast and quietly, which 

explains the small size of the tattoos.   

My mom has three tattoos: (1) a dot on her right cheek bone; (2) the incomplete 

rose on her right ankle; and (3) a very faded question mark immediately above her right 

knee.  (See Figure 6) Two of the tattoos have turned a dark blue-greenish diffused 

discoloration.  This discoloration of the underlying muscle, but not the fat layer between, 
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indicates that the tattoos were applied when my mother was young, similar to Josie 

Taylor’s tattoo (Rush 2005).  This observation has helped me to distinguish the difference 

between a professional tattoo and a homemade tattoo done as a youth during a person’s 

lifetime.  

 The technique used was similar to the process explained earlier, by Russell (1975) 

and Curtin (1984), where the pigment was applied to the skin through a series of pricks 

with a sharp object.  I asked my mom how she tattooed and what they used: 

We drew the design and then poked into the skin with a sewing 
needle…and we burned the tip of the needle…we used the flame 
from a candle.  The needle was heated up to kill the germs…to 
keep it sterile.  We used India ink, the kind that you see in the little 
bottles used for writing.   

 
She indicated that she really admired the different kinds of facial tattoos such as 

“the tear drops…I always remember the tear drop tattoo and the cross on their 

forehead…with sun-rays”  (Beecher 2008).  When I asked why she tattooed the dot on 

her temple, my mom just laughs and said, “just being silly, I guess” (Beecher 2008).     

I asked my mother if she got into trouble for tattooing and she replied, 

“No…because I never was caught” (Beecher 2009).  Then I asked, what would have 

happened if you were caught?   She said, “I never got caught…but if I did then I would 

have been punished” (Beecher 2009).  Punishments for tattooing that my mother had 

remembered included restriction from participating in school activities (sports, plays, 

choir), a letter sent home to the parents, and confinement to the dorm room.  She 

indicated that there were bad-tempered teachers who would raise their voices and ridicule 

the students.  The most shocking incident was when an Apache girl became angry at the 
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way the teacher had been treating her, so she struck the woman and knocked her down 

(Beecher 2009).  Mom did not remember what happened to the girl because it was a 

memory the she had forgotten.   

I also asked if the students who came to school already tattooed were punished 

and her response was, “No…they didn’t get into trouble…they just didn’t say anything 

about it” (Beecher 2009).  During this discussion, my mom did not elaborate on 

punishments applied to students who broke the rules at Phoenix Indian School.  As a 

child and to this day, my mom always told me the more positive stories about her 

experiences at Phoenix Indian School.  Even the story of the fight in the bathroom was a 

lesson for me to always stand up for myself.  She only spoke fondly of the non-Native 

families she worked for who always treated her well and took her on family vacations; 

and provided her with clothes that were in high fashion during the 1960s (Beecher 2009).   

 

LORETTA 

 When I was a youth in the mid 1970s, I knew Loretta Jackson-Kelly (Hualapai).  

She was one of the older girls whom we little girls admired.  Loretta was among the 

many students we would watch board the buses, parked outside the post office, along 

route 66, in downtown Peach Springs, Arizona.   

 The students leaving for boarding school each had a giant trunk (the kind you put 

a key in) and a brown paper bag with their lunch.  It was a very busy, and serious, day.  

Parents and siblings helped load the buses with those giant trunks, and bid their final 

farewells.  Once the buses were gone, the town was very quiet and lonely.  I was quite 
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sure that Loretta was one of the students who would take those trips far away from the 

reservation.   

In my interview with Loretta, I found that I was correct.  She attended Phoenix 

Indian School in the mid 1970s.   

In ‘73…In ‘74, I went to Chemawa…but then I came back…then I 
went back in spring semester in ‘75 and then I went in ’76 [to 
Phoenix Indian School]…I went the full year…because I 
remember being there for a long time…it seemed like an 
eternity…but it wasn’t really…I think I was sixteen and I was 
really planning to graduate from [Phoenix Indian School].  
(Jackson-Kelly 2009) 

 
I asked Loretta if she had any tattoos.  She replied, “No,” but knew that it 

occurred on campus at Phoenix Indian School (Jackson-Kelly 2009).  She immediately 

knew what I was talking about and that it might be considered a form of resistance to the 

school rules.  Loretta said she knew students who tattooed, and was aware of the process 

and the designs.  She remembers wanting a tattoo, but chose not to, instead she admired 

the tattoos of her peers: 

Yes, I had a lot of friends at [Phoenix Indian] high school that had 
tattoos…or they were [tattooing].  The most popular one was the 
last name… if the letters fit all on one hand like your fingers then 
they would… use the letters of their last names on each 
finger…I’ve seen that…and dots…I thought the dots were cool… 
[the dots were] on their fingers…between the joints…you know 
where it is smooth…[on] the knuckles and beneath the knuckles 
and then sometimes on the back side of the hand…where the wrist 
is.  They used to like to tattoo right in the areas where your 
bracelet would go. 
They also tattooed crosses on their forehead.  One unusual one was 
the markings on either side of the lips… you know going 
down…straight down the chin…you know where your grin is?  I 
think those were traditional. (Jackson-Kelly 2009) 
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 Loretta’s observations were similar to the observations of tattooing among the 

youth in 1908 that Sinclair (1909) wrote about in New Mexico:   

Tattooing (tsi’-na-ni [Pueblo word for tattooing]) was formerly 
practiced.  It was practiced by young men and girls, and thought to 
be lucky.  A few persons now in the village are tattooed.  Nick has 
the letters ‘N-i-c-k’ on his arm and row of four dots on his 
forehead.  Others have their name, and dots which signify stars.  
(Sinclair 1909: 386) 

 
The small tattoos Sinclair (1909) mentions above, are all applied onto their hands, arms, 

and faces.  Loretta specifically mentioned that the students at Phoenix Indian School 

would tattoo their names and dots on their hands and wrists.  The tattoos that Sinclair 

(1909) discusses are similar to the boarding school tattoos, made with the same “poke 

and stick” technique (Mitchell 2008, 196).    

 I spoke to Loretta about my mother’s tattoos, and her experience at Phoenix 

Indian School.  I asked her if she knew anything about the dots placed on the side of the 

face, or the cheek: 

It was a beauty mark you know…a mole…to make them look 
exotic.  They did the crosses [too]…like the Christian cross.  The 
small ones and they would put the…lines above it around the 
cross….like it was sun rays…I remember [seeing] that… (Jackson-
Kelly 2009) 
 

Then Loretta spoke about her mother’s tattoo: 
 
I know my mother had a tattoo… it was her initial on her hand… 
you know…by where her thumb is…you know down there…right 
there from her thumb knuckle…the lowest knuckle to her 
wrist…she tattooed a big J for her name….it was just her 
initial…you know…and then eventually it just all faded out… 
She was probably 16…probably younger than that… 
She did it when she was in boarding school (Jackson-Kelly 2009). 
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 We both took a moment and wondered “what if the students would have tattooed 

like the young adults in today’s popular culture?”  Loretta pointed out: 

I don’t know…I think you know Indian people…well tribal people 
have this kind of like certain sense of…where their boundaries are.  
Especially when they live in [small] communities and groups and 
big families… 
That is what makes it really interesting…because they are not like 
the tattoos you see out here today…they’re just initials, dots, 
crosses, and lines. (Jackson-Kelly 2009) 
 

 

TATTOOING AT SANTA ROSA BOARDING SCHOOL 

BRENDA 

  I met Brenda Ventura (Tohono O’odham) at the Tribal Archives, Libraries, and 

Museums Conference in Oklahoma City, Oklahoma in October, 2007.  Brenda is 

librarian at the Venito Garcia Library in Sells, Arizona.  During our initial meeting in 

2007, I shared with her my thesis topic.  She immediately had an interest, since she has a 

tattoo that she made in boarding school.  Brenda agreed to talk to me after my IRB 

approval letter and consent forms were approved.  We met again in December, 2008. 

 Brenda attended Santa Rosa Boarding School, an on-reservation Indian boarding 

school, located west of Tucson, Arizona, on the Tohono O’odham Nation.  She went to 

Santa Rosa Boarding School during the early 1970s, recalling: 

I went to Ajo Primary school from kindergarten to the first 
grade…then to Santa Rosa Ranch from the second grade to the 
sixth grade…after that I went to Santa Rosa Boarding School for 
the seventh and eighth grade school years.  And then, finished at 
Ajo High School.  (Ventura 2008) 
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 Brenda shared a candid tattooing story when she was in boarding school.  The 

story is about Brenda’s sister, who tattooed her boarding school sweetheart’s initials on 

her upper thigh, which caused her husband to become jealous when they were 

newlyweds.  She spent years rubbing her tattoo with salt, to try to make it go away. 

Eventually, it faded.  I looked up this method on the internet, and found that it is an old 

tattoo removing process, called salabrasion.   

Salabrasion involves rubbing the tattoo with salt until the skin with 
the tattoo in has been abraided [sic] off.  While salabrasion is an 
inexpensive method of removing tattoo ink, it generally does not 
remove the tattoo completely, but merely fades it considerably. 
(eHow.com n.d.) 

 

 Brenda shared with me that she indeed has a tattoo, “yes, I have three tattoos” 

(Ventura 2008).  Brenda showed me the letters B and R initialed on her left wrist near the 

palm of her hand.  The B is for her first name, Brenda.  And the R is for her maiden 

name, Ramon. Brenda counts each mark as a tattoo.  She counts the small period, 

between the B and the R as a separate tattoo.  The tattoos, like my mom’s, are dark, 

greenish blue/black in color, and smudged.  The letters are approximately one centimeter 

tall, and two centimeters wide.  I asked her who tattooed the letters for her and she 

replied “I did it myself” (Ventura 2009).  (See Figure 7)   

 Brenda tattooed her hand when she was in the seventh grade at Santa Rosa 

Boarding School.  The tattooing technique Brenda used was similar to the process at the 

Phoenix Indian School, but she used a different pigment: 

We used eyeliner…it was Maybelline© liquid eyeliner.  We just 
drew the design or initial on the skin…a needle was used to poke 
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the skin to make the eyeliner go into the skin…we used matches to 
burn the tip of the needle to keep it clean.  (Ventura 2009) 

 
Brenda and her friends used what was available.  She used the “stick and poke” tattooing 

technique.  I asked when they tattooed, daytime or nighttime, Brenda said that they just 

waited until the evening before bed or the weekend when they had free time (Ventura 

2009).  She also said that the dorm rooms did not have doors, but she remembers sitting 

on the bed with her friends making tattoos (Ventura 2009).  She said, that everyone 

tattooed when she was at school.  Boredom was the contributing factor to tattooing.  

Apparently, the only person who checked on the girls was the night person who mostly 

came to the dorms to do the students’ laundry (Ventura 2009).  

 Tattooed people that Brenda knows are her aunt and her friends.  The tattoos she 

described are similar to the tattoos observed by my mom and Loretta at the Phoenix 

Indian School.  Brenda’s aunt has boarding school-style facial tattoos.  She is sure that 

they are dots on her temple, similar to my mom’s tattoo.  Brenda’s aunt went to Sherman 

Indian Boarding School in Riverside, California during the late 1950s and early 1960s.  

Other tattoos that Brenda observed at Santa Rosa Boarding School were the dots, cross, 

and initials.      

 

CHRISTINA 

 I met Christina in Tucson, Arizona by chance at a local fast food diner.  I noticed 

that she had her name written across her outer hand as she rested it palm down on the 

counter.  The letters were bold and had that distinctive blue-greenish discoloration.  I was 

compelled to ask her about her tattoo.  I took my chances, and approached her.  I told her 
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that I noticed her tattoo and explained my thesis to her.  She laughed a little, perhaps 

wondering why would someone want to study Indian boarding school tattoos, but she was 

happy to share a portion of her story. 

 Christina went to Santa Rosa Boarding School during the 1970s, like Brenda, 

when both were of middle school age.  Christina, 46, is the youngest of all the women 

interviewed.  She did not give me a specific age when she got her tattoo.  She did not 

make her own tattoo, but was tattooed by the girls at school.  She said that one day they 

stole a whole bottle of India ink and used that to make their tattoos.  Everyone was 

getting tattooed, so she decided to get one for herself.  “It was supposed to be small, but 

when they finished…it was really big” (Christina 2009).  Christina looked down at her 

tattooed fist and smiled.  Christina’s name is quite large, covering most of the back of her 

hand. 

 The lettering of the tattoo on Christina’s hand is all capital block lettering that 

covers the top of her hand, C-H-R-I-S-T-I-N-A.  Upon closer examination the letters also 

have the soft fuzzy edges, which perhaps signify the use of too much ink and the sign of 

young inexperienced tattoo artist.  I asked what the most typical types of tattoos were and 

Christina replied: 

Most everyone had to have their name or initials…some would put 
tattoos on their face...not traditional…but things like small dots, 
crosses, hearts, and teardrops…they would put them on their cheek 
bone…their forehead…and on the sides of their faces…I wanted a 
heart so bad, but now I am happy that I didn’t do it.  (Christina 
2009) 
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FORT WINGATE INDIAN SCHOOL 

JOY AND GRANDMA TRINNIE 

 Joy Graves (Colorado River Indian Tribes) is a friend and a classmate whom I 

met at the University of Arizona.  During my first semester, I presented my idea for a 

thesis, Indian boarding school tattoos, which caught Joy’s attention.  I still remember how 

Joy was taken by the topic, as she shared her personal knowledge of Indian boarding 

school tattoos.  Joy’s mother has tattoos.  Grandma Trinnie, as she is known, has tattoos 

that were made when she was at Fort Wingate boarding school in New Mexico.  

Grandma Trinnie’s tattoos date from the 1940s not from the 1960s or 1970s.  They are an 

important part of this thesis contributing to a continuum that links the one narrative from 

Haig-Brown (1988, 115) to the women interviewed.   

 Grandma Trinnie McCabe lives on the Colorado River Indian Reservation in 

Parker and has a view of the main canal (from the Colorado River) that runs beside her 

home (Graves 2009).  Joy provided me with a photo that shows the tattoos on Grandma 

Trinnie’s arm (See Figure 8).  The photo was taken about 3 to 4 years ago, when she was 

able to walk better (Graves 2009). 

 Joy tells me about Grandma Trinnie’s life on the Colorado River Reservation:   

When my mom went to school at Ft. Wingate, she was a member 
of the Navajo Tribe...she relocated to Parker, [Arizona] with my 
father right after WWII.  My dad went back to Navajo--they 
divorced...my mom stayed on the 80 acres of land and continued to 
farm it...with all of us 6 kids.  My mom was a tough bird...very 
strong and very, very determined.  She became a member of the 
Colorado River Indian Tribes--thus she relinquished her 
membership with Navajo or as mom always said...her 
"rights"...now she had "rights" with CRIT as a member. Mom 
farmed alfalfa, cotton and maize.   
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My mom would go back to Navajo--maybe once or twice a year to 
see relatives.  She wanted to go back, but couldn’t because of her 
health--which is one of the reasons they left in the first place, other 
than to obtain 80 acres...My mom suffered from debilitating 
arthritis and she could walk and move only in a hot climate, she 
would get very sick after a couple of months in the cold weather of 
New Mexico...so she stayed on in Parker (Graves 2009). 

 
Grandma Trinnie attended Fort Wingate Indian School, which is an on-reservation Indian 

school.  Joy told me that her mother did not tattoo herself; instead the big girls tattooed 

the smaller, new girls.  This story is unique, where tattooing was used as a form of 

hazing.  Joy recalls: 

She always told us that it was “the big girls” at boarding school 
that would catch the younger girls, newer students to the boarding 
school—and force some tattoos on them.  Maybe that is why some 
are not so legible.  (Graves 2009) 
 

 Lomawaima (1994) suggests a similar theme to this story.  One of the former 

students from Chilocco shared her story about being tested in the kitchen by the older 

girls.  Marian (Creek) was assigned to work in the kitchen where the older girls removed 

her stool while she was teetering on the rim of a very large cooking pot, washing the 

bottom of it, and pushed her into the pot (Lomawaima 1994).  Marian said, she did not 

tell on the big girls and was accepted among the “larger and more controlling group” 

(Lomawaima 1994, 130). 

 Peer groups, like the big girls who tattooed Grandma Trinnie controlled the 

campus and the student body.  Therefore, tattooing for Grandma Trinnie was quite 

different from the other cases described here.  Francis LaFlesche’s (1963) experience was 

more like Grandma Trinnie’s, having to prove himself physically in order to maintain the 

respect of his mates:   
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So the next boy who rudely shoved me aside and knocked my hat off 
received a painful surprise, for my right fist came so hard against his 
cheekbone that he stood for a moment as though stunned.  Then he moved, 
and I moved, and the boys standing near could hardly tell which was 
which until we separated, pretty well bruised.   After that the boys were 
careful not to knock my hat off my head; if they did, they took pains to let 
me know this was not intentional. (LaFlesche 1963, 11) 
 

LaFlesche (1963, 11) fought even if he knew he was going to be “licked,” because in 

order to maintain respect he had to “fight any of them [other students].” 

 Grandma Trinnie did not sneak off into the night nor did she spend her free time 

tattooing with her peers.  Instead she was forced into an act that was not her own.  In her 

photo, the tattoos are not legible.  The tattoos do have the same distinctive greenish-blue 

discoloration, though.  Grandma Trinnie has a total of seven tattoos on her left forearm.  

The only recognizable letters are an M-A-D-N-H, with two other markings.  The meaning 

of the tattoos is unknown.  

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



65 
 

CONCLUSIONS 

 Tattooing may have been common in American Indian boarding schools during 

the 1960s and 1970s.  Speaking to my mother and Brenda about their tattoos and their 

experiences in Indian boarding school started this expository study.  Loretta, although not 

tattooed, served as an eye witness to the tattooing experience while attending Phoenix 

Indian School in the 1970s.  In addition, Joy, (also not tattooed) shared Grandma 

Trinnie’s tattooing experience at Fort Wingate Boarding School.   These five women 

have helped me to introduce the study of Indian boarding school tattoos, and open up 

questions for further investigation.     

 Their stories were similar, especially the designs of the tattoos that they had or 

that they described.   Boarding school life, twenty-four hours and seven days a week, was 

a place where the students created bonds and shared experiences, especially as it pertains 

to resistance.  Each day was the same and each day they saw the same people, so there 

had to be something to do to pass the time.  Tattooing was one of the many other forms of 

resistance such as gangs, nicknames, pranks, running away, work slowdowns, work 

sabotage, and arson, which have been well documented (LaFlesche 1996, Lomawaima 

1994, Riney 1999) that manifested suppressed teenage angst in the boarding school.  The 

students’ afflictions, unlike the average American teen during that time period, had much 

to do about something and that something being the confined boredom and extreme 

regimentation of the Indian boarding school system.   

 The Civil Rights Movement, American Indian Movement, and the Punk 

Movement were in full swing.  All the while, Indian boarding schools, still operating in 
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an oppressive state in the 1960s and 1970s elicited a common bond, where it was the 

children against the system.     

Nancy, who attended in the sixties, commented on the double standard she 
felt was expressed in the inequality, “for them [teachers, staff] it was 
different…They didn’t eat the same food we ate; they ate much better 
food.  We had mush and they had bacon and eggs.  They were separated 
from everyone else in one room where the whole staff ate.”  (Haig-Brown 
1988, 61) 

 
Children were still assigned to dorms that resembled military barracks, woke up at the 

crack of dawn by whistle (Lindauer 1997), and assembled into the dining halls to eat and 

drink in a timely manner.  The children were kept under such strict supervision and 

control that resistance was inevitable.  Again that bugle, or steam whistle sounded 

throughout the day for the children to wake-up, line-up, eat, learn, work, drill, and sleep.   

 Brenda talked about her dorm room having no doors.  This was an attempt to take 

away the girls privacy at Santa Rosa Boarding School, yet Brenda said that they were not 

worried about getting caught, since nobody checked up on them.  They just tattooed in 

the comfort of their dorm room.  The former female students in this study shared the 

experience of tattooing at different schools and different times, yet the tattoos were 

similar.  The tattoo designs included block-lettering of initials or a name, cursive lettering 

of a name, crosses, crosses with sun-rays, dots, series of dots, and random markings 

(question marks, hearts, stars, etc.).  These tattoos are crude and unpolished in 

comparison to the professional styles of today, yet some of these tattoos, which were 

small and not always discreet, seem to have created a bonding and/or a shared experience 

to be treasured or hated years later. 
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 The Indian child at the beginning of the federal boarding school era in the late 

19th-century to the mid-20th century witnessed and experienced extraordinary changes in 

the landscapes, people, and technology.  In a fifty year time period, Pratt’s experiment to 

assimilate Indians into Western culture took children from their homes at a moment’s 

notice.   I personally feel a sense of pride and strength for all those children who 

survived, suffered, and resisted.  I did not undergo the same hardships, but I can honestly 

say that the reservation day school I attended evoked similarities, such as the bad 

tempered faculty and staff, the peer pressure, and the boredom.   I can remember we had 

an ex-marine drill sergeant for our principal in Peach Springs, Arizona.  I will refer to 

him as Mr. J, who would make us do five hundred jumping jacks every day.  I was seven 

years old at that time.  Funny, I do not remember suffering from it, because we children 

would jump high and hard and count real loud, just to see Mr. J’s face turn red with anger 

trying to tire us out.   

 In my own family (and I am sure there are more stories) we tell the story of 

Grandpa Seya, running away from school when he was around 10 years old, with pride 

and awe (Beecher 2009).  He made it all the way home, only to learn that he had to go 

back to school.  My mom said that Grandpa laughed and told her that it was a nice 

vacation riding the train, hiking through the mountains, and eating prairie dog and 

rabbits.  Yes, grandpa had a tattoo from boarding school, too. 
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APPENDIX A- CONSENT FORMS (BLANK) 
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APPENDIX B- HUMAN SUBJECTS APPROVAL LETTER 
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