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ABSTRACT
This study examines how the Cocopah maintain and express a sense of continuity
with their past and how, m today's world, they use their understanding of the past to
maintain their cultural identity m the present. An ethnohistorical reconstruction of
Cocopah identity from the early period of contact explores the ways in which the
political ecology of the Colorado River have influenced Cocopah identity. In approaching
Cocopah identity from a political ecology perspective, it is argued that the federal
bureaucracy's criteria for tnbal status and the recognition of individuals as belongmg to
particular tnbes are based on the commonly held notion of Indian tribes as being clearly
distinguished, unchanging cultural entities occupying exclusively bounded tribal
territories in stable ecosystems. Political ecology, in contrast, provides anthropology with
a dynamic analytical framework in which to understand culture as adaptive systems.
Political ecology provides a practical approach in which the interface between
history and the dynamic complexities of diverse cultures within a local-global economic
context can be examined. I add ethnicity theory to this political ecology framework in
order to examine how these historical processes operate at the local level and how they
affect Cocopah identity and cultural survival. The coping strategies that the Cocopahs
applied to the ecological transformations of the lower Colorado River delta throughout
the past 150 years have played a significant role in shaping present-day Cocopah identityRecent economic development, provided by Indian gaming, has given the Cocopahs the
opportunity to revitalize, redefine and perpetuate their cultural identity through the
process of planning and developing a tribal museum and cultural center complex on the
West Cocopah Reservation in southwestern Anzona.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION: ANTHROPOLOGICAL PRAXIS AND
CULTURAL PRESERVATION
...practicing anthropology is not solely a matter of being empirical or
acting according to the best scientific tenets of our discipline. Our effons
are hedged on all sides by the happenstance of particular circumstances,
by ethical and moral considerations, and by differing doses of good luck
and misfortune (Erve Chambers I987;xi).
This study of cultural persistence and survival is a remarkable chapter in the
ongoing saga of Native Amencan endurance when confronted by a pattern, unfortunately
characteristic of the treatment of indigenous peoples, of deliberate de-culturation,
hostility, disease, and neglect. It is a cultural history of the survival of one American
Indian group, the Cocopah, in the lower Colorado River delta. The aim of this study of
the Cocopah Indian Tribe is to demonstrate how their adaptation to ecological extremes
and their pragmatic and opportunistic way of life may have provided them with the
necessary skills to survive the political and ecological transformation of the lower
Colorado River, the appropnation of their territory by two different and. at times, hostile
nation-states, and their perpetual marginalization. Finally, it is an account of how Indian
gaming, at least for the past few years, has provided a resource for the perpetuation of
Cocopah identiry. in addition to economic growth and self-sufficiency.
The Cocopahs have endured the loss of most of their abonginal temtory and
direct access to water in the changing political ecology of the lower Colorado River delta
over the past 150 years. This dissertation explores how the commoditizanon of the
Colorado River and the appropnation and exploitation of the natural and economic
resources in the delta have affected and continue to affect the struggle of the Cocopahs to
survive economically and to maintain their distinct cultural identity. In the i960s, when
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their economy and standard of living could not have been worse, life on the reservation
began to change for the Cocopahs. In the past twenty-five years the standard of living for
tribal members has improved and more recently the Cocopahs have been able to direct
their attention to future economic development strategies.
The establishment of Indian reservations and their regulation through numerous
federal Indian policies has had long-term political, social and economic effects on the
native populations of the United States. For most Native Americans this has resulted in
impovenshed communities dependent on governmental agencies such as the Bureau of
Indian Affairs (BIA) for their economic survival, and the Indian Health Service (IHS) for
their physical well-being. In the face of changing federal funding priorities, the overall
survival of many Native Americans hinges increasingly on how they respond to shifting
possibilities for economic development outside of these governmental institutions. Public
Law 100-497, the Indian Gaming Regulatory Act (IGRA) enacted by Congress in 1988,
gave some American Indian tribes' a new possibility for controlling their own economic
futures. Revenues from Indian gaming have provided the necessary financial base for
economic development. For some tnbes it has also provided the funding to support a

'a note on terminology - There are many opinions in Indian Country regarding the terms
used to refer to Native American/Indian peoples and their current forms of government.
Some do not think of themselves as "Amencan," others do not like the term "Indian." In
all cases preference is given to the name used in their own language to refer to
themselves. Since English is the language used in this study. I am necessarily limited to
words developed by non-Indians to describe the indigenous peoples of this continent. I
try to avoid the use of terms that are controversial; however. I will use the terms tribe(s)
and tribal to refer to the junsdiction(s) of indigenous nations and indigenous nationality
Many indigenous peoples today whose societies are bounded by a shared language,
history, territory and common decision-making institutions prefer the use of the term
"nation" and in fact resent the term "tribe." I am using tribe and tribal here because the
reservation system is structured such that most indigenous groups have a constitutional
political system imposed by the federal government which is referred to as a "tribal
government." and the Cocopahs refer to themselves as a "tnbe."
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cultural revitaiization process that includes the preservation, re-construction and/or re
definition of cultural identities.
The present move by some Native Amencans toward greater autonomy in terms
of self-governance, self-determination, and economic independence provides a unique
context in which to observe whether economic success through Indian gaming is
destructive to Amencan Indian identity. According to Cornell and Kalt (1987:46), "A
central debate among Native Americans is whether economic success will alter or even
destroy the autonomy of tribal cultures." It has been claimed by some Amencan Indians
that economic wealth cannot and should not be used as a measure of self-esteem and selfidentity. On the other hand, it can be argued that the impoverished economic conditions
of most reservations, their dependence on the federal government to provide for their
basic needs, and the constant discrimination experienced by Native Americans have been
even more detrimental to tribal cultural identity.
In the conte.xt of economic development on the Cocopah Reservation two central
questions are raised; I) How has the political ecology of the lower Colorado River delta
affected Cocopah identity"^ and 2) How does economic development based on Indian
gaming atTect Cocopah identity'^ Such questions keep us focused on the processes that
affect both culture change and cultural persistence.
Most non-Indians do not have a clear understanding of the legal status of Native
Amencans. On the one hand, they perpetuate the romanticization of the image of the
"Indian" in order to appropnate and commodify elements of their cultural identity
(Berkhofer 1978. Foster 1991), On the other hand, they perceive actual Native Amencans
as hopeless, lazy, ignorant drunks living off government handouts; a stereotype that is
often amplified by the media and used by conservative lawmakers to scapegoat the
Indians when the national economy is undergoing a downward trend. Nevertheless,
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economic development has been extremely difficult for Native Americans living on
reservations due to the statutes regulating tribal enterprises, the inability of individual
tribal members to secure loans to start businesses, the isolated rural settings of most
Indian reservations, as well as internal cultural factors that are resistant to these
perceived outside influences. Indian gaming has started to shift the economic scales, and
certain sectors of the Euro-American public are threatened by the new economic
empowerment of Amencan Indians. This has been especially evident among those who
are competing for the same dollars; such as non-Indian casino owners (e.g. Donald
Trump), horse and dog track owners, and state lotteries.
The paternalistic stance that Native Americans are not capable of taking care of
their own economies persists in the new context of Indian gaming, holding that Indian
casinos are vulnerable to mismanagement and are linked to organized crime. Although
all businesses dealing with gambling and high volumes of cash flow are vulnerable to
these problems, Indian gaming is heavily regulated at the federal, state and tribal levels,
and so far there is no hard evidence to support these assertions. Although a percentage of
Indian Casino revenues are required by the IGRA to be dispersed to certain tribal
programs (as is described in detail in chapter seven), some tribes have elected to disperse
a larger percentage of their revenues as per capita payments or revenue shares to tribal
members, much as they have done in the past with land claim settlements. Thus far the
Cocopahs have used the majonty of the casino revenues to improve the overall standard
of living on the reservation and to increase health and social services. Casino revenues
are also being used to preserve Cocopah cultural identity and heritage in addition to
investing in their future.
I propose that Indian gaming has been a successful strategy for the Cocopahs to
date; that economic success can promote cultural preservation and revitalization; and that
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a group's culture will not necessarily be destroyed in the process. In some cases it may
have just the opposite effect. It was a past of abject poverty, discrimination and
hopelessness that almost destroyed the Cocopahs. It appears that they have beaten the
odds and are now in a position to decide their own destiny in their own terms.
The Studv Area
The Cocopahs occupy a reservation in southwestern Arizona, and colonias and
ejidos in Sonora and Baja California in Mexico. Historically, the Cocopahs occupied an
area referred to as the lower Colorado River delta that covered the area from present day
Yuma, Arizona to the Gulf of California (see Figure 3.1). William H. Kelly {1944;ii, iii)
describes the region occupied by the Cocopahs:
Perhaps nowhere else in North America are social, cultural, and
environmental factors so sharply high-lighted: nor where such remarkable
contrasts in environmental and social conditions cut through an area of
fundamental cultural unity ..Within the space of a man's stride on either
side of the flood plain, the fertile, well watered, river bottom environment
changes to a desert area of greatest severity...Ecologically, the situation is
relatively unique and comparable, in part, only with the environmental
nature of the region of the Nile, and to a less extent with the valleys of the
Tigns-Euphrates, and the Indus.
Even though these natural landscapes may have been comparable, the cultural landscapes
were not. The Yuman-speaking groups of the lower Colorado River never reached the
height of social and political organization found in the valleys of the Nile. TignsEuphrates, and Indus Rivers. For the Cocopahs. in particular, the lower Colorado River
delta provided the appropriate environment for floodwater farmmg instead of irrigation.
The surrounding desert and mountains provided other foods and materials that
supplemented their subsistence crops. TTie lower Colorado River delta provided all that
the Cocopahs needed to survive m a combination desert and river environment.
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During the pre-reservation period the Cocopah thrived on a subsistence economy
compnsed of hunting, gathering and seasonal agriculture in the lower Colorado River
delta. After being confined to small ejidos and cnlonias in northwest Mexico and a
reservation in the United States, the Cocopah no longer had the freedom to move during
seasonal fluctuations

in temperature and floodwaters. Although the Cocopahs clearly

defined band and territorial boundaries in the past, they were not centrally organized as a
"tribe." Instead, the Cocopahs lived in autonomous family camps in the summer and
more permanent rancherias in the wmter within their band territory. Each tnbal member
owned personal property that was destroyed by relatives at the time of death, and farm
plots were used by the same family until the head of the family passed on. The family
would then move to a new area within the band territory and claim it for cultivation.
Each family camp had a headman who dealt with extended family matters and each band
had a leader whose primary function was warfare and protecting band temtonal
boundanes. It was during warfare that the Cocopah bands came together as a unified
body.
Except for the conflicts between Euro-Americans and the Quechans at the Yuma
Crossing (the former site where the wagon route to California crossed the Colorado
River), the complex interplay between Indians and Europeans, and later Euro-Amencans.
along the lower Colorado River was usually cordial and friendly until the late nineteenth
century Cocopah movements along the lower Colorado River and access to gathering
and hunting areas were restricted as Mexican and Euro-American farmers and ranchers
appropnated Cocopah lands and staned settling into the area. Then in 1905. the
Cocopahs saw their way of life change suddenly as the floodwater of the lower Colorado
River crashed through canal headgates destroying much of California's Imperial Valley
and left the lower half of the delta too dry to practice subsistence farming. Although the

18

Cocopahs made adjustments to accommodate these newcomers and attempted to practice
irrigation agriculture themselves, they did not have the political and economic clout nor
the population size to compete among these new power brokers along the Colorado
River. Some Cocopahs tried to maintain their small farm plots but many shifted to wage
work, such as cleanng and leveling land, building canals, ditches and levees, and doing
anything else they could as unskilled laborers.
The Cocopah Indian Tribe has been federally recognized since 1917 when two
small reservations were created for them in southwestern Arizona. Cocopah reservation
land holdings have mcreased from 446 acres in 1917 to encompass more than 6.000 acres
today

The present Cocopah Reservation consists of lands in three areas. These are

known as East Cocopah and West Cocopah, located near Somerton, and North Cocopah
(formeriy Lots 5 & 6) at the bend of the Colorado River, west of the City of Yuma (see
Figure I .l). Although each reservation has its own unique history in time and space they
are part of one Cocopah Reservation system and are governed by a single Tribal Council.
Unless I am discussing a particular reservation under this system I generally refer to all
three reservations as the Cocopah Reservation.
In the 1960s the Cocopah decided upon a constitution and formed a five-member
Tnbal Council. Since its inception, the Cocopah Tribal Council has worked toward
improving the living conditions of tribal members. At the time, many Cocopahs were
living in poorly constructed shacks made of salvaged matenals. without potable water or
other public services. Recently there has been a considerable change in the Cocopahs
socioeconomic and political organization, first, out of desire to acquire modem housing
in the 1970s, and later, to take advantage of the economic opportunities brought about by
the Cocopah Casino. This changing economy on the reservation has strengthened
Cocopah cultural identity for both the inhabitants of the reservation as well as those
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Cocopahs living elsewhere, for example, in metropolitan areas such as Phoenix, as well
as in other states.
Research Methods
After an introductory meeting in June 1993 and a second meeting with the tribal
elders in early July 1993, the Cocopah Tribal Council asked me to provide technical
assistance for planning a museum that would facilitate the preservation, interpretation
and education of the Cocopah language and culture. The Tribal Council and a group of
interested tribal elders expressed their desire to plan a museum as an alternative means
for preserving and transmitting the Cocopah language, tribal history, and cultural
traditions that otherwise might be lost. They wanted a building they could be proud of
and educational programs that would lay the groundwork for re-gaining self-esteem and
pride among tribal members. This, they felt, had been lost over the years due to the
influence of the off-reservation public school system, a 60 percent unemployment rate,
and high levels of alcohol and drug abuse. Cocopah tribal members wanted the museum
to provide the focal point for the maintenance of the Cocopah language and the
preservation of their cultural heritage.
As the project consultant for the Cocopah Indian Tribe I was able to connect the
planning process of the museum project with theoretical observations derived from
general anthropological knowledge. I go beyond the one-dimensional role of researcher,
so common to anthropology, to the area of practice where cultural knowledge is applied
to real-world situations, rather than solely to the production of knowledge. I demonstrate
the utility of integrating traditional knowledge into problem-solving processes by using
anthropological methods as suggested by Wulff and Fiske {1987:1). The basic objective
of this project was to plan a facility that would address the concerns expressed by the
tribal leaders and eiders by involving the Cocopah community in the decision-making
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process. Tribal members became very interested in participating in planning what
eventually became a museum, cultural center and heritage park complex on the
reservation. The pnmary beneficiaries of the project were the members of the Cocopah
Indian Tribe, although the museum will enhance the cultural resources of the entire
region. The planning and development of the project was sponsored by the Cocopah
Tribal Council with partial funding from the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban
Development (HUD) for the construction of the cultural center.
Prior to the museum project, Cocopah tribal members had participated little in the
decision-making processes that affected the tribal community as a whole. The planning
of a museum and cultural center provided them with the opportunity to participate in an
important decision-making process. This is explained in detail in chapter eight. 1
provided a service to the Cocopah in exchange for the opportunity to leam something
myself I contributed technical assistance and services in planning and developing a
museum and cultural center in exchange for an opportunity to be a participant observer of
tribal community affairs.
My first

tnp to the Cocopah Reservation was with Gordon Krutz. retired

coordinator of Indian Programs at the University of Arizona, who had arranged an
introductory meeting with some of the tribal leaders and elders in June 1993. As we
drove through miles of irrigated farm land southwest of Yuma, Arizona on our way to the
Cocopah Reservation, I could not help but wonder what this flat agncultural land was
like before Euro-Amencans "tamed" the so called "wild west" and turned the desert into
an agncultural empire. This "wild west" was viewed as the new frontier: a land of
opportunity. By the end of the nineteenth century it was no longer just gold that attracted
newcomers to the Southwest and California, but cattle ranching, agnculture and mining.
All that was required to turn the desert into a land of opportunity and economic
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prosperity was water, and it was not long before Euro-Americans began to harness this
resource and reclaim it for the boommg agribusinesses in the Imperial and Yuma
Valleys, to supply energy for the growing desert cities, and eventually for the
development of resorts, golf courses and water playgrounds. I could only imagine how
this had affected the lives of the people I had come to meet for the first time.
When we finally reached our destination there was no mistaking the fact that we
had arrived on an Indian reservation (see Figure 1.1 for locations of the Cocopah
Reservations). Obvious evidence of lingenng poverty were intermingled with signs of
prospenty. Entenng from the north side of the West Cocopah Reservation, there was a
cluster of brick ranch-style houses surrounding a dirt park with a silent playground to the
right; to the left were more of the same type of houses." Some of these, especially the
ones on the north and east sides of this cluster of houses, had beat up old trailers and
shacks in their backyards. Old furniture, clothing and other discarded matenals were
piled here and there around the homes. In 1995 there were 148 Cocopahs residing on the
West Reservation. To the west of the housing area was the office of the Cocopah
Housing Authority (CHA) and the Cocopah Vocational Training Center (CVT).
Heading across an area of irrigated fields, we came to the administrative complex
for the Cocopah Indian Tribe. The tnbal headquarters are located in an octagonal
building that holds the Tribal Council chamber and the administrative offices. In 1993 all
of the social services were located in the tnbal headquarters: some of these offices were
relocated to a separate pre-fabricated building in 1994. Included in the administrative
complex were Clarlen Home for the elderly; the Alcohol and Drug Abuse Prevention

-These are often referred to as "HUD houses." These were homes that were built in the
1970s under the sponsorship of the Department of Housing and Urban Development and
are found on reservations throughout the American Southwest.

Program (ADAPP); the Tribal Health Maintenance Program (THMP); the Tribal Court;
and the Cocopah Police Station. To the east of the administrative complex was the West
Cry House, which is the permanent structure where Cocopah families hold funeral
ceremonies, and the cemetery. The remainder of the West Reservation consists of
agricultural lands leased out to local Euro-American farmers.
East of Somerton. Arizona, and four miles from the West Cocopah Reservation is
the East Cocopah Reservation where 228 Cocopahs reside. They live in HUD housmg
similar to that of the West Reservation, in a development contained on a rectangular
portion of the reservation. . The East Reservation has the Cocopah Head Start and Day
Care Center; a playground, church, the East Cry House for funeral ceremonies, and a
cemetery. On a mesa to the north of this section is a landfill owned and operated by the
Cocopah Tribe. Another part of the East Reservation includes a parcel of land shaped
like a puzzle piece where the Cocopah Casino and the powwow grounds are located. This
land sits along the main highway that connects Interstate 8 at Yuma to San Luis along the
U.S.-Mexico border
We did not visit the North Cocopah Reservation on this initial tnp but I later
found an RV Park and golf course designed to attract winter visitors there. The RV Park
was separated from the Cocopah housing area by agricultural fields that had been leased
to local farmers. Housing for the 39 Cocopah residents of the North Reservation
consisted primarily of mobile homes as well as some remnants of "old" houses, often
referred to as "sandwich" houses. There is a small community building and cemetery, but
these Cocopahs do not have a large Cry House like the other two reservations. The Tribal
Council is presently plannmg to develop the North Reservation with a new Hotel-Casino
resort and other economic enterpnses.
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Figure 1.1

Cocopah Reservation, 1996. (Bureau of Land Management, 1988)
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These three reservations are physically separated and the histoncal circumstances
under

which

each

was established

has

resulted

in

intra-tribal

conflict

and

misunderstandings that persist to the present. Associated with the development of these
reservations are the differing identities between the first Cocopahs enrolled and
recognized by the U.S. government in 1922 and those Cocopahs who were denied
recognition because they were considered to be Mexicans by government officials and
outsiders by other Cocopahs. Histonc tensions over who was identified as a Cocopah and
who was not were resolved somewhat when tribal enrollment was opened for one year in
1971 and enrollment increased by 400 percent. Although the outsider designation persists
among some of the elderly Cocopahs it does not appear to be an issue for the younger
generation, who are enrolled when their parents apply to the Cocopah Enrollment Office
for their membership status.
As the consultant on the museum project I attended monthly Tribal Council
meetings in order to report on the progress of the museum planning committee. This
enabled me to observe the decision-making process of the tribal government and to learn
about the various issues that the Cocopah were dealing with at that time, 1 had an open
door policy in my office located in the tnbal headquarters, and quite often tnbal members
would stop by for informal chats. I learned a lot about the concerns of tribal members
from these chats as well as at social gatherings such as powwows, parades, traditional
games, feasts, ceremonies, and funerals.
As the project consultant 1 was able to go beyond the role of observer of the
"other" by providing the Cocopahs with technical advice on a project that they considered
critical to their cultural survival. My role was not as an activist, advocate, representative,
or expert witness, but instead as a technical advisor at the request of the tnbal leaders and
tnbal elders. Working day-to-day in an office located in the Cocopah tnbal headquaners
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placed me in the center of tribal operations and in daily contact with tribal members,
tribal employees, tribal leaders, and tribal elders among whom information was
constantly exchanged. Although this exchange did not dwell on Cocopah cultural identity
and persistence directly, it became clear as the museum plans unfolded that it was, in
fact, an issue for some tribal members, especially for those Cocopahs who were
concerned that their language and culture were disappearing.
While working with a group of Cocopah tribal elders in planning the museum 1
realized that there were different interpretations of recent histonc events. Tensions
between certain individuals were often displayed in oratorical outbursts in Cocopah.
These outbursts would later be described to me by one of my interpreters, who also
explained the relationships between particular individuals. This provided me with some,
albeit limited, background in understanding the interpersonal relationships of certain
individuals on the planning committee. Some of the committee members were direct
descendants of the onginal group recognized by the U.S. government at the time that the
reservation was established, while others were part of the group considered to be
outsiders histoncally. It was through this dynamic interaction among the committee
members and subsequent oral history interviews that I realized that some of the tension
that existed among these elders was a result of differential identities that continue to
define interpersonal relationships especially in the context of the "face-to-face" or
"Indian-Indian" interactions referred to by Foster (1991). Fowler (1982, 1987), and
Philips (1983).
I combine a number of anthropological techniques for data collection, including
ethnography, ethnohistory, oral tradition and archival documentation, to reconstruct a
history of Cocopah identity in the lower Colorado River delta. I trace the histoncal
processes by which the Cocopahs have been incorporated into the United States to
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demonstrate how their socio-political organization, settlement pattern, and subsistence
economy have been transformed.
I rely on archival materials including correspondence between U.S. governmental
agencies, particularly between the Department of the Interior and the superintendents of
the Fort Yuma Agency and the Colorado River Agency, who had jurisdiction over the
Cocopahs at different times. I obtained these archival documents from the National
Archives in Washington. D.C. and the Bureau of Indian Affairs Office at Fort Yuma, in
Winterhaven, California. I also had access to William H. Kelly's fieldnotes archived at
the Anzona State Museum at the University of Anzona in Tucson. Kelly's notes were
especially useful in providing information on interpersonal relations among particular
individuals and on the conditions of the Cocopah reservation and camps in the 1940s.
Where I have used archival and other reference materials these are cited accordingly; all
other information is based on my own field observations and interviews with Cocopah
tribal members.
In this study I bring archival records together Cocopahs' comments about the
history of their community, to determine how particular events over a long time span
have been perceived and evaluated, and how they have influenced and shaped Cocopah
culture and societ\' today. I gathered information in a variety of settings dunng seventeen
months of consulting and fieldwork on the Cocopah Reservation between 1993 and 1995
I have continued to serve as a museum planning consultant on an as-needed basis from
Tucson. Arizona, since January 1995. Central to this study, however, were formal taperecorded interviews earned out with seven Cocopahs ranging in age from 38 to 86 dunng
a month long field visit in Apnl and May 1995 These primary consultants included
seven Cocopahs, three women and four men, who spoke English, and one Euro-Amencan
woman who had worked with the Cocopah for over thirty years. As my daily interactions
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with tribal members increased I was able to establish a close relationship with a small
circle of consultants whom 1 believed to be both knowledgeable of their cultural heritage
and representative of a cross-section by age and gender within the adult population of the
Cocopah reservation community. As Erve Chambers suggests in the epigraph to this
introductory chapter our research efforts are "hedged on all sides," by a number of
factors; several unpredictable factors played a role in determining the gathering of data
through tape-recorded interviews.
Prior to leaving the Cocopah Reservation in January 1995 I had pre-arranged to
interview approximately twenty Cocopahs when I returned for one month in late Apnl
and early May. Unfortunately, I could not complete all of these interviews. Within the
first week of my return there was a death, which meant that no one would be available
for another week as it was inappropriate to do this type of work during the funeral
preparations or for four days afterward. I used this time to go through the oral history
transcripts at the Yuma Arizona Historical Society. Many of the Cocopahs I had hoped to
interview were now too busy to take the time for the interviews and others were involved
in plans for the upcoming Memonal Day services. Due to circumstances and some
misfortune 1 was unable to interview as many Cocopah consultants as I would have liked;
nevertheless, the interviews that I did obtain were informative. They added to this
research a new and unexpected social dimension—that many Cocopahs were labeled
ow/.v/i/erv~which led me to the question of what constitutes Cocopah identity today. Upon
further investigation my inquiry focused on what role federal Indian policies and
historical circumstances had in influencing some of the tensions and the divisiveness that
exists on the Cocopah reservation today. It should be noted that these tensions and
divisiveness are based on my own observations and interpretations of these data. The
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Cocopahs themselves did not address these issues while relating their personal histones
or their interpretations of life on the Cocopah Reservation today.
1 speak of these Cocopah consultants often and include their voices in the
narrative of the following chapters, not only to support my own statements, but to give
the Cocopahs themselves the opportunity to share their personal knowledge and
experiences as their recent history unfolded. The following biographical sketches pertain
to the individuals with whom 1 conducted the formal interviews. They are included here
to provide the reader with some insight as to the individual histones which shaped the
consultants' interpretations of certain events and observations within their own cultural
milieu. The consultants were from a group of Cocopahs with whom I had established a
special rapport during the museum project. They were all concerned that an accurate
picture of their history be portrayed in this study. I have attempted to do this here through
various means, but most of all through the individual voices of these consultants.
All of the consultants gave me permission to use their real names in this study and
because their narratives are based on their personal historical expenence which I link to
facts in both published and archival sources this should not result in any negative
consequences for these mdividuals or the Cocopah Tnbe as a whole. Nevertheless, I must
add a disclaimer stating that this analysis of cultural survival among the Cocopah is
based solely on my own interpretations of the transcnbed interviews, daily observations
and archival information. Out of respect for my consultants I do not use information that
may be construed as bemg politically or culturally sensitive. All other names used in this
study can be found in publications on the Cocopah and in public records held in archives.
The following is a brief biographical sketch of the Cocopah consultants, whose voices
appear throughout this study
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Clara Barley Brown b. 12/24/09
Mrs. Brown was included on the original enrollment list that was accepted by the U.S.
government in 1922. At that time she was listed as being in boarding school, probably at
the Fort Yuma Indian School. She later graduated from the Sherman Institute, an Indian
boarding school in Riverside, California. While attending Sherman she worked in Los
Angeles as a domestic laborer during school vacations and on her days off After
graduating she remained in Los Angeles and worked as a secretary for a short while
before returning to the West Reservation. Since there was no one there who could take
care of her. she went to live with a Quechan family in the Yuma Homesteads near
Somerton. She married one of the sons w hen she was about 26 years old and raised her
family there before permanently moving to the West Reservation in the 1970s. In 1964
she was the first Cocopah woman to be elected as chairperson of the Tribal Council. She
held that office until 1968 and served as a Tribal Council member for several years
thereafter. Mrs. Brown is a highly respected tribal elder and is said to speak the oldest
and purest form of the Cocopah language. She was a member of the museum planning
committee and had been hoping for a museum for over t\venty years. At the age of 87
Clara Brown is still active and is highly skilled artisan. She creates different types of
beadwork and has taught young Cocopah girls how to make ceremonial dresses. She still
dances at festivals and social events and continues to live on the West Reservation where
her grandchildren are her constant source of amusement.
Willie Phillips: b. 3/4/26
Mr. Phillips was bom in Mexico around a place he refers to as "Colon." This may have
been La Colonia mentioned by Lumholtz (1990[I912]) and Kelly (1977). Mr. Phillips'
parents moved back and forth between the United States and Mexico quite often when he
was young. He had one brother who was bom in Mexico and two who were bom m the
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U.S. Mr. Phillips said that his father was pan of the Hwanyak band, which he referred to
as a "tribe," that came up from "Colon" to Somerton. While he was growing up, he
worked with his father on the farms in the Yuma Valley. Later he worked in the ice plant
in Somenon where he loaded ice into produce trucks. He was finally enrolled in 1971 at
45 years of age. The Phillips name was given to his family by a local farmer named
Phillips whom his father was working for. At the age of 70 he works part-time for the
Cocopah Casino. When he could get time off he participated on the museum plannmg
committee. Mr. Phillips was one of the first Cocopahs to build a HUD house on the East
Reservation. His son. Dale, has served on the Cocopah Tribal Council as chairman
(1990-1994), council member (1994-1996), and was elected vice-chairman in 1996
Another son, Bruce, is the manager of the Cocopah Bingo and Casino.
Lincoln Miller b. 6/2/28
Mr. Miller was bom in the Somerton area. He was raised off the reservation and moved
around often while his father was working on farms in the area. He was officially
enrolled in 1971 and he served on the Tribal Council twice, once in the 1970s and again
m 1990. Mr. Miller served in the armed forces from 1948 to 1954 where he attained the
rank of Sergeant First Class. When he returned from serving overseas his parents were
living in Buckeye, Anzona. He visited them for a short while and then went to live with
his brother in Somerton. He worked on cotton farms in the Yuma Valley. Mr. Miller
mamed a member of the Quechan Tribe and moved to her allotment on the Fort Yuma
Reservation. He continues to live on his late wife's allotment where he is close to his
children and grandchildren. Mr. Miller joined the museum planning committee and has
been active in recommending educational and cultural programs for Cocopah youth.
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Rudolph Kirby Hayes: b. 10/30/41
The Hayes family originally came from Baja California, Mexico. Rudy Hayes was bom
in Rancho Kwapa. a Cocopah camp near Gadsden. Arizona. His great grandparents were
the Thomases, his grandparents were the Stevenses, and Hayes is the surname used by
family members in his generation. He says that they are all related and lived very close to
each other when he was growing up. As a child his family moved around and he attended
South Phoenix High School when his father was working on farms around Buckeye. He
then attended Anzona State University for three years. He was added to the enrollment
list in 1971, Mr. Hayes lives on the East Reservation and works in the tnbal enrollment
office. He and other family members worked with the late James Crawford.^ a linguist
from the University of California, San Diego.
Eddv San Diego: b 8/16/44
Mr. San Diego is the son of one of the original 31 Cocopahs enrolled in 1922. He was
bom at Fon Yuma Hospital and was enrolled automatically. His grandfather. Joe San
Diego, was a well known Cocopah leader on the West Reservation when Eddy was bom.
His parents died when he was twelve years old and he and his brother moved around the
area as they were growing up. They lived with different relatives on the West Reservation
and in the north on Lots 5 & 6 before being sent to the Phoenix Indian School. Eddy left
the boarding school before graduating and returned to the West Reservation in 1962
where he came and went over the next twenty years. Eleven years ago he married
Josephine (Josie) Dominguez and moved permanently to the West Reservation. Both

James Crawford wrote his dissertation on the Cocopah language (1966). He published
articles on an auxiliary verb in the Cocopah language (1976) and Cocopah baby talk
(1978). His research in Cocopah linguistics culminated in two major publications:
( ocopa lexis {1983) and ( ncopa Dictionarv (1989).
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Eddy and Josie were on the museum planning committee and continue to support and
participate in planning projects and programs in the museum and cultural center.
Mane Fave Covote Ortega: b. 11/5/49
Faye Ortega and her twin sister were bom in Gadsden where her father, Gordon Coyote,
was working as a farm laborer. When she was about a year old the family moved to
Buckeye where her father worked in the cotton fields. They moved back south to the Gila
Valley when Faye was in the fourth grade and about a year later they moved to the East
Reservation. She was officially enrolled in the Cocopah Tribe in 1971. She married Will
Ortega and their involvement in the Cocopah Nazarene Church in Somerton took them to
Albuquerque and San Diego before Mr. Ortega became the pastor at the Somerton church
in 1980. They lived in that parsonage until 1991 when Mr. Ortega resigned and they
moved to the East Reservation. Will Ortega served on the Tribal Council between 1992
and 1996. Faye has worked for the Cocopah Tribe in many capacities and has also served
on the Tribal Council. She is presently the coordinator for the Elderly Nutntion Program
under Title XI and an Elderly Case Worker under the Title XX Program.
Marilyn Hayes: b. 4/27/57
Marilyn Hayes was bom at home on the West Reservation and moved to Buckeye, near
Phoenix, when she was four years old. Her family moved back and forth quite often from
Somerton to the Phoenix area while she was growing up. After she was enrolled in 1971
she was able to attend boarding school. Marilyn graduated from Chilocco Indian School
in Oklahoma in 1978. She then returned to the Somerton area and lived with her sister.
She married in 1979, has four children, and is now living on the West Reservation.
Manlyn is presently the curator/collections manager of the Cocopah Museum and has
often been an interpreter at the planning committee meetings. Manlyn has shared a
tremendous amount of her knowledge of Cocopah cultural practices with me. Her stnct
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adherence to Cocopah cultural traditions, such as not mentioning the names of deceased
ancestors, often meant that my questions went unanswered. Her frankness and honesty
about cultural taboos often kept me from breaching them and gave me insight into proper
Cocopah interaction patterns.
Margaret Bjorkland Saxton Smith: Euro-American
Mrs. Smith moved to Yuma from Winchester. Idaho in 1956. As a public health nurse for
Yuma County, she first started visiting the Cocopahs in 1963 when there was an outbreak
of tuberculosis on the East Reservation. She went to work for the Indian Health Service
at Fort Yuma in 1968 and in the early 1970s she started working for the Cocopah Tribe.
When she retired in June 1995 she had been the director of the Cocopah Tribal Health
Maintenance Program (THMP) for about 25 years. Mrs. Smith was helpful in describing
the changes in the living and economic conditions on the Cocopah Reservation over a 32
year period. 1 selected her to interview because she was highly respected by the tnbal
members and she had done many things to improve the overall health of the Cocopah
Tribe. Her goal was to have a staff of trained Cocopahs working for her and when she
retired she had four Cocopahs working full-time in the THMP office.
Like Foster's {1991) Comanche consultants these Cocopah consultants did not tell
of a romanticized past that no longer exists, instead they simply told me stories of their
own past experiences. As researchers our data at times are limited by mterpersonal
relationships. As 1 conducted my fieldwork among the Cocopah I realized that personal
experiences played an important role in how people recalled and described Cocopah
history. Some of the outsider Cocopahs showed signs of underlying resentment toward
the descendants of the enrolled Cocopahs, and vice versa, and some of those tensions
surfaced now and then. How these tensions are played out in everyday discourse are the
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result of a long history of tribal fissions and fusions that are part of the ongoing political
ecology of the lower Colorado River.
Ethnographic Studies
The first real ethnographic data we have for the Cocopahs are found in accounts
left by early Spanish explorers, and later American explorers, traders and commercial
expeditions on the lower Colorado River. The earliest written account of native life in the
delta region was by Fernando de Alarcon (see Hakluyt 1904), who was sent by Mendoza,
viceroy to New Spain, to explore the Colorado River country and make an attempt to
carry supplies by water to Coronado's expedition that was crossing by land in 1540.
Alarcon gave a detailed account of native life in the delta country and mentions such
cultivated foods as maize, beans, squashes or gourds, and cultural items such as pottery,
war clubs, clothing and hairstyles. He also provides details on cremation practices,
intertribal warfare, relations among the different tribes and attitudes towards strangers.
Sixty-five years later a second Spanish expedition led by Juan de Onate visited
the river valley with thirty soldiers and two Franciscans. The account of his journey from
the Hopi villages to the Colorado River delta in 1605 was recorded by Zarate Salmeron
(1916) m 1626. Onate noted that the Cocopahs were living and farming on the western
shore of the delta at that time. It was almost another one hundred years before Father
Eusebio Francisco Kino would journey into the Colorado River delta in 1701 and 1702
(Bolton 1908). Although Kino does not mention the Cocopahs, Kelly (1977:6) observed
that two tribes that Kino did list, the Hogiopa and the Coanopa or Hoabonomahave. have
never been identified, and suggests that one or both of these groups may have been the
Cocopah. Kroeber (1920:475) also proposes that the Cocopah might be Kino's Hogiopa
or Bagiopa since he had located them at the mouth of the Colorado River in 1702.
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Seventy years after Kino made his journey the Colorado River delta was visited
agam and this time more complete information was collected on the indigenous
inhabitants. Between 1771 and 1776 one of the most famous of the eighteenth century
explorers. Father Francisco Garces, made three extended trips into the Colorado River
delta (Coues 1900). He collected the most complete data on the Cocopah prior to modem
ethnographic investigations. He also gathered census information on the other Colorado
River tribes, including their locations in the region.
Lieutenant R.W.H. Hardy (1829) was the first English-speaking explorer to give
an account of the native peoples of the delta when he made a tnp into the lower channel
of the Colorado River from the Gulf of California in the late summer of 1826. He did not
make an effort to explore the country and made most of his observations from his boat.
James O. Pattie (1905), who in 1827 and 1828 traveled above and below the confluence
of the Colorado River and the Gila River with a party of beaver trappers, reported on the
location of tribes. Pattie and his party made contact with the Cocopahs and remained
with them for a couple of days.
Lieutenant George H. Derby was sent by the U.S. War Department to explore the
Gulf of California and the lower reaches of the Colorado River in the winter of 1850-51
to see whether river boats could be used to supply the newly established military camp at
Fort Yuma. Derby (1852) gave a detailed description of a group he identified as the "Co
co-pas." Kelly (1977:9) suggests that the Cocopahs Derby described were the Hwanyuk
and Mat Skrui bands located on the eastern side of the nver. After a short period of
abandonment resulting from trouble with the Quechans. Fort Yuma was reoccupied
under the stronger command of Major S.P. Heintzelman. Heintzelman (1856) made a
number of trips into the delta country and became well acquainted with the Cocopahs
and the Quechans in 1852.
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Compared to other River Yumans, in particular the Quechan and Mohave, the
Cocopahs have received relatively little attention from anthropologists. Ethnographic
studies of the Cocopah (Gifford 1933; Kelly 1942, 1944, 1977; A. Williams 1974, 1983)
have focused primarily on the "ethnographic present" and describe in detail the precontact and pre-reservation period subsistence economy, settlement pattern, socio
political organization, and their relations with other indigenous groups and Europeans.
William H. Kelly and his wife, Dorothea, conducted fieldwork among the Cocopah in the
U.S. and Mexico in the 1940s and 1950s. This fieldwork is the most comprehensive
ethnographic study of the Cocopah to date and has resulted in a dissertation (1944).
articles on Cocopah gens or clans (1942), funerary practices (1949a, 1949b), and Cocopa
Ethnography (1977).
These general descriptive ethnographic reports on the Cocopah have provided me
with the baseline from which I am able to conduct a diachronic study of culture change.
One purpose of the current research is to make a contribution to the anthropological and
historical knowledge already available on the Cocopah. This cultural history is examined
within the framework of ethnicity theory and political ecology in the context of Cocopah
identity.
Political Ecology and Ethnicity Theory as a Framework of Analysis for Culture Change
In approaching Cocopah cultural identity from a political ecology perspective. I
argue that the federal bureaucracy's criteria for tribal status and the recognition of
individuals as belonging to particular tribes are based on a commonly, if erroneously,
accepted notion of Indian groups as clearly distinguished, unchanging cultural entities
occupying exclusively bounded tribal territories in stable ecosystems. Political ecology,
in contrast, provides anthropology with a dynamic analytical framework in which to
understand cultures as adaptive systems.
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In this dissertation I attempt to integrate cultural and structural approaches into a
dialectical understanding of group identity. While I discuss issues that are conventional
to ethnic studies, such as, how stereotypes operate in face-to-face interactions and how
identities may shift according to situations, I am also concerned with the political
ecological dimensions of identity. In particular, I focus on how identity is affected by
changing access to resources as well as the changing nature of the resources themselves.
This perspective enhances the unique contribution that anthropologists can make to the
analysis of cultural identity in plural societies.
Using an applied approach, with the Cocopah as a case study, has the potential for
revitalizing the appreciation of antlu-opology as a synthetic field concerned with human
experience in its many dimensions. In examining cultural identity among the Cocopah it
did not seem appropriate to build an idealized, composite cultural description. Instead, I
examine how historical circumstances and the interface between Cocopahs and
contemporary American society have influenced their identity. In particular, I wanted to
flesh out some of the complexities that have made the Cocopahs who they are today.
This study follows the transformation of Cocopah social and

political

organization before and after the Cocopah Reservation was established in 1917. The
early years of incorporation into the United States are examined in terms of how
Cocopah traditional organization strongly affected the form and amount of incorporation.
This period of incorporation after the reservation was established formed the base from
which the Cocopahs were greatly transformed into what eventually became two distinct
groups in the United States.
Like many American Indian reservations that are often factionalized into two
socio-political-religious groups, which are generally referred to as a split between
"Progressives" and "Traditionalists," Cocopah factionalism may also be the result of
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ongoing tensions among the families who have political and economic control. Although
the Tribal Council is presently balanced between the families who were considered the
outsiders prior to 1971 and the descendants of the originally enrolled Cocopahs, the
power of the Tribal Council ultimately rests with the tribal chairperson and his or her
family. Reservation tribal councils are renowned for their nepotism and the Cocopahs are
no different. Ultimately, whoever is in power determines how tribal revenues are to be
distributed and who is employed by the Tribe. Since council seats are elected positions
for two year terms, a new group can change the direction and amount of investments,
revenue shares and support for programs. This causes many problems for programs that
depend on continued support for their success.
The Cocopah are again assessing their cultural identity as the cultural unification
and revitalization process which began in 1971 continues. There is a fear that all
Cocopah traditions, values and knowledge will be lost as the tribal elders pass on, which
puts pressure on the tribal leaders to do something to preserve their language and culture.
As the Cocopah began to profit from their casino the decision of the Tribal Council was
to invest not only in badly needed social, health and education programs, but also in the
preservation and perpetuation of their cultural identity.
These data are presented with the hope that they will fill in some gaps in our
knowledge of the Cocopahs in the United States. The interpretation of these data moves
political ecology beyond a human-environmental relationship and examines how this
relationship, in addition to power and economics, affects the choices and adjustments
people make in order to survive. In the following chapters I examine the processes that
have brought about the present socio-economic situation on the Cocopah Indian
Reservation. In chapter two I provide a more in-depth discussion of my approach to the
study of Cocopah identity and the political ecology of the lower Colorado River delta.
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Because the historical dimension is crucial to our understanding of how and why the
Cocopahs are who they are today I present a brief overview of Cocopah ethnography as it
was described by earlier explorers and ethnographers in chapter three. Culture change is
examined in the context of the political and ecological environment in which change
occurs. I examine the effects that water reclamation projects on the Colorado River have
had on Cocopah livelihood and socio-political organization, and, since Indian water
rights have been and will continue to be problematic for the Cocopahs as well as other
American Indians living along the Colorado River, 1 discuss these issues in chapter four.
The remaining chapters are more concerned with my interview and archival data. 1
examine the impact of the U.S.-Mexico border on Cocopah identity in chapter five. In
chapter si.x, I discuss the establishment of the reservation between 1917 and its growth
until 1985, including the changes in tribal leadership and government, and the results of
opening enrollment to all Cocopahs who wanted to apply in 1971. Because Indian
gaming is one of the foci of this study, in chapter seven, I examine the link between
economic development and self-determination on the Cocopah reservation and how
Casino revenues are enabling them to become more self-sufficient. How gaming
revenues were used to plan a museum and cultural center complex for the preservation of
the Cocopah language and cultural hentage is presented in chapter eight. Finally m
chapter nine, I assess what the future may hold for the Cocopah as we approach a new
millennium.
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CHAPTER 2
THE COCOPAH IDENTITY CONFIGURATION AND POLITICAL ECOLOGY IN
THE LOWER COLORADO RIVER: A FRAMEWORK FOR ANALYSIS
..to say that a culture persists or that a modal personality remains
psychologically intact while adapting to change does not describe what it
is that persists. It is necessary to define content and quality, at least in
generalized terms, in order to determine what sets one culture apart from
others, and possibly to distinguish stages within a sequential development.
This is not easy because any culture is itself a generalization, an averaging
out of many discrete modes, even contradictions (McNicklel973;10).
I asked the Cocopah consultants questions concerning their own conception of
identity. For example, I asked "What is it that makes you Cocopah? What makes you
different from a Quechan, a Navajo or non-Indians?" For the most part this did not evoke
a response. Perhaps this had to do with the phrasing of the questions which were asked in
different ways with additional explanation of the type of information I was seeking. Rudy
Hayes, the only Cocopah I interviewed who did respond, said that "It is a feeling that you
are bom with. There are no words to describe it. You are Cocopah. You just know it."
Throughout this discourse Mr. Hayes expressed a clear sense of group identification. A
further line of questioning, howev er, revealed that self-identification as a Cocopah was
very imponant to him when he was living off the reservation and mamed to a nonIndian. Since the Cocopahs that 1 mterviewed did not perceive themselves as having an
elaborate identity system I have taken the liberty to construct an identity configuration for
use in my analysis of culture change.
I am more concerned with the collectu e identity system or group identification of
the Cocopah than with individual identity. Spicer (1971:796) proposes that the general
phenomenon of group identification is based on a set of:
...beliefs and sentiments, learned like other cultural elements, that are
associated with particular symbols, such as artifacts, words, behaviors.
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and ritual acts. A relationship between human individuals and selected
cultural elements—the symbols—is the essential feature of a collective
identity- system; individuals believe in and feel the importance of what the
symbols stand for.
Although these criteria are important for group identification there is some flexibility in
the area of self-identification. If one should choose not to participate in a given collective
identity system and instead adopt the symbols of another identity system, such as the
dominant societ\' if one is a Native American, then that one may take on a different selfidentification. Under some circumstances this self-identification with the dominant
socierv' may result in the adoption of certain symbols for social or political purposes and
then the individual returns to the group-identification when she or he returns to the
reservation. Unfortunately this switching of identity often causes conflict, especially with
tribal members living on the reservation who view these individuals as not being true to
their "Indian" identity. There are several pejorative terms used to refer to these
individuals, such as an "apple" (red on the outside and white on the inside), a "white
Indian." and so on. The conflict is most prevalent between the young educated tnbal
members and those who have remained on the reservation. At times this is referred to as
a conflict between the "Progressives" who are generally educated and come back to the
reservation to make changes and the "Traditionalists" who perceive change as a threat to
their culture and identity.
I bring together two areas of anthropological study, ethnicity and political
ecology. Over the past thirty years anthropology has debated ethnicir>' in terms of
oppositions or dichotomies. As theoretical paradigms shift within anthropology so do our
views of ethnicity. Today, nationalism and ethnic conflict within nation-states have
become the catalyst for anthropological studies focusing on ethnicity The resurgence
that Indian identity is undergoing, in the context of the oppositional relationship between
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Native Amencans and nation-states, is reviewed here as it has applications for the
trajectory that Cocopah identity is taking at this time. I suggest that a re-examination of
the works of one of the pioneers of ethnic studies in the Southwest-Edward Spicer~be
linked to more recent anthropological approaches, especially political ecology, to provide
an overarching framework in which to analyze the persistence of cultural identity among
Native Amencans in general and the Cocopahs in particular.
I use Spicer's basic concepts of "persistent cultural systems" (1971) and "identity
configuration" (1980) in my examination of Cocopah cultural identity. If an ethnic
identity is to persist, a people's identity configuration must change with differing
circumstances. One characteristic that dominates in the persistence of identity' systems is
flexibility. This flexibility

is both understandable and necessary as identity systems

respond to pressures to become incorporated into the dominant society As Royce
(1982:47) notes, there is a "dynamic relationship between identity systems and the larger
society As changes occur in one system, corresponding changes appear in the other." As
will be demonstrated throughout this study the Cocopahs have survived as a people"* with
a persistent group identity, a sense of a shared history and common destiny, and a
remarkable ability to adapt to changing economic, ecological, political and social
circumstances. The Cocopahs have always been pragmatic and opportunistic in their
ability to survive in a harsh and often unpredictable ecosystem. Throughout a 150 year
period of political domination, incorporation and perpetual marginalization the Cocopahs

"*ln order to make a distinction between political systems and identity systems Spicer
(1971 796) uses the term "a people." It is used in reference to a "determinable set of
human individuals who believe in a given set of identity symbols." In this sense the
Cocopahs are considered "a people" who as individuals maintain a particular identity
system and share a set of identity symbols.
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have constantly been forced to leam and releam how to situate themselves histoncally
within the socio-political powers of two nation-states, the United States and Mexico.
Before reviewing the models of ethnicity that have been proposed and debated in
anthropology I describe some of the internal characteristics and maintenance processes of
the Cocopah identity system in the context of Spicer's "identity configurationI then
provide a brief overview of the past thirty years of theoretical debate centered around
studies of ethnicity Ethnicity theory has developed around three conceptual models; !) as
the pnmordial versus circumstantialist^ debate, 2) the political economy approach, and 3)
the application of semiotic theory to ethnicity studies (Linnekin and Poyer 1990). These
approaches to ethnicity theory were important in bringing about new ways of examining
culture which is the very basis of anthropological research. More recently ethnicity has
been tied to concepts of nationalism and power as they pertain to the relationship
between ethnic groups and nation-states.
Political ecology, on the other hand, is still relatively new and is undergoing
transformations as an approach, research strategy, model or potential theory m
anthropology. Nevertheless, there are some overlying themes in political ecology that are
important in examming how peoples respond to environmental change, in particular
when these changes mvolve human political and physical intervention. After a review of
the relevant political ecology literature I provide an explanation of my own framework
for applying this concept to the study of Cocopah identity. Instead of focusing on one
anthropological theoretical approach I frame my analysis of Cocopah identity in a more
holistic manner in which I examine a number of vanables operating in tangent to
maintain a distinct Cocopah identit>

^Some authors prefer to use "instrumentalist" instead of circumstantialist when referring
to this approach.
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Cocopah Identity Configuration
An "identity configuration" is a recognized set of symbols representative of a
group's identity system and is based on the sense of a "common identity " This sense of a
common identity depends on an awareness and common understanding of the kinds of
symbols involved and that these s>'mbols are associated with a people's unique histoncal
experience (Spicer 1980:348).
Symbols shift in identity configurations as the interests of the people
concerned change...At any given time an identity configuration is
characterized by intensifying or waning sentiments regarding the symbolic
content of the system...Even though a people is characterized by long
continuity, that does not mean that its identity system goes on unchanged
for that long period. On the contrary, it is more likely that a people
sustains continuity just because its identity system is responsive to the
changing conditions to which the people must adapt (Spicer 1980:314-5).
Spicer (1980) describes four sets of symbols that are common to all enduring peoples.
These identity symbols include: 1) a group's "ethnic terminology," 2) geographical
location and ties to the land, 3) sacred laws, and 4) devotion to certain songs and dances
that may be sacred or secular. Although there are other symbols such as group solidanty
that may be politically motivated it is this set of symbols, based on accumulated
expenences that are passed on from one generation to the next as tradition, that makes up
an identity configuration for maintaining group identification.
American Indian group identifications rest solidly in historical experiences with
Europeans and are symbolized in elements of culture. As Spicer (I989[1962]:578) points
out. "certain elements of the traditional cultures were selected and as a result of the
special circumstances of a given tnbe's history imbued with special significance in
connection with that tnbe's identifications in the milieu of other Indian groups and the
dominant society." Some of the features that have become imponant symbols to a
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panicular group's identity, yet are not of aboriginal origin or materials, may include a
special form of dress, such as the calico shirtwaist dress and shoulder scarves worn by
Cocopah women and the Cocopah male hair style, where men wrapped and held their
long hair under a front-knotted bandanna. Songs and dances that have been selected from
the surviving ceremonial complexes have become important symbols of group
identification and solidarity. Although these have been reserved primarily for funerals
and ceremonies, singing and dancing became an integral part of the Cocopahs' expression
of group identity and political mobilization at a March 1994 demonstration at the
Anzona state capital building in Phoenix (see chapter eight for a detailed discussion of
this demonstration and the Indian gaming controversy in Arizona).
One important set of symbols that is prominent in cultural groups is their "ethnic
terminology." What this means is that all peoples have a set of terms by which they think
about themselves in relation to other peoples. This process of boundary maintenance is
fundamental to the existence of peoples who have lived among and continue to live in
contact with many different peoples (Spicer 1980:349). This is certainly essential to
Cocopah cultural identity. Histoncally, they were recognized as Cocopahs among the
other Yuman-speaking peoples of the region. As a tribal group they continue to be
identified as Cocopahs by the nation-state as well as among other native peoples.
Nevertheless, the shifting Indian policies of the U.S. and Anzona legislatures have
assigned vanous identities to individual Cocopahs which had a profound effect on their
relationships with each other and their histoncal experiences. This is discussed in more
detail in Chapters four through six.
The second important symbol m Spicer's identity configuration consists of
geographical location, or the names of such places. Place names continue to be
significant symbols "regardless of whether the actual place continues to be included in
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the territory in which a people h'ves" (Spicer 1980:351). Like other peoples the Cocopahs
have a strong sense of a common place of origin and they have beliefs and legends that
are associated with this place. Today, the Cocopahs say that their deceased relatives go
back to their place of origin located in the mountains close to El Mayor m Baja
California, Mexico. This is a place located in the heart of their historic territory in the
lower Colorado River delta. It is a sacred place that is said to be beautiful all the time,
there is plenty of food and shelter, and one will see deceased relatives and ancestors once
again.
A major factor influencing group identification is the conditions affecting the
relationship of Indians to their land. At the time of European contact all Native
Amencans held "in some form a belief in a sacred and indissoluble bond between
themselves

and

the

land

in

which

their

settlements

were

located"

(Spicer

I989[1962];577). The maintenance of residence by the Indians within their aboriginal
territorial range was a basic circumstance affecting group identification. The Cocopahs
share a sense of belonging to a specific territory. It is understood that there are four
mountains located in each of the cardinal directions that mark the boundanes of Cocopah
temtory However, no one could tell me exactly where they were or what their names
were. Even if this information has been lost over time the sense that the Cocopahs still
live within their terntorial boundary remains significant in the context of being an
important identity s\-mbol. Those Cocopahs who have become geographically separated
due to histoncal and economic circumstances still consider this to be their home.
A third type of symbol in Spicer's identity configuration is the concept of "sacred
laws" Spicer (1980 352) notes that sacred laws "may or may not be currently in
operation" and that they "have to do with the instimtional. or social, order of life," There
are certain sacred laws that continue to play a major role in the Cocopah identity system
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and these are most prominent at funerals. A set of behavioral rules and taboos specific to
funerals is understood by all tribal members and individuals in attendance. If any of these
rules are broken or taboos breached, sanctions such as gossip about the individual, are
observed. One sacred law that is strictly adhered to is that the spouse of the deceased is
taken away, usually to the home of a relative, just prior to cremation. I was informed that
if the spouse wants to remarry at some point after the funeral he or she does not attend
the cremation. If the spouse chooses to attend the cremation then the couple is said to be
bound to each other for eternity. In all of the funerals that I attended this rule was
observed by the spouses of the deceased and all left prior to the cremation. Conditions of
life have changed for the Cocopahs and funerals have undergone some changes. For
example, they are now of a shorter duration, children are often m attendance, and
Cocopah families now pay for singers, yet the underlying sacred laws prevail.
A fourth kind of symbol that makes up this identity configuration for a people is
the devotion to certain dances and songs which are characteristic of that group and no
other. According to Spicer (1980.354) "these are both sacred and secular kmds, in the
usual meaning of those terms, but often the so-called secular songs and dances have a
deeper and more universal significance than those which are a part of religious worship."
Cocopah dancing and singing are most prevalent during funerals. Dancing, singing, and
wailing are continuous throughout the night of the funeral ceremony Specific songs and
dances are carried out in a structured format. Dancing and singing are also part of any
feast or ceremony except that the songs are different and the dancing is more generalized.
Singing is also secularized for peon games where specific songs are used to "psyche out"
the opposing team, as well as to bring supernatural powers in the form of "luck" to the
Cocopah players. Whenever songs are sung in Cocopah they must follow a set of rules
regarding the order in which they are sung, and the sequence must be completed before
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sunnse. For this reason the cremation takes place at dawn and peon games may go on all
night and come to an end before daybreak. If a peon game is not over it will continue the
following night. Songs that are sung during the day are usually for secular purposes and
many of the songs have been borrowed from other tribes, especially the Mohaves. While
I was working on the Cocopah Reservation there was an active program in which a group
of Cocopah youths was learning songs and dances from tribal elders.
Spicer (1980:356) summarizes the importance of these symbols in terms of a
configuration of a people's historical and cultural milieu.
It is not the kinds of symbols that are important so much as the meanings
of the symbols. The meanings constitute a configuration expressing a
people's interpretation of its role in the historical events. The persistence
or stability of a people lies in the consistency of the successive
interpretations with one another. If together they make up a single
interrelated set of meanings through many generations, then the
phenomenon of the enduring people emerges. The symbol system serves
as a means for remembering, that is, for the accumulation of the
experiences which are significant to a people. As the common experiences
accumulate, a sense of direction in the course of history develops.
Spicer (1971:796) also proposes that "in persistent identity systems, the meanings of the
symbols consist of beliefs about histoncal events in the experience of the people through
generations. The belief that the expenence is shared with and through ancestors is basic
in such systems." Another people may have experienced the same events, but it is not
very likely that any two peoples have felt the same about those events, persons, and
places. Thus, a given event exists in quite distinct fields of meaning for any two peoples
experiencing it. To understand persistent identity systems, such as the Cocopahs, it is
necessary to understand their history and the cultural symbols that separate them as "a
people" from "other peoples."
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Anthropological Models of Ethnicity
The concept of identity is complex and as anthropologists turned their attention
from small-scale groups toward complex societies in the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s, they
saw a world made up not of bounded, self-sufficient and isolated societies, but of
relatively separate self-defined peoples that social scientists termed "ethnic groups."
Since the mid-1970s ethnicity studies have become an important area of investigation
among social scientists (Burgess 1978: R. Cohen 1978: De Vos and Romanucci-Ross
1982[1975]; Fried 1975; Gans 1979; Keyes 1981; Vincent 1974). Ronald Cohen
(1978:387) in particular was instrumental in providing a definition of ethnicity as 'a
series of nesting dichotomizations of inclusiveness and exclusiveness.. . [within which] the
process of assigning persons to a group is both subjective and objective, carried out by
themselves and others, and depends on what diacritics are used to define membership."
These diverse ethnic groups were participating in larger economic and political
systems and regularly interacting with each other within the context of overarching
dominant societies. In his Europe and the People Without History, Wolf (1982:390-391)
claims:
...we can no longer think of societies as isolated and self-maintaining
systems. Nor can we imagine cultures as integrated totalities m which
each part contributes to the maintenance of an organized, autonomous,
and enduring whole. There are only cultural sets of practices and ideas,
put mto play by determinate human actors under determinate
circumstances. In the course of action, these cultural sets are forever
assembled, dismantled, and reassembled, conveying in variable accents
the divergent paths of groups and classes.
More recent attempts to define ethnicity have been offered by Friedman (1992); Handler
and Linnekin (1984); Keefe (1992); McCready (1983); McGuire; (1986); Royce (1982)
and Yinger (1994).
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In general anthropologists have had much more to say about the cultural and
symbolic boundaries between groups, than about the concrete, physical boundaries
between them (Donnan and Wilson 1994:4). Two anthropologists in particular have
generated much interest in the symbolic construction of boundaries between local-level
communities. Fredrik Barth's Ethnic Groups and Boundaries in 1969 focused on cultural
boundary maintenance and boundary-crossing and inspired a series of studies. More
recently Anthony Cohen (1985, 1986, 1987) alerted ethnographers to the diverse ways m
which members of small populations culturally construct and reproduce a distinctive
sense of self, even when they might not seem any different to an outsider.
In their discussion of theories of ethnicity Linnekin and Poyer (1990:1-2) begin
with the premise that there are "alternative schemes of conceptualizing cultural
differences, based on different theories of origins and meaning of human vanability, and
that these cultural propositions structure social behavior." To make these models explicit,
they distinguish between the terms ethnicity and identity. They use ethnicity to refer to a
set of theories based on the proposition that people can be classified into mutually
exclusive bounded groups according to physical and behavioral differences. In this view,
people are bom into a specific ethnic group and these ethnic ascriptions are
"presumptively determined by ..origin and background" (Barth 1969:13). Changes in
external circumstances can affect but not completely alter identity. Linnekin and Poyer
(1990:2) propose that "groups of people sharing biological ancestry are readily seen as
units, and social units are readily identified as sharing putative ancestry. When physical
and cultural differences are believed to correlate, this notion glides into a racial theory of
identity"
Cross-cultural studies over the past three decades have greatly increased the
sophistication and subtlety of the questions we now ask concerning the nature of
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ethnicity. Reviews of ethnicity theory indicate the complexity of the intellectual task now
facing anthropology (Banks 1996; R. Cohen 1978; B. Williams 1989; and Yinger 1985,
1994). Based on their studies of Pacific Islanders, Linnekin and Poyer (1990) propose
three theoretical developments that have influenced Western premises about the nature of
group identity. They examine ethnicity in terms of the development of the "primordialist"
and "circumstantialist" debate, the recognition of the role of colonialism and economic
transformation in shaping the social structural and behavioral dimension of cultural
identity, and the application of semiotic theory to ethnographic case studies.
Linnekin and Poyer (1990:3) claim that "the divergence bet\veen 'primordialist'
and

'circumstantialist'

analyses...directed

attention

to

the

relationship

between

understanding personal identity and group identity." This debate revolves around the
reasons for the existence of ethnicity (Banks 1996:39). If one were to consider the
extremes of these contrasting positions, the primordialist position would hold that
ethnicity is an innate aspect of human identity. It is a given that requires description
rather than explanation and has no purpose beyond a psychological one of givmg
individuals a sense of identity as members of a group. The circumstantialist position, in
contrast, would hold that ethnicity is created by mdividuals or groups to bring together a
group of people for some common purpose and its continued existence is motivated by
that purpose (Banks 1996:39).
The primordialist position in anthropology was explicated by Clifford Geertz
(1973). In the pnmordialist paradigm certain "givens " or "assumed givens" of social
existence, for example a connection by kin, language, religion, and custom, have an
"overpowering coerciveness" (Geertz 1973:259). Pnmordialism emphasizes an identity
made up of what a person acquires at birth or is bom with (Isaacs 1975:30). Linnekin and
Poyer (1990:3) posit that even though "writers smce Barth have acknowledged that ethnic
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boundaries do not necessanly rely on any measurable cultural content, most continue to
hold that ethnic identity is a fundamental universal reality of social life." For example, it
is argued by Keyes (1981:27) that "ethnicity, as one type of primordial assumption about
the nature of human identity, can be found in all types of societies, industrial as well as
nonindustrial."
Wilmsen (1995:310) argues that "an ambiguous theoretical stance that qualifies
any minonty group phenomenon as ethnic must feed a primordialist philosophy of
division because it makes it all too easy to explain away any material that doesn't fit'
(citing Silverman 1976:626); worse, it allows any material to fit." It is particularly
important to stress this at a time when a philosophy of primordial ethnicity is being
widely reasserted as a form of neo-racism to justify both the new and continued
suppression of marginalized ethnic groups. John Comaroff (1987:320) observed that as
"long as social practice continues to be pursued as if ethnicity did hold the key to the
structures of inequality, the protectionism of the dominant and the responses of the
dominated alike serve to reproduce an ethnically ordered world." As Brackette Williams
(1989:401) argues, "the concept of ethnicity has become a lightening rod for
anthropologists trying to redefine their theoretical and methodological approaches and
for lay persons to redefine the bases on which they might construct a sense of social and
moral worth." It is the ambiguity of what ethnicity means and implies that invests it with
power.
In contrast to the "primordialist" approach Linnekin and Poyer (1990:3) argue that
"the 'circumstantialist' or instrumentalist' position sees ethnic attachments...as a function
of histoncally vanable social and political conditions." This framework has led scholars
to take a political economy approach in which they explore the relationship between
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ethnicity and power relations within the context of "stratification and conflict theory"
(Vincent 1974:376).
In the second development in ethnicity theory, Linnekin and Poyer point out the
importance of seeing ethnicit\' within the context of "colonialism" in an expanding world
system as emphasized by Wolf (1982) and Worsley (1984). Foster (1991:10) contends
that American Indians' contacts with Euro-Americans in the U.S. have been qualitatively
different from their contacts with one another historically, especially in the context of the
economic and political structures of the dominance-dependence relationships that are the
primary social facts of everyday life. This supports the assumption of a world system
(Wallerstein 1974) and the emergence of dependent nations within it (Delona and Lytle
1984). This view is in part compatible with Spicer's (1971) "oppositional relationship" in
which the definition of an "Indian" is based on the ways in which Native Americans in
general differ from Euro-Americans. Loretta Fowler's (1987) study reveals that the Gros
Ventre have maintained a distinctive identity in the midst of changing social
circumstances by redefining and reusing shared cultural symbols. This is an important
lesson for anthropologists who attempt to study contemporary Indian peoples. As Fowler
(1987:9) notes, "an approach that emphasizes the poweriessness of Indian people- the
political economy of Indian-white relationships- and overlooks the way the exploited
population interprets and reacts to those relations distorts the process by which Native
Amencan societies change."
Advances in symbolic anthropology have produced a third line of argument for
Linnekin and Poyer (1990:4):
This is the application of semiotic theory to ethnographic cases in which
emblems of differentiation appear to be at least as imponant as
competition for scarce economic resources in the creation and
reproduction of cultural units.
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The symbolic construction or invention of cultural identity as a mechanism for political
mobility has forced ethnicity scholars to see cultural representations as more than the
epiphenomena of pragmatic political pursuits even though it has been criticized for
ignonng matenal factors (see Bentley 1987; Blu 1980; Clifford 1988; Handler and
Linnekin 1984; Landsman 1985).
The role of the state in the construction of ethnicity has become the focus of more
recent anthropological studies. Banks (1996:122) warns us that "by focusmg on
nationalist ideology employed by the state we can no longer consider the state an abstract
and neutral force or nexus of interests. It becomes an agent, one which is conscious of the
ethnicity of its constituent populations and which itself may be a locus of ethnic identity "
What that relation has become is the subject of debate. When viewed in the context of
histoncal relationships betvveen American Indians and the dominant Euro-Amencan
population in the United States, ethnicity and race play a major role in how people relate
to one another, but the role of power between the conqueror and the conquered must also
be considered.
According to Vincent (1974:376). "process, status, the impact of power upon the
emergence and structunng of social relationships, and the manipulation of ideas by those
in power legitimize the e.xisting order and their own domination are crucial to the
analysis of ethnicity." Thus the examination of the oppositional relationship must
consider the role of power as it relates to the levels of resistance and persistence. Power
as

It

relates to productive activity (Wolf 1990) and the control of resources has formed

the basis of most relations between Native Americans and Euro-Amencans in the United
States
No matter how identity is embellished and expressed, "the essence of ethnic
existence lies in differential access to means of production and rights to share in
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production returns" according to Wilmsen (1995:308-309). Ethnic identification is
always given from the outside. The ethnic term itself does not necessarily have to be
introduced by a dominant authority and instead is likely to have an older usage quite
different from its transformed application, such as the term "Indian" and the stereotypes
and symbols that have become associated with it. Nevertheless, its acquired ethnic form
and content are determined by relative position in a power context. Furthermore,
dominant groups are never ethnicities: they are in control (Wilmsen 1995:309). In
political discourse in the U.S. the established status of Amencan Indians often provides
the most readily available avenue for collective identification and action. This helps to
explain why Native Americans, who have limited political and economic power, attach
great significance to the symbols of cultural difference today. These symbols are drawn
from histories both actual and imagined and they are the basis for the persistence of
groups whose members are perceived as sharing a common identity.
In evaluating these models of ethnicity we must consider in what cases these
approaches are applicable. A subtle shift in our understanding of the role of conflict in
societies has resulted m this renewed vigor in ethnicity studies in the context of
resistance and responses to external power. Spicer's (1971 i argument that "opposition"
was a prime factor in persistent identity has been neglected in this anthropological
discourse, Spicer concentrates on specific situations in which the concept of opposition
can be applied. As Royce (1982:44) states;
..the seeming specificity of Spicer's concept is due more to the fact that
few people have used it than to any limitations inherent in the concept.
The lack of application of the Spicer model, as 1 see it. is due to its
essentially diachronic, historical and ethnohistoncal character...It is only
very recently that historically oriented ethnography has once again
become popular.
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Spicer considers ten groups with different histories in different pans of the world
in his investigation of persistent cultural systems, and finds many similarities regarding
the processes by which their identities were formed. He summarizes the similarities in
terms of process, and finds that there are continued instances of conflict between these
peoples and the controllers of the surrounding state apparatus among all of the groups;
The conflict has occurred over issues of incorporation and assimilation
into the larger whole...whatever the specific form of conflict, the fact of
continued opposition is clear in each history ...The persistent identity
system is a product of this process. Its formation and maintenance are
intimately bound up with the conditions of opposition (Spicer 1971:797).
Reactions have ranged from passive resistance to outright warfare, but the one constant
throughout has been a firm opposition to incorporation.
Even though ethnic categories and groups reflect cultural differences and people
use these differences to mark their uniqueness, Foster (199!: 11) argues that only certain
features are selected as ethnic boundary markers. In the context of this oppositional or
Indian-White relationship these ethnic boundary markers become evident when economic
and political self-interests are played out in the public arena. Displays of the group's
identity become essential when a group perceives itself as being threatened or
endangered. Miller (1989:123) claims that "this production of identity usually occurs
through a dialectical process, where the images of selfhood and the conceptions of group
identity influence each other." Persistent cultural systems would fail without this kind of
antagonism. It is not just these external factors that maintain ethnic boundanes. however;
there are internal factors that need to be considered in the persistent identity systems.
The sharing of meaningful symbols which are generated and maintained by the
oppositional process yields a system of moral resources that are of key importance to
persistent group identification;
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The oppositional process frequently produces intense collective
consciousness and a high degree of internal solidarity. This is
accompanied by a motivation for individuals to continue the kind of
experience that is 'stored' in the identity system in symbolic form (Spicer
1971:799).
The experiences are associated with specific persons, with specific places, with friendly
alliances and enmities, with tnumphs and defeats, and with sufferings, that are
"remembered in a matrix of feeling" (Spicer 1980:347, cf 1971:796).
An identity system consists of the total configuration of the shared sets of symbols
of a people, which have been developed over long periods of time. These are transmitted
from generation to generation, worked and re-worked by each generation, and provide
the ways in which individuals relate to the world and to each other, as well as the ways in
which they understand and expressively re-create these relations. The attempts by nationstates to eliminate the distinctive identity systems found in plural societies such as the
United States through acculturation and incorporation, or outright genocide, have proven
unsuccessful. What is left in the aftermath is often the loss of land, natural resources and
usually the native language. Nevertheless, the four sets of symbols described by Spicer
continue to make up the identity configuration that is necessary for an identity system to
persist. The Cocopahs have demonstrated extreme flexibility in their identity system as
they have adapted to the political ecological processes in the lower Colorado River delta
without becoming completely incorporated. It is the oppositional process and the place of
Native Amencans in the overall dominant society that has perpetuated their group
identification system as a specific "ethnic" group as well as their separate group identity.
Native Americans as Persistent Peoples
In his overview of the history of anthropological studies of Native Americans,
Foster (1991:6) states:

58

Early anthropological conceptions of American Indian societies had at
bottom the idea that social systems are embodied in the conceptual
structures that order memberships, relationships, roles, and identities...The
primary objects of study were what native peoples shared [trait lists], not
their situated acts of sharing...

The research problem of that first generation of academic anthropologists
was to record what could be remembered of precontact (or at least
prereservation) Indian cultures before the Indians disappeared altogether.
It was the concern that Native Americans were going to vanish as a people that
compelled many of the early ethnographic studies by such well-known anthropologists as
Ruth Benedict, Elsie Clews Parsons, Robert Lowie, Alfred Kroeber, Frank Gushing, and
Matilda Cox Stevenson, to name but a few. Many of these early Amencan
anthropologists logically concluded that, when native peoples altered or abandoned many
of their conceptual systems, the cultures themselves were being abandoned within the
context of the dominant Euro-American society. It is easy to reach such a conclusion, "If
one defines a society as a particular bundle of culture traits or self-reproducing structures
and functions rather than as a histoncal community of social actors... " (Foster 1991:6)
Although there is criticism of the methodology of these early anthropologists and their
collection of so-called trait lists and artifacts, these have nevertheless provided later
anthropologists with a baseline from which culture change can be analyzed. These wellestablished ethnographies that were written in the context of an "ethnographic present"
during the first half of the twentieth century included discussions of many of the cultural
symbols that have come to represent distinctive Indian group identities. The addition of
an historical or diachronic dimension to our analysis enables late twentieth century
anthropologists to determine how and why such cultural systems persist.

59

The fact that most Native Americans neither vanished nor became completely
incorporated into Euro-American society created a new research problem

for

anthropologists. A series of "acculturation" studies concentrated on Native Americans
and other indigenous peoples (Herskovits 1958; Linton 1940; Redfield. Linton, and
Herskovits 1936; Spicer 1961). Taking root in the 1920s and 1930s by Boas and his
students, this theoretical development focused almost exclusively on changes within
native communities that had resulted from contacts with Euro-Americans. Most of these
studies concentrated on what anthropologists considered to be "traditional" American
Indian cultures which they defined in terms of relatively static cultural patterns, while
culture change was associated almost exclusively with the influence of one society on
another. Thus, Euro-Amencan contact was viewed as a transforming and generalizing
process that relocated native cultures within the controlling context of an emerging
national culture.
Whatever the reasons for their resiliency, most American Indians give little
indication of disappearing or becoming fully incorporated into Amencan society at the
present time. If anything there is an mcrease in the number of recognized Indian groups
in the U.S.. as native peoples regroup and continue to gain federal recognition. A
resurgence in "Indianess" is a result of the Indian movements of the 1960s and 1970s in
which national attention focused on the impoverished conditions of reservations and the
discrimination experienced by Native Americans in the areas of off-reservation
employment and education. By the end of the 1980s conditions had improved somewhat,
but it wasn't until the early 1990s that Native Americans were able to move m a more
positive direction economically. The recognition that Amencan Indians are indeed
"persistent peoples" who have not. even in the 1990s, vanished or been acculturated mto
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mainstream American society, has stimulated further interest in studies of their ethnic
group formation, development, and maintenance.
In contrast to those approaches that have emphasized Indian-White interaction as
being destructive to American Indian communities and culture (of course in many cases
this is. in fact, what has occurred), I suggest that in some instances this externally derived
process has also been instrumental in the maintenance and elaboration of some
contemporary Indian communities. In addition, recent studies have also emphasized
Indian-Indian interaction as important in studying how cultures persist. Fowler's
ethnohistorical studies of the Arapahoe (1982) and the Gros Ventre (1987) demonstrate
the importance of "face-to-face" Indian-Indian interactions. Fowler's critique of
ethnographies that use an acculturation framework is especially apt here, and it may be
extended to apply to studies focusing on Indian-White interaction in general:
The acculturation framework often represents native peoples as essentially
passive, or at best unsuccessful; change is viewed not as resulting from
resourceful and creative acts or choices but as capitulation to pressures
from the wider society. The underlying assumption is that eventually
'natives' will assimilate or, if they do not, become hopelessly disorganized,
marginal people. Ethnographers who take this approach tend also to
overemphasize the shaping of Indian culture and history by social contacts
with and adoptions of ideas of non-Indians. They ignore the interactions
among different Native Amencan groups with varying lifestyles and the
ways in which these peoples' ideas and actions are charged by such
contacts (Fowler 1987:6).
Although theories of acculturation and ethnicity are similar in terms of how they
focus on the ways in which people respond to externally induced social and cultural
change, they differ in the degree of choice allowed the social actors. Foster (1991:9)
sums up these differences:
Acculturation theory is more concerned with social groups as determined
by shared cultural background, while ethnicity theory is more concerned
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with how individuals, motivated by changing economic and political
circumstances, form social groups and then use cultural symbols to
represent and legitimate those social groups.
Hence, both acculturation theory and its importance to the study of resistance and
cultural persistence, and ethnicity theory as it is linked to the historical dimension of
culture change, have implications for studying contemporary Native American cultural
identity.
Cultural identity is a way for anthropologists to examine the multiplicity of
political, economic, and social identities that people carry and share with others (Donnan
and Wilson 1994:12). In his overview of cultural identities as being a challenge for
Native Americans in the twenty-first century, Michael Green (1995:8) affirms that this is
particularly important in understanding:
..the problems faced by groups who have been victims of cultural
disruption but are attempting to reconstitute their culture. One of the first
tasks such a group faces is to overcome the identities assigned to them by
the disrupting culture in order that they might assert their own conceptions
of themselves. This can be a very difficult and painful process as the
externally assigned identities can be internalized by many members of the
subordinate culture and thus can estrange them from their own cultural
heritage.
This holds true for the Cocopah whose lives were disrupted by American farmers m the
Impenal Valley of southern California in 1905 and later by federal Indian policies and
mtemational laws that assigned different identities to the Cocopahs. These identities
became internalized as a distinction between the enrolled Cocopahs and those who were
referred to as outsiders. That distinction continues to affect Cocopah cultural identity and
the face-to-face relationships today. By adding political ecology to this analysis of culture
change in the lower Colorado River delta we are able to see how the symbols of Cocopah
identity were transformed and perpetuated.
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Models in Political Ecology
In using a political ecology approach I aim to address the concerns common to
political economy (Wolf 1982) and cultural ecology (Netting 1986, Steward 1955) as
they articulate with the ongoing histoncal processes in the lower Colorado River and the
impact these processes have had on Cocopah identity. This approach views culture as an
adaptive process in which both socio-political and natural forces determine the course of
action. Political ecology offers a useful framework for examining and interpreting "the
dynamics in tribal cultures," explaining the "social fluctuations in marginal native
groups," and making "sense of the political transformations and changing idiosyncrasies
in Amencan Indian societies" (Prins 1988:22). It has proven to be a useful method for
understanding the complex issues confronting marginal peoples, in particular Native
Americans, and can provide us with insight into their struggle to maintain some measure
of dignity and cultural integrity in the face of the dominating power of nation-states.
In political ecology, "both order and conflict are recognized as symptoms of
collective behavior, that is of aggregates of individuals actively engaged in the pursuit of
their best interests" (Prins 1988:22). This is especially evident in the structure and
organization of power as it relates to these interests. Wolf (1990) provides a framework
for looking at the role that power plays in these relationships, especially "structural"
power:
..it allows us to delineate how the forces of the world impinge upon the
people we study, without falling back into an anthropological nativism
that postulates supposedly isolated societies and uncontaminated cultures,
either in the present or in the past. There is no gain in a false romanticism
that pretends that 'real people doing real things' inhabit self-enclosed and
self-sufficient universes (Wolf 1990:587).
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This "structural" power can be observed as processes that link multiple levels of
interaction between local groups and the rest of the world.
Thomas Sheridan's (1995:.\vi) definition of political ecology as an "ongoing
interplay between global political and economic forces and local cultural, demographic,
and ecological factors" is applicable to the Cocopah as a practical theoretical approach.
Added to this is the histoncal relationship beUveen Native Americans and the dominant
Euro-American society in the context of "how commodity production transforms local
ecosystems and local societies" (Sheridan 1995:xvii). An explanation of contemporary
Cocopah identity is based on the result of their histoncal relationship with EuroAmericans in the political ecology of the lower Colorado River delta. The Cocopahs
were caught in the middle of two historical processes that affected practically every
aspect of their lives. One was the political division of their homeland into two separate
nation-states, the United States and Mexico: the second was the conversion of the
Colorado River into a commodity for irrigation, electric power and recreation.
From political ecology perspective, James Greenberg and Thomas Park (1994:8)
wnte.
There is now, in the social sciences, a developing consensus both that it is
not enough to focus on local cultural dynamics or international exchange
relations, and that the past and present relationship between policy.
politics or political economy in general and the environment needs to be
explicitly addressed. This directly introduces concepts of relative power at
many levels of environmental and ecological analysis.
It is within this complex framework of the connection between the distribution of power
and productive activity in Wolfs (1990) analysis of "structural power." combined with
the "human-environmental interaction" (Bryant 1992) and the "bio-environmental"
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relationship (Greenberg and Park 1994) that my use of political ecology emerges. When
these concepts are linked to history (Shendan 1995, Wolf 1990) we can:
..look at processes unfolding, intertwining, spreading out, and dissipatmg
over time. This means rethinking the units of our inquiries—households,
localities, regions, national entities—seeing them not as fixed entities, but
as problematic; shapes, reshapes, and changing over time (Wolf
1990:590).
In his discussion of political ecology as a research agenda in the Third World,
Raymond Bryant (1992:12) suggests, "political ecology represents an attempt to develop
an integrated understanding of how environmental and political forces interact to mediate
social and environmental change." He uses three critical areas of inquiry for developing a
framework of analysis: "the contextual sources of environmental change" which involve
state policies, mterstate relations, and global capitalism; "conflict over access" which
emphasizes location-specific struggles over the environment; and the "political
ramifications of environmental change" that explores the ways that environmental change
influences socio-economic inequalities, and by extension, political processes.
It is topics like these that reflect the growing impact of national and transnational
forces on the environment in a world that has become increasingly politically and
economically interdependent. By addressing issues of socio-economic impact and
political process we are able to focus on the important effects of environmental change
on socio-economic and political relationships. We are able to concentrate on this often
neglected area. Citing K. Walker (1989:32), Bryant (1992:15) points out that there is "an
inherent, continuing potential for conflict between the state's role as developer and as
protector and steward of the natural environment on which its existence ultimately
exists." This ambiguity has been played out in the lower Colorado River as large-scale
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reclamation projects have turned the southwestern desert into an oasis, as demonstrated
in chapters four and five.
As Bryant (1992:18) asserts, "state policies are not developed in a political and
economic vacuum. Rather, they result from struggle between competing actors seeking to
influence policy formulation." It is the conflict over access and the relationship among
access rights. local struggle and ecological transformation that Bryant (1992:21) argues
should be central research questions. In seeking to understand this conflict both the
historical and contemporary dynamics of the struggle must be addressed. Such conflict
embodies the struggle between diverse political, social and economic interests among
local, regional, national, and global actors.
Political ecology research "is both complex and challenging, requiring analytical
refinement as well as empirical exploration" (Bryant 1992:27). By grounding this
research in ethnography I attempt to develop a framework of analysis viewing political
ecology as a web of relationships. Instead of concentratmg on the linear local-global
linkage commonly associated with large theoretical paradigms I situate the Cocopahs
histoncally m the context of a number of linkages with multiple levels of interactionlocal, regional, national and global—in relation to power and how these linkages have
changed over time, thus affecting Cocopah identity. In connecting these levels of analysis
I focus on the intersections of these linkages (see Figure 2.1).
At the local level I e.xamine the changes that have occurred in the Cocopah land
base, economy, and socio-political organization as they relate to their linkage to the
regional economy. This linkage is reflected in the commoditization of the lower
Colorado River and the growth of imgation agriculture.
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Figure 2.1 Multi-Directiooal Linkages of Cocopah Political Ecology
At the regional level I examine the role that the Cocopahs played in the economic
development of the Southwest and southern California, their struggle to maintain their
identity in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands, and more recently the battle between the
Cocopahs and the state of Arizona over Indian gaming. The linkage to the region has
been played out over the issue of sovereignty between the Cocopahs and the state of
Arizona m the context of tribal versus state sovereignty and rights to Colorado River
water The Cocopahs have several linkages at the national level mcluding their land
tenure status with a reservation which is held in trust by the United States government
and their identity and special status as American Indians. The linkages to the national
economy are both political and economic, including their govemment-to-govemment
relationship and national regulations on Indian gaming. Since the establishment of the
U.S.-Mexico boundary the Cocopahs have had an international linkage culturally and
economically to Mexico. Recently the Cocopahs have entered into the global economy
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through their attraction of potential investment from Asian financiers in their economic
development plans and tounsm on the reservation.
By utilizing ethnography, history, economics, and oral history, 1 articulate these
levels throughout Cocopah history. Time and space are central to examining the linkages
between these levels that are interrelated and multi-directional when it comes to the
reallocation of resources. The linkages are not linear nor do they have a bottom up of top
down dimension. Instead, each linkage is made up of several components, each affecting
Cocopah identity in a different way. Local and regional linkages attempt to destroy the
Cocopah as a people, whereas the national and global linkages operate to sustain them.
Persistent Identity as a Political Ecology Process
Even though it has been demonstrated through studies of Native Americans that
descent and language do play a central role in determining group identity, there are other
factors that continue to make up a group's identity configuration even if these are no
longer known by the members. Histoncai circumstances and shared cultural symbols are
the primary factors that shape a people's cultural identity. Instead of ethnicity being
understood as pnmordial or circumstantial, it should be viewed as a combination of a set
of cultural symbols and ecological factors that set one group apart from another.
In an attempt to define Cocopah cultural identity and e.xamine the conditions of
their persistence, I utilize Spicer's (1980) "identity configuration" and "persistent cultural
systems" (1971) as my analviical frame for the ethnicity component of this research. It is
Spicer (1961, 1989[1962], 1971, 1980, 1994) who has contnbuted the most to the
identification and analysis of the phenomenon of cultural persistence, especially in
regards to the native peoples of the southwestem United States and northern Mexico. 1
add the complex role that "power" plays in the construction and mamtenance of identity
systems, especially between the Cocopah and the dominant Euro-American society
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Today we Find that Spicer's (1971) emphasis on the "oppositional relationship"
between ethnic groups and the dominant society continues to be an underlying
determining factor in the persistence of identity systems. The set of symbols that make up
a distinctive cultural identity are the result of interactions of one ethnic group with other
groups. Part of the viability of this identity system is based on the image that is presented
across cultural boundaries; some of the symbols may be manipulated as situations
change. While some symbols are specifically relevant to inter-ethnic boundanes. others
are used to differentiate intra-group relations and may have no significance to nonmembers. There may be bleeding across these boundaries when the two systems interact,
but as Royce (1982:7) suggests, "they may also function as separate systems with their
own patterns of response and rates of change."
Spicer's model does not account for every typ>e of inter-ethnic situation.
Nonetheless, it is still applicable to the situation of Native Americans in the Southwest
and has proven to be a good model for my analysis of Cocopah identity. His persistent
identity system concept applies specifically to systems that have endured over time in
radically different environments. As a powerful explanatory tool it works better than the
more general interaction-based models of ethnicity. His emphasis on the flexibility and
responsiveness of identity systems to both social and physical environments is a
reflection of all human interaction requiring a degree of choice-making.
There are two definite advantages in working with this concept in examining the
persistence of cultural identity. First, the concept of an identity system is based on one of
the fundamental theones in cultural anthropology: that elements of culture do not only
have form, they are also significant to individual humans. The relationship between
human beings and their cultural matenals and symbols are placed in the foreground by
the concept of identity. Second, the identity concept brings in the histoncal dimension
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when examining cultural systems. By viewing cultures that have historical depth we may
gain some insight as to why some identity systems persist and why others disintegrate. It
IS within the context of history that Spicer argues that a set of cultural symbols emerge
setting a particular people apart from other peoples and within which their cultural
identity persists.
The historical dimension of Spicer's model is important in the examination of the
political ecology of the lower Colorado River delta and how this relates to culture change
among the Cocopahs in the twentieth century. In keeping with anthropology's holistic
approach to culture studies, political ecology provides a practical framework in which we
can examine the interface between history and the dynamics and complexities of diverse
cultures within a local-global economic context. I add to this framework ethnicity theory
in order to examine how these processes operate at the local level and to gain a better
understanding of Cocopah identity and cultural survival in the lower Colorado River
delta. As is demonstrated in the following chapters of this dissertation, the combination
of histoncal processes and the vanety of Cocopah coping strategies that were applied to
the ecological transformations of the lower Colorado River delta were and continue to be
significant in shaping present-day Cocopah cultural identm
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CHAPTERS
COCOPAH ETHNOGRAPHY [N HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE
Ethnic histories are inevitably histories of ruptures, from the origin of
ethnic groups either in major population dislocations or in a usually brutal
and relatively sudden incorporation into the political and cultural
economies of an expanding state ...Behind these continuing ruptures and
breaks are often found long-term trends that have to do with how minority
ethnic peoples are incorporated into and simultaneously marginalized by
the larger group... From such continuing pressures...vulnerable ethnic
peoples are constantly forced to learn and releam how to situate
themselves historically across, rather than impossibly agamst. the breaks
that power imposes (Sider 1993:283-284).
Introduction
The Cocopahs are part of an ethnohistoric culture complex that has been labeled
both "River Yuman" (Castetter and Bell 1951:40; Forbes 1965:15) and "Lower Colorado"
(Kjoeber 1939:42). Linguistically the Cocopahs are considered part of the "DeltaCalifomia" branch of the Yuman language, which includes the Diegueno (Tipai. Ipai. and
Kamia), Cocopah, Halikwamai and Kahwan. The "River" branch includes the Mohave.
Quechan, Mancopa, Halchidoma, and Kavelchadom (Kendall 1983:4). As Gorman
(1981:43) observed, "it is difficult to determine precisely the spatial boundanes of the
River Yuman complex, because, like others, it existed in the face of an overlapping of
different cultural characteristics." In addition to shanng a distinct ecological niche with
neighboring tribes who lived near or on the lower Colorado River, the Cocopahs also
shared elements of their cosmogony, socio-political organization, and material culture
with other tribes m southern California and northwestern Mexico (Forbes 1965:42).
To develop an understanding of the histoncal processes that led up to the present
situation on the Cocopah Reservation I provide a bnef descnption of the abongmal
habitat of the Cocopah pnor to contact with Europeans. 1 mclude a bnef ethnographic
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overview of Cocopah settlement patterns, socio-political organization, and economic
strategies as they were observed at the time of contact by Spanish explorers, by American
explorers in the nineteenth century, and anthropologists in this century. This overview
sets the stage for the following chapters which demonstrate the strength and perseverance
of the Cocopahs in maintaining their cultural identity and a sense of dignity throughout
the processes of environmental and cultural change that have taken place in the lower
Colorado River since the mid-nineteenth century.
Cocopah Origins
Cocopah origins are stated in Cocopah mythology which is transmitted
oratorically and through song cycles. The Cocopah belief in the existence of twin creator
gods, Sipu and Komat, who began under water and emerged to create the firmament, the
earth and its creatures, and things and customs, is similar to the origin myths of the other
Yuman-speaking peoples along the lower Colorado River. Much of the Cocopah past is
veiled in a mythology nchly populated with villains and heroes in the form of human-like
birds, insects and animal (A. Williams 1983:99-100). Kelly (1977:115-128) provides a
detailed narrative of the Cocopah creation myth and the ongin of the Kcraiik ceremony
and the specialized songs associated with it.
It still has not been determined e.xactly how long the Yuman-speaking Cocopahs
have lived along the lower Colorado River and where they came from, but archaeologists
agree that the probable ancestors of the River Yumans have resided in the area for at
least 1.000 years (Colton 1945; Rogers 1945; Schroeder 1952). It can be inferred from
the cultural matenals recovered in a few archaeological surveys and excavations along
the lower Colorado River that the mode of living during the pre-contact period was
similar to that of the historic Yumans (Stewart 1983:1). There is e\idence to suggest a
long period of occupancy for River Yuman groups such as the Cocopah in the lower
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Colorado River, especially in the nver delta. In viewing the early history of the Yumans,
Forbes (1965:36) proposes:
...it is necessary to think in terms of a multitude of small groups, probably
patrilineal bands, which gradually began to cluster together because of
geographical proximity or similar language specialization. As time passed,
a number of patrilineal bands established ceremonial and other
relationships with each other and began to feel a vague sense of over-all
relatedness, enhanced by intermarriage. . .and, possibly because of constant
intermarriage and ecological factors, began to de-emphasize the band and
focus attention upon developing a larger unit. In this manner (and perhaps
under the influence of diffusion from Sonora or other regions), tribes
developed along the Colorado River among such groups as the Quechans,
Mohaves. Maricopas, Halchidomas. Kohuanas, Halykwamais. and
Cocopas.
This concept of an amalgamation of smaller groups is shared by Stewart (1983)
and Bee (1981). Stewart (1983:1) cites the persistence of warfare among these tribes as
precipitating numerous population shifts and amalgamations. Bee (1981:xix) suggests
that these amalgamations were fostered in part by "nearness to each other along river
bottoms during the horticultural seasons" and "similarity of languages," in addition to the
effects of incessant wariare. Alliances dunng warfare as well as the adoption and
marriage of captives into the vanous groups may have played an important role in
solidifying vanous small bands that formed the larger groups eventually recognized by a
particular name and territory. When the first Spanish explorers arrived in the lower
Colorado River delta they recognized several native groups that belonged to particular
territories along the river and in the nearby mountains.
Warfare no doubt played an important role in the early political ecology of the
lower Colorado River, Although there were no nation-states to contend with, there were
localized struggles for dominance being earned out among the different groups in the
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region.^ Histoncal evidence from the eighteenth century indicates that the Cocopah were
part of a widespread alliance system which included the Maricopa and Akimel O'odham
(Pima) along the Gila River, the Halchidoma, Walapai, Havasupai in the lower Colorado
River area, the Cahuilla in Southern California, and the Paipai, Tipai, and Kiliwa m Baja
California. This allied group opposed another alliance centered on the Quechan. Some
groups, such as the Halyikwamais and the Kamia, alternated between alliances and
enmity with the Cocopah. Early warfare among these groups appears to have been for the
purpose of maintaining tnbal prestige, mystical values, individual honors, and
supernatural power (Kelly 1977:129-131). The Kamia and Quechan were said to share a
'spiritual' closeness (Forbes 1965:25) and the Mohave and Yavapai were considered to be
their allies. The Maricopa amalgam and the Cocopah were enemies of the Quechan and
their allies.
Temtonal boundary interactions reflected these alliances. According to the
Quechan consultants to the Ravens (1986:15), the Quechans interacted socially with the
Yavapai, shared ceremonial grounds with the Mohave and owned bottomland
collectively with the Kamia. On the other hand, the Quechan fought with the Cocopah
over Colorado River lands, and with the Maricopas over the Wellton metate quarry.
Intermarriage somewhat softened such enmities, and related members of enemy groups
were invited to Kerauk^ ceremonies. No matter how hostile or friendly their relations,
they attended each other's funerals and Kerauk ceremonies (Raven and Raven 1986:16).

^Warfare among the Colorado River Yumans is well documented (see Dobyns, Ezell,
Jones and Ezell 1957; Forbes 1965; Graham 1975; Spier 1978 [1933]; Kroeberand
Fontana 1992[1986]).
^The Kerauk Ceremony was an elaborate mourning ceremony held by the Quechans.
The Kerauk was introduced to the Cocopah by the Dieguerio about 1880 (Kelly 1949a)
and the last known Cocopah Kerauk Ceremony was held in 1927 (Forde 1931:254).
Today the Cocopahs recall the last Quechan Kerauk as being held in the 1940s.
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In their history of the hostilities among the Gila and Colorado River tnbes
Kroeber and Fontana (1992[1986]: 116) emphasize how "serious and threatening to
survival such warfare had become" by the mid-nineteenth century; however, they do not
suspect that it was always this way. There appear to have been lesser hostilities for some
tribes during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries accompanied by penods of peace
and war. Nevertheless, they allege:
Even then, however, the wars on the Colorado River were too rigorous for
small or weaker tribes to sustain. We have seen that at least three tribes
had broken up and fled the Colorado, while another moved from its
location on the lower Gila to a safe position far upstream near the Pima
villages (tCroeber and Fontana 1992[I986];116).
Warfare remained equally serious, and probably became more dangerous for the
Cocopahs and Quechans, in the nineteenth century. By this time disease and loss of
farmlands to non-Indians was becoming a greater threat to the native population (Kroeber
and Fontana 1992[1986]). It is within this dynamic interplay of enmities and alliances
that the Cocopahs defended their territory, and their reputation as fierce wamors
emerged. The Cocopahs have always been an independent group and individual tribal
members have been characterized as having relative autonomy during times of peace
when they could carry on with their daily subsistence activities without much
mterference.
Cocopah Cultural Ecology in the Eariy Nineteenth Century
At the time of European contact the Cocopahs were well established in the lower
Colorado River delta, from present day Yuma, Arizona to the Gulf of California. The
region is charactenzed by a severe desert that was made habitable by the perennial waters
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and annual floods of the Colorado River which in turn supported a rich riparian area of
vegetation and a varied animal life.^
The aboriginal conditions encountered in the river plain and the upper delta was a
contrast between "mesa" and "valley" (Forde 1931). Creosote bushes (greasewood), a
variety of cacti, and occasional desert willows and ironwood were scattered sparsely over
the sand, gravel and boulders of the mesa area, whereas the vegetation of the valley was
lush and often approached a jungle in its density. Cottonwood, willow, mesquite, and
sycamore groves covered the uncleared land. Forde (1931:91) descnbes the area close to
the river banks:
Impenetrable thickets of arrowweeds {Pluchea sericea) confronted the
early travelers and compelled the use of guides in journeying from village
to village ..The sloughs and mud banks of the broad meandering channels
are thickly overgrown by rushes, tule, and canes (Phra^miies), which
demand permanent surface water... Arrowweed thickets, six to eight feet
high and so dense that trails must be hacked through with knives, formerly
occupied the greater part of the plain which was inundated for only a few
weeks of the year. Mesquite, intolerant to marsh conditions and able to
draw water from considerable depths, grew most abundantly along the
margins of the plain beneath the mesa bluffs on land that was rarely well
flooded but whose water table was still high.
The valleys and mesas descnbed by Forde no longer appear this way. Many Cocopahs
mentioned that when they were children in the 1940s and 1950s the arrowweeds growing
along the river banks were so thick that they could get lost in them. Some remembered
seeing trails in the arrowweeds and other vegetation along the bank. Cocopah families
used to picnic and camp along the river and they set up their home camps under huge
mesquites along the base of the mesas. Although the river bank still has some patches of

^Sykes (1937) provides a detailed geographical description of the lower Colorado River
delta. For a more ethnographically detailed descnption of the nver see Forde (1931) and
Kelly (1944, 1977).
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arrowweed, these have all but disappeared in most places. Today, the Cocopahs rarely
utilize the river for recreation or fishing.
The pre-contact geography of the Colorado River delta region was a determining
factor in Cocopah subsistence and settlement patterns. According to Castetter and Bell
(1951:4) "the river was the most important natural factor influencing native culture in the
delta." They also describe the richness of the lower Colorado River in terms of the
abundance of wild foods that were available to the inhabitants;
The bottom lands were rich in seasonal wild plant foods such as mesquite
and screwbean and, to a lesser degree, wild animal foods...The delta area
was especially provident, for it not only had extensive areas of arable land,
but in its environs had an edible wild flora foreign to the valley floor. In
the first place, the area near the estuary had an abundant 'wild rice'*^ crop
not accessible to the tribes upstream, and the gulf supported varieties of
marine fish unknown, of course, to the river. Although the territory
contiguous to the delta was barren desert, beyond in Baja California lay a
region of agave, piiion, and cacti ever available to the Cocopa. The Sierra
Juarez to the west of the delta bore extensive pinon forests, the crop of
which was annually available to those who would visit these mountains
(Castetter and Bell 1951:66).
There were seasonal fluctuations in the river. During time periods when there
were less cultivated foods the Cocopahs intensified their gathering of wild plant foods
along with fishing and hunting small game. It was estimated that in the mid-eighteenth
century the percentage of cultivated foods in the diets of Colorado River peoples in
general ranged from a low of about 30 percent for the Cocopah in the lower portion, to a
high of about 50 percent among the Mohaves to the north (Castetter and Bell 1951:74;

''The "wild rice" referred to by Castetter and Bell is probably llnwla palmen. See Kelly
(1977:34-36) for a full descnption of the wild rice specimens collected by Edward
Palmer in 1885 and how the rice was processed and prepared as a seasonal food by the
Cocopahs.
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Driver 1961:31). Due to the Cocopahs' access to fish and seafood in the upper Gulf and
wild rice in the delta, they relied more upon nonagricultural products than the other
Yuman groups to the north (Castetter and Bell 1951:238). Nevertheless, the Cocopahs
were known to have cultivated beans, squash, com and melons as well as two types of
grain they referred to as shimcha and kacha (Kelly 1977:37). Shimcha was a Sonoran
panicgrass {Panicum sononim) or millet and

the kacha

was crowfoot grass

(Dactyloaemum aegyticum) that were ground up and made into cakes, gruel or mush.
These grains were both cultivated and grew wild (Kelly 1977:37-38). The Cocopahs
preferred the cultivated panicgrass to the wild one because it was less bitter. Panicgrass is
no longer found in the Colorado River delta (see Nabhan 1993[1985]:151-160).
The Colorado River overflowed its banks annually and deposited sediments on
the bottomlands which maintained soil fertility. These annual floods left rich deposits of
fertilizing elements in the silt so the Cocopahs were able to cultivate the bottom lands for
hundreds of years without adding manure or any other kind of fertilizer.'® This natural
process prevented the exhaustion or depletion of the soil's fertility:
The lower Colorado pattern represents a true flood-water farming based
upon the cultivation of land watered by the seasonal overflow of the
waters of the nver, and on which planting was done as soon as the waters
began to recede. Here true canal irrigation was lacking. Nevertheless, if
the method of impounding and diverting water from swales, as descnbed
by Yuma [Quechan] informants, and the system of controlling and
diverting flood water by dams, levees, and ditches, as found among the
Cocopa, be original, there existed on the lower Colorado an incipient
irrigation system as well...(Castetter and Bell 1951:239-240)

'^Several extensive descriptions of Cocopah floodwater farming techniques and
subsistence patterns are provided by Castetter and Bell (1951); GifTord (1933); Kelly
(1949,1977); Kniffen (1931); and Nabhan (1993[1985]).
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Bee (1981:3) observed that on occasion the overflow was not as extensive as usual and
the Quechans were subjected to near famine conditions; however, as KnifTen (1931 55)
argues, "there is no indication that the Cocopa were ever visited by famine." We can infer
from this that the Cocopah were in a relatively stable and diverse environment and were
able to maintain a fairly regular diet of cultivated foods supplemented by wild foods and
trade. Unlike the other River Yumans, the Cocopahs took advantage of the fish in the
Colorado River and in the Gulf as an additional food source.
The Cocopahs were reported as having well established trading alliances with
tribes to the west, which enabled them to trade for foods and materials not readily
available in the delta;
Annually the Cocopa made trips to the Sierra Juarez. The Paipai, another
Yuman group who dwelt there, were generally friendly with the Cocopa,
and occasionally were allies in warfare waged against the Yuma
[Quechan]. The purpose of the trips was to gather piiion nuts and acorns,
and to trade with the Paipai for wild [possibly bighorn] sheep skins
(Kniffen 1931:53).
The trip across the desert was dry and difficult. A series of trails were followed in order
to take advantage of the perennial springs and water holes. The importance of knowmg
the location of water was also noted by Lumholtz (1990[1912]:252) when he traveled in
this area in 1910.
There were instances when late flooding destroyed already sown fields (Forbes
1965:189; Casterter and Bell 1951:8), but "before the modern dam system controlled the
river water, the flooding of the river and the resulting richness of the surface soil made
farming a relatively low-risk enterprise with a high potential yield-and all for relatively
little physical effort" (Bee 1981:3). The Cocopahs moved out into the delta and planted
crops once flood waters receded. They planted beans, pumpkins, watermelons, squashes.

79

panicgrass, and gourds along the banks and streams and near lagoons. In the late
nineteenth century the Cocopah were growing com, beans, watermelons, muskmelons,
and cowpeas almost exclusively (Kelly 1977). According to Kniffen (1931:52) the
Cocopahs preferred to plant com and melons in the dried and cracked depressions where
they removed the hardened cmst and planted the seeds in the moist soil below. The high
water table and occasional rains provided the needed moisture for the crops to grow.
After the crops were harvested the Cocopahs piled the melons and pumpkins
together on the ground and covered them with brush. They remained there until used
(Kniffen 1931). Special care was given to the selecting and storing of seeds for future
planting. Seeds were stored in different sized pottery vessels, baskets and gourds which
were sealed and stored inside the house. Precautions were taken to prevent anyone from
eating the seeds as it was "believed that if a person ate any of the seed during the winter,
the balance of the seed would be stolen by birds and mice after it had been planted"
(Kelly 1977:31).
Green com was the first crop ready to be harvested, sometimes as early as
October and harvest lime was the season for "tremendous eating" and socializing (Kelly
1977.32). In the past Cocopahs gathered on several occasions during each year to
celebrate the harvest of both cultivated as well as gathered foods, for mourning
ceremonies, and for other social occasions and celebrations. The other time that large
groups of Cocopahs would gather was for funeral ceremonies that would last four days.
Part of the normative behavior of the Cocopah involved the expectation that food would
always be shared (Kelly 1977). Clara Brown's older sister told her that during the summer
when there was a lot of com the Cocopahs would have fiestas. At these fiestas they
would play games:
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She told me that they would race the horses around and they played...
shinny and peon. They would sing songs all the time...They would have
that over here [West Reservation] every weekend.
Today some of the elderly Cocopahs still prepare green com on special occasions, but
since no Cocopahs are presently farming on the reservation they must depend on their
relatives in Mexico to supply them with the right typie of com. Tribal "fiestas" are
generally held for special occasions, such as student awards nights, political rallies, and
Christian holidays, like Christmas.
The Cocopah land use pattern in the latter part of the nineteenth century was
referred to as a "hit-and-miss affair" by Kelly (1977:29) because they did not spend time
leveling their land for planting and the planting itself did not consist of rows. There were
rough boundary lines such as pathways or piled brush between family plots and no
established system for what was planted. The types of crops grown depended on the soil,
amount of seeds available and the size of the family. There did not seem to be much
evidence of competition or disputes over land nor was statiis associated with the
ownership of property. According to Kelly (1977:29):
...there was no great variability between families within any one of the
Cocopa groups in per capita land use from year to year; there were no
families with small farms and other families farming great tracts of land.
The ultimate leveling factor was the Cocopa tradition that no man could
command or hire labor of another man outside his family. No matter how
free or plentiful good farming land might be, farm size in the end was
controlled by family size.
Without exception each household was responsible for its own subsistence. Kelly
(1949a: 152) suggests that "there was no division of labor beyond part-time specialists
such as shamans, hunt bosses, funeral orators, and the like. Role placement was by age,
sex, kinship, residence, and 'ability.'"

Status associated with wealth, class, or
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membership in special societies and organizations was not part of the Cocopah cultural
system.
Territorial boundaries were left vaguely defined. The adaptive value of this is
clear; the size of the band territories, as well as the size of the bands themselves, can
adjust to keep in balance with the availability of the resources in any given place. Such
adjustment would be more difficult under a system of individual ownership of clearly
bounded land. Even though the family plots were marked off by paths and natural
contours and the like, there were no fights over land and ultimately food was shared at
the time of harvest so no Cocopah family accumulated a surplus other than seed for the
following year's planting.
In the mid-nineteenth century there was much emphasis on the Cocopah
household for subsistence, and band and clan membership was important in determining
trade relations, marriage and warfare alliances, as well as where one lived in the delta.
On the other hand, the Cocopah socio-political system was fairly loosely organized.
Cocopah Settlement Pattern and Socio-Political Organization: Prior to 1850
Cocopah settlements were closely linked to the conditions of the Colorado River
and the techniques of floodwater cultivation. Due to the inundations of river flooding and
the availability of food resources, the Cocopah practiced a general pattern of seasonal
transhumance between the lowland valleys and the mesas. Kniffen (193l;52) notes that
the Cocopahs moved to the base of the Cocopah Mountains when the bottomlands were
inundated during the summer months. They erected their summer dwellings of flat roofs
on four poles with willow and arrowweed thatching on the gravel terraces. These
structures provided protection from the burning summer sun and were largely exposed to
the winds which tended to hold down the temperature inside the structure. More
permanent house sites were located on high ground near the fields along the main
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streams or sloughs. Cocopahs who had farms that were not near flood-free areas
maintained summer camps near the fields and, after the harvest, moved to winter sites
along the mesas and sandhills ( Castetter and Bell 1951:53).
Historically, the Cocopahs lived in a rancheria type settlement pattern of scattered
households loosely grouped into clusters of friends and kinsmen around favored farming
and gathering areas. Gifford (1933:260) relates that the house clusters consisted of 10 or
12 houses that were placed approximately 400 to 500 feet from each other. House
clusters were located 4 to 5 miles apart. Cocopah families generally planted in fields near
their dwellings. Unless disturbed by the river floods the family remained there until a
member died, at which time they moved a short distance away.
This rancheria pattern was prevalent in the lower Colorado River, southern
California and northwestern Mexico. Spicer (1989[1962]:377) argues that "one important
characteristic which marked most rancheria peoples was a strong sense of tribal identity"
and that the "Yuman-speaking people of the Colorado River Valley had a strong tribal
sense." As Spicer (1989[1962]:374) suggests basic to the rancheria settlement pattern of
the Cocopah and many other groups in the American Southwest was the recognition of
one man as the moral leader of the group:
Such a man gained recognition through stability of character and speaking
ability. His status as leader rested in part on his personal ability to
command attention when he spoke, but this was in turn based on his
capacity for learning and repeating the phrases which his people regarded
as proper and wise and which constituted a body of traditional knowledge
of the truth. The office was not hereditary in principal, although sons and
relatives sometimes succeeded their fathers because of their opportunities
for learning the prescribed behavior. A man who achieved the status held
it for as long as the people would listen to him, normally from perhaps the
age of forty to older until his death, or until he became senile.
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Although each Cocopah ranchena probably had such a moral leader, there were also men
whose leadership was recognized beyond their own rancherias, especially at the band
level.
The wider organization beyond that of the single rancheria developed chiefly in
response to the needs of warfare (Spicer 1989[1962]:378). Although neighboring
settlements cooperated in recurring common enterprises, such as inter-rancheria
ceremonies and games, it was for the purposes of offense and defense that the widest
organization of rancherias took place. The peacetime government was normally without
function and few rancheria headmen were leaders in war. They tended to be ignored
almost entirely by those who organized the fighting. Spicer (1989[1962]:372) explains
that "a person did not shift automatically from the role of peace leader to war leader
when war broke out. In fact, for the moral leader to have assumed military command
would have been regarded as endangering the well-being of the community." The
political system of the rancheria settlement pattern found among the Cocopah was
organized around moral leadership in peace with executive leadership in war. They were
considered to be separate functions with distinct personnel assuming responsibility m
each.
In the mid-nineteenth century the Cocopahs were organized into four politically
independent bands, the If''/ Ahwir, Kwu/rn'arsh, Hwanyak and Mat Skrui, in the lower
Colorado River delta (see Figure 3.1). By this time the Colorado River Yumans were no
longer engaged in warfare in the delta and the band leaders had little or no authority.
Nevertheless, Cocopah band leaders, also referred to as captains, continued to be in
direct charge of all band activities and ceremonies (Gifford 1933: Kelly 1949, 1977:
Michler 1857). The Cocopahs recognized one man as a leader or captain who maintained
some informal authority over the ranchena. These rancherias became e.xtended family

84

l904Ch»T«i
DelUmirpn
Old Cocapih cann •
TownivdVaafS O

Cocc^BiKb

10 mies

LaGniU®

vokanoL^

HA7A WUKa \

HAWAR'^^fv\
\ V»

/
Q Miyor

CHAMAN
KWAWAO

Figure 3.1 Cocopah Band Territories in the I9th Century ( W H K e l l y Cocopah
Ethnography, University of Arizona Press, 1977; 12)

85

camps when the Cocopahs settled around the Somerton area where a reservation was
eventually established. They continued to recognize one individual as a leader who was
sometimes referred to as a chief captain, leader or headman, who was selected because
of his personality, oratorical skills, and ability to assist other members of the camp, as
well as visitors.
The neighboring tribes with whom the Cocopahs had the most intimate contact
with at this time were the Yuman-speaking mountain groups of Baja California,
including the Kiliwa, Paipai and Southern Diegueno (see Figure 3.2). These long
standing associations have had some influence on Cocopah history and culture. In the
1940s, Kelly's Cocopah consultants stated that;
...some Paipai had always lived in the delta as well as in the mountains,
and that the delta group had its own section of land and its own band
organization. Dieguefio and Kiliwa also lived in or near Cocopa camps,
mostly in the southern and western section of the delta. The l-Vi Ahwir
community, located at the foot of the Cocopa Mountains, was always
referred to...as a mixed Cocopa-Dieguerio population. The Kwakwarsh
community, just south of the Wi Ahwir and on the trail that led into the
mountains through the southern entrance to the Laguna Salada Basin, was
made up of Cocopa, Kiliwa, Paipai, and Diegueno families. Some of these
"foreigners" made their permanent homes in the valley; others came only
seasonally

The Hwanyak community was made up almost entirely of Cocopa,
but it was in their temtory that the above-mentioned Paipai band lived in
the late 19th century. The Mat Skrui community was also almost entirely
Cocopa. It is interesting to note that the Mat Skrui were known, both
among themselves and among the Cocopas, as the 'real Cocopa' (koapa'
uhan). Descendants of the Hwanyak and Mat Skrui Cocopa now look
down on the IVi Ahwir and Kwakwarsh Cocopa, call them 'mountain' as
opposed to 'river' people, and are of the opinion that they are
troublemakers and witches. The Cocopa (especially those living on the
western side of the delta) have intermarried with the Paipai, with the
Dieguefio, and. to a lesser extent, with the Kiliwa (Kelly 1977:11,13).
[emphasis added]
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Each Cocopah band (referred to as communities above) was made up of lineages (simiil)
that were patrilineal, nonlocalized, nonautonomous, and important for marriage
regulation in the past. These lineages were somewhat totemic in that they possessed
certain animals, plants, or natural phenomena. One distinguishing feature of this system
was that all the women of each lineage possessed a common name, often referred to as an
"Indian name" by present-day tribal elders. When I asked Clara Brown what her "Indian
name" was she gave me the name for the women in her hneage which is skuma. This
could be from one of the fifty lineages listed by Kelly (1977.109).''
The Cocopahs shared the Yuman language and several cultural patterns with
other groups in the region, thus, the lineage system was an important identity marker
Other groups such as the Diegueno shared similar lineage names with the Cocopah and
lineage exogamy was extended to them in the context of intermarriage. Due to increased
intermarriage in the past fifty years, in particular, between Cocopah women and men
from other tribes, and in some cases to non-Indians, the lineage system is rapidly
disappeanng. When Cocopah men marry women from other tribes their lineage name
may still be carried on, but when Cocopah women marry non-Cocopah men their
children do not have a Cocopah lineage. Only the children of Cocopah men can carry on
the lineage identity
According to Kelly (1977:11!) the system of naming women based on their
lineage eliminated the concern that a personal name might have been used by someone
now deceased. On the other hand, this was a concern for pre-adolescent boys who got a

"For a detailed descnption and analysis of the importance of Cocopah lineages, "gens"
or simul see Kelly 1942. There is much confusion as to what to call this system. Kelly
refers to this as a lineage system and the Cocopahs themselves refer to these as clans. A.
Williams refers to the four bands as clans. For the purpose of this study 1 follow Kelly's
1977 usage of four separate bands made up of several patnlineages each.
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"real" name. Tlie Cocopah practice of not mentioning the names of deceased relatives
complicated the naming process. The naming of Cocopah males was subject to
community review before adoption in order to make doubly sure that it had not been used
before by a known person. Later in life if a man desired to change his name it would
again have to undergo community review (Kelly 1977:111).
Today many Cocopahs do not have "Indian names." Eddy San Diego explained
that the reason he does not have an Indian name is because the Cocopahs "stopped doing
it a long time ago When I was 7 or 8 they stopped doing it. The Tribe used to have a
dance celebration. At the end of the celebration, usually in the morning between eleven
and twelve they would start naming people. They would give Indian people different
names." He did not know exactly who was responsible for giving the names, but he
thought it was probably the headman. Usually the names had significance for the
individual being named. For example, Eddy's father was named "fast runner" because of a
race he had won against another Cocopah when he was a young man. However, Eddy
said, "today, young Cocopahs don't have Indian names unless their parents give it to
them."
The lineage system is rapidly disappearing, yet, kinship and recurring mamages
among Cocopah families have been an important means by which identity has been
maintained. Many Cocopahs got their surnames from the farmers they were working for.
For e.xample, the Phillips name was given to one Cocopah family by a local farmer. Clara
Brown said that her maiden name. Barley, was given to her family when they lived in an
area of the delta where "wild wheat" (possibly panicgrass) was collected and a EuroAmerican assigned her family this name. Eddy got the name San Diego from his
grandfather who was known by his Mexican name, Jesus Santiago. Eddy said that "white
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people changed it to San Diego and later he became known as Joe San Diego."
Essentially the family name has taken the place of lineages in recognizing kin relations.
This very brief overview of Cocopah subsistence economy, settlement pattern and
socio-political organization provides a baseline for examining how changes in the
political, economic and natural landscapes of the lower Colorado River delta after 1852
have effected Cocopah lifeways. It is within the framework of a changing political
ecological landscape that the Cocopah cultural identity system has persisted. The advent
of river navigation and increased commercial activities by Euro-Americans brought
attention to the economic potential of the lower Colorado River that would bring about
the most controversial political and economic debates over the control of natural
resources in the recent history of the west. It would also force the migration of many
Cocopahs north as their territory was appropriated and destroyed by a force much
stronger than any they had ever experienced before.
American Exploration and Commercial Development on the Colorado River: 1850-1900
The early years of exploration upon the lower Colorado River during the Spanish
and Mexican periods (1540 to 1850) did little to alter the natural landscape. The region
as a whole had remained an "unexplored wilderness, practically unchanged by any form
of human enterprise" (Sykes 1937:1); however, the cultural landscape was altered by the
introduction of new materials, ideals and diseases that did effect the indigenous peoples
in the region, some more than others.
It was the beginning of the American Period (1850 to the present) that brought
about the most dramatic changes in the lower Colorado River and had the greatest impact
on the Cocopahs. The cry of gold at Sutter's Mill in 1849 lured thousands of argonauts
from the eastern United States making their way to California and other parts of the
West. Others came from Mexico, traveling across the Sonoran Desert from Rio Altar
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along the Cammo del Diablo (Road of the Devil) to California. The region was caught in
the middle of the great American westward expansion of the mid-nineteenth century, as
Spicer (1989[1962];267) descnbes:
...beginning in the late 1840s, the Anglo-Americans moved into this region
of intertribal hostility and shifting groups. Some parties of gold-seekers
headed for California traveled the southern route, crossing the Colorado
River in the Yuma [Quechan] country. Exploration parties sponsored by
the United States Army and seeking a route proposed for railroads made
brief contacts with Yavapais. Havasupais, Walapais. as well as Mohaves.
The Yuman country from the mouth of the Colorado to the Grand Canyon
suddenly assumed importance in the westward expansion of the United
States as transportation routes pushed westward to California.
The Quechans straddled one of the most strategic river crossings in the West. In his novel
Blood Meridian, McCarthy (1985) paints a vivid picture of the ongoing power struggle
between Euro-Americans and the Quechans over the control of the Yuma Crossing as
argonauts moved west in their pursuit of gold.
Directly after the miners came the American and Mexican boundary surveyors,
mappmg and cataloguing the land bought by the Gadsden Purchase in the 1853. Little in
their reports would entice settlers. Between the penod of 1845 and 1854 the United
States acquired Mexico's northern frontier through annexation, conquest and purchase
(Weber 1982). Both the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo of 1848, which established an
international boundary between the U S. and Mexico, and the Gadsden Purchase, which
was ratified in 1854, had significant impacts on the Cocopah. The Cocopahs suddenly
found themselves divided between two countries, the United States and Mexico, that had
a series of conflicting laws with respect to the political rights of Indians. The Treaty of
Guadalupe Hidalgo essentially opened the door for Euro-Amencan exploration along the
lower Colorado River. The establishment of ports and landings up and down the
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Colorado River as a result of the steamboat trade and the lure of gold and silver set the
pattern for commercial growth that would contmue to the present.
In the winter of 1850-51 Lieutenant George H. Derby was sent by the United
States War Department to explore the Gulf of California and the lower reaches of the
Colorado River. His purpose was to discover whether the nver could be used for takmg
supplies to the newly established military camp at Fort Yuma by river boats. Derby
reached the mouth of the Colorado on December 24, 1850 in the U.S. transport schooner
the "Invincible" (Sykes 1937:17). He encountered Cocopahs along the way:
We were frequently visited afterwards by these Indians and many others,
to the number, perhaps, of two hundred; they call themselves the Co-copas, and live in a little village of from twenty to fifty inhabitants,
dispersed about near the bank of the river; the men are very tall and
strongly made as a general thing, and the women are modest, well
behaved, and rather good-looking; their huts are precisely like those of the
California Indians, made of sticks in a spherical or oven shape, and
covered with dirt. They live on fish, small game, and bread made of grass
seeds, [Pamcum sonurum] and raise pumpkins, watermelons, &c., on little
patches of ground which they cultivate...The villages higher up the river
own many horses, and the chiefs always rode when coming to visit us. I
suppose the whole tribe may number one thousand, including men,
women and children. The men frequently wear beads, rings, &c., in their
noses, and paint their faces black and red with charcoal and ochre (Derbv
1852:16,17).
Further north. Camp Independence was established by Samuel P Heintzelman
and three small companies of the second infantry in November 1850 (Heintzelman
1856:34). The camp was transferred in March 1851 to the site of the old Spanish mission,
and was soon named Fort Yuma. The fort was abandoned in November due to Indian
hostilities and lack of supplies, and rebuilt by Heintzelman m February 1852 (Bancroft
1962[ 18891:488). Indian hostilities continued until late in the same year when a peace
treaty was made. Bancroft (1962[1889]:489) mentions in a footnote that "there was much
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fighting between the tnbes" in 1853 and that there was a new treaty made between the
Yuma [Quechan] and Cocopahs in January 1855. Michler, who provides a detailed
account in his Report on the Ifnited States Boundary Survey (1857), was camped along
the Colorado River when this peace treaty was agreed upon. Although the Quechan and
the Cocopah continued to fight occasionally among themselves, the era of hostilities
slowly came to an end.
The establishment of a permanent American army post at Fort Yuma effectively
marked the end of aboriginal life for the native peoples living along the Colorado and
Gila Rivers. As Kelly (1977:9) points out, this contact "put an end to tribal warfare" m
the lower Colorado River delta and brought the Cocopah into continual "face-to-face
relations with Europeans." The last major battle between American Indians involved the
Cocopahs and occurred next to Pima Butte on the Gila River in 1857. tCroeber and
Fontana (1992[1986]) give a full description of the battle from vanous perspectives and
provide their own analysis on the origin of war.
The cessation of warfare resulted in socio-political changes for the River
Yumans. Kroeber and Fontana (1992[1986]:117) descnbe how the 1850s was a turning
point in tnbal leadership among the Yumans:
Some of the leaders sensed the problems and challenges rapidly mounting
out of reach of both the scope of traditional tnbal government and
timewom customs of intertnbal relations. Over the next few years some of
those leaders acted to neutralize the dangers and to take whatever new
opportunities offered themselves. To a degree probably never understood
by most of their own people, some of these men managed to combine the
necessary status and behavior of traditional moral preeminence with a
strong power that traditional leaders had neither sought nor possessed.

In taking this new power position, some of the leaders succeeded for a
time in gaining safety and strength for their tnbesman, while some of
them failed m the attempt. In varying degrees among the Pimas and
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Maricopas, Mohaves, Quechans, Chemehuevis, Yavapais, and Cocopas,
and in the disparate band-and-lineage politics of the Cahuilla, Cupeno,
Dieguefio, and Luiseiio of Southern California, we can see new leaders at
mid-century using non-traditional techniques to protect their people.
This transition in the form of leadership and re-alignment of inter-tribal relations
culminated in the battle of 1857. Kroeber and Fontana (1992[1986]) claim that this battle
was the end of warfare as it had been known among the Yumans.
This new era of exploration and exploitation of the Colorado River brought about
unforeseen changes to the Yuman-speaking peoples of the region. In the mid-1800s
Cocopah leadership was centered around warfare, and when the wars between the
Quechan ceased, there was nothing to replace warfare as a uniting force in the tribe. As
Kroeber and Fontana (1992[1986]: 117) assert:
In all, by the middle of the 1850s the Indians of western Arizona and of
eastern Southern California had entered upon a time when the old ways of
doing things were becoming more difficult, more risky, or both. The new
situation presented different challenges and choices to each of the tnbes.
A second wave of miners flowed through the region in the 1860s when placer
gold was discovered along the Colorado River further threatenmg the Yuman-speaking
peoples. At the end of this penod of early exploration the lower Colorado River delta
country was known to surveyors, private entrepreneurs, and government officials who
established international boundary lines, created roads, and laid out the plans for
railroads. The natural resources were examined and their potential for commercial
production was appraised. The Indians had been subdued, and the hostilities among
themselves and those directed toward incommg Euro-Americans had been disrupted by
the U.S. Military.
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The River Fconomv and the Cocopahs
The Cocopahs underwent two major changes during the latter half of the
nineteenth century. One had to do with the fact that the number of strangers coming into
their territory were unlike the Europeans of the past; there were more of them and they
were staying. The other had to do with the introduction of a new economy based on
wage labor and the selling of natural resources, in particular, firewood. The Cocopahs did
not resist these changes and instead adjusted to them. More than likely this was due to
the fact that they were able to sustain their pre-contact mode of subsistence, settlement
pattern and socio-political organization while adapting to this new economy.
The military post at Fort Yuma was established to protect the increasing tide of
emigrant trains and to provide a crossing point on the river It also served as a center for
the development of some of the mining activities in the lower Colorado River valley and
surrounding hills. It effectively opened up a trade route to the outside world through the
delta region which was preferred to the more direct but slower, e.xpensive, and uncertain
route across the California mountains and deserts (Sykes 1937:20). Until the railroad
provided a more economical way to transport people and goods across the southwestern
landscape, the area was supplied by steamboats coming up the Colorado River trom the
Gulf of California. The amval of these steam-powered ships was the most important
development in the conquest of the lower Colorado (Sheridan 1995:62).
The first steamboat was brought and assembled in the lower Colorado River delta
in 1852. Although it sank, further efforts to develop transportation on the Colorado River
continued, so that during the 1850s, 1860s. and 1870s steamboats plied from the delta
northward to Hardyville (Spicer I989[1962]:267-269). From that time on, contacts
between the Cocopahs and outsiders were no longer sporadic. "Amencans were well
acquainted with the Cocopa dunng the ne.xt 25 years, when nver boats made regular and
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frequent trips from the mouth of the Colorado to the Gila, carrying supplies for the army
at Fort Yuma" (Kelly 1977:9).
The river trade and freight boats plying the river during the latter half of the
nineteenth century introduced the Cocopahs to new material goods, clothing and foods.
Through their association with Euro-Americans as the pilots and crews on the steamships
the Cocopahs learned many things which were absorbed into their culture. This related
more to a change in the material culture of the Cocopah, but as A.Williams (1974:37)
points out, it also brought another form of cultural change; the introduction of a moneybased economy. This was new to a people whose economic system had heretofore been
based on direct trade, subsistence fanning, and seasonal fishing, hunting and collecting
wild foods.
During the decades that the Amencan steamboat companies were flourishing
many Cocopahs were leaving their horticultural-foraging subsistence based economy to
go to work for wages. Between 1852 and 1877 Cocopahs were hired to assist with the
navigation of the steamboats that traveled on the lower Colorado River. Some Cocopah
families were also employed to cut wood and stack it along the river banks, and to haul
cargo at the ports. The father of Rudy Hayes told him about the days that the steamships
came up the nver:
My late father talked about that a lot. He rode a riverboat as a youngster
He and a bunch of people from this area used to go up there [Yuma
Crossing]. There was a lot of work up there because the steamboats were
coming m and out and they were hauling things. They would load and
unload for about 25 to 35 cents per day and some food which was a lot in
those days. They would live along the river and then come home on the
weekends or whatever days they had off. They were working up at the
Yuma Crossing and in that area. It was probably just one of those little
river boats, but to them it would have been big ships.
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Although the Cocopahs were reported to have occasionally plundered the cargoes
(Castetter and Bell 1951:83), their importance to the steamboat trade suggests that there
must have been some concern by the U.S. government for the welfare of the Cocopahs
living along the Colorado River. The Superintendent at Fort Yuma received merchandise
from Charles Poston'- that was to be delivered to the Cocopahs on December 28, 1863
These goods were listed as knives, handkerchiefs, mirrors, needles, thread, hoes, hay
forks, shovels, etc. (Charles Poston to Commissioner William Dole; 12/28/1863. NA).
The coming of the railroads across the nation in the late 1870s brought an end to
employment in the steamboat trade for the Cocopahs. When the Southern Pacific
Railroad reached Yuma in 1877, river freighting became uneconomical and the railroad
bought up the steamship companies. To the Cocopah "this meant that the bottom fell out
of the cash economy to which a generation of them had become accustomed"
(A.Williams 1974:38). The loss of income, coupled with a period of floods and drought
that reduced their natural food supply, forced many Cocopahs to leave the lower delta
area in order to survive. Many Cocopahs moved north to the area around Somerton.
Arizona and others moved to the Mexicali-Calexico area. Toward the end of the
nineteenth century the delta area south of the international boundary had once again
almost become a terra incognita (Sykes 1937:38). River traffic had ceased entirely and a
few Cocopah family groups who ranged from the hajadas of the Cocopa Mountains to
the banks of the Colorado River were practically the only inhabitants of the region.
In addition to this invasion by steamships, miners and a military post two new
industries were introduced into the lower Colorado River delta in the last three decades

'"Charles Poston had been appointed Indian agent for the Territory of Arizona in the
1860s to take care of the "trouble brewing all through Yuman countrv" (Spicer
I989[19621:270).
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of the nineteenth century that also had a profound effect on the Cocopahs and the region's
ecosystem. These were cattle grazing, which was introduced in the 1870s, and irrigation
agriculture, which began to develop in the late 1800s. Of these, irrigation agriculture
would have the most long-lasting and dramatic effect on the lower Colorado River delta,
which is discussed in chapter four.
Kniffen (1929:179-181) provides a detailed description of the development of the
cattle industry in the lower Colorado River delta. He estimates that ranchers started to
utilize the area for cattle ranching in the 1870s. Title to the Algodones Ranch was
secured by Guillermo Andrade and his associates, all of whom were Mexicans living in
San Francisco. They began to acquire land on a large scale in 1874 and founded Colonia
Lerdo, an irrigated agncultural colony, along the banks of the Colorado River {Kerig
1988:39). Andrade consolidated his great ranch in 1878, which included a purchase of
pre-existing claims and a concession (which was really a purchase) from the Mexican
government. This ranch consisted of 358,235 hectares, a major part of which included the
delta south of the international boundary. By 1880 cattle grazing on a large scale was
established in the delta. In 1910 Lumholtz (1990[1912]) noted that he had seen several
head of cattle in the lower Colorado River delta, especially around Colonia Lerdo, which
provided services and commerce to the growing cattle industry Cattle ranching did not
seem to much affect the distribution of the four Cocopah bands. This was probably due to
the fact that the Cocopah population was relatively small and ranching did not interfere
with subsistence practices; to the contrary, it might have offered an alternative source of
income for some families. In addition to the elimination of warfare, large-scale imgation
agriculture dealt the final blow that eventually forced many Cocopahs out of their band
territories and their eventual disintegration.
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When the Colorado River Land Company'^ took over Andrade's land holdings on
the Baja California side of the river and bought out the smaller ranchers it was the
beginning of the end for cattle ranching. The cattle industry started to turn in a new
direction when company ranchmen started planting sections of alfalfa and fattening their
cattle in stockyards instead of range feeding them. In 1912, the Colorado River Land
Company turned from cattle to cotton growing as the major utilization of the vast area
which it controlled. The cattle industry remained on a much reduced scale and
agriculture became the major industry for the Imperial Valley in California. KnifTen
(1929:181) noted that the cattle industry had a significant impact on the landscape in its
day, but with its passing it left few traces.
The Cocopah at the Turn of the Century
Most Native Amencans have employed some concept of group membership and
identity and at the turn of the century, the Cocopahs still identified themselves with a
particular band and its territory even though the territorial boundaries may have shifted.
A variety of cultural symbols identified individuals with distinct groups. Symbols of a
common territory, form of dress, language, and sacred and secular "laws" distinguished
one group from another (Spicer 1980).

'^Despite agranan reform and the powerful nationalist drive that resulted from the
Mexican Revolution, the Colorado River Land Company, an enterprise that had been
owned by Los Angeles based entrepreneurs since 1902, retained its extensive
landholdings in northern Baja California until 1937, when most developed portions of the
property were expropriated under President Lazaro Cardenas to form ejidos. Keng (1988)
provides a detailed study of the history of this company and its role in the commercial
development of Baja California and the region's eariy ties to southern California and the
development of irrigation in the Imperial Valley. During the negotiations over the
Colorado River Compact, that divided the waters of the Colorado River. Arizona
Governor George W P. Hunt argued against Mexico's rights to the river in direct
opposition to the Amencan speculators of the Colorado River Land Company who had
large land holdings in northwestern Mexico (Sheridan 1995:222).

99

After a second boundary survey in 1891-96, noted scientists arrived to study the
area and its natural and cultural resources. William J. McGee, William Homaday, Karl
Lumholtz, and Forrest Shreve headed the list of botanists, ethnologists, geographers,
zoologists, and archaeologists who sought to unravel the mysteries of this comer of the
Sonoran Desert and the lower Colorado River delta. According to Kelly (1977:13) the
four Cocopah bands would have still been in the delta between 1890 and 1900 and these
would have more than likely been the Cocopahs encountered by these scientists. Kelly
places the bands as follows: the fF/ Almir occupied the sandhills and the delta for a
distance of 15 to 20 miles north of El Mayor; the Kwukwarsh lived below EI .Mayor to
the limit of fresh water; the Mat Skrui inhabited the center of the delta and the eastern
edge of the Hwanyak\ and the Hwanyak were located along the eastern side of the delta
from about 20 miles below San Luis to the limit of fi"esh water.
Chittenden (1901) referred to the IVi Ahwir Cocopahs along the Hardy River as
the "Mountain" Cocopah due to their close proximity to the Cocopah Mountains. Gifford
(1933) identified the Cocopahs on ranches near Calexico as largely from this group.
According to Gifford (1933:260). his Cocopah consultant, Frank Tehanna "designated
them Kuapa'awiawhe. i.e., (mountain) foreign Cocopa; his own people Axwatnyamats"
and said that the Mountain Cocopah called his people "Kwaenyak, 'easterners.'"
When Chittenden traveled among the Cocopahs in 1901 he descnbed the
Cocopah as having changed very little from the descriptions left from early Spanish
encounters. He found that in the high summer heat the women still wore willow bark
skirts and the men "dispensed with clothing almost altogether." DeLancey Gill
accompanied W J, McGee on an expedition sponsored by the Bureau of Amencan
Ethnology throughout the area in 1900 and photographed Cocopah women weanng
willow bark skins as well as full length calico dresses. Men were photographed weanng
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loincloths as well as shirts and jeans (see A.Williams 1983:101-103, 108). The Cocopahs
hunted, fished and grew crops. The dwellings were constructed of cottonwood poles
covered with tule or arrowweed and eanh, with ramadas and raised platforms where
families kept huge storage baskets. Chittenden (1901:203) also found the Cocopahs still
using hand-made pottery, stone mortars and pestles, and wooden mortars with long, hard
wood pestles used for pounding mesquite pods.
The obvious conclusion to draw from a discussion of the changes in the lower
Colorado River is that the cultural systems and subsistence patterns of the native peoples
who occupied this area have changed drastically since the 1850s. Although there were
some changes in the mid-to-late nineteenth century, such as the shift of many Cocopahs
into the cash economy in response to emerging commercial activities, it was not until the
beginning of the twentieth century that a major migration of Cocopahs north m search of
new land to settle on and wage work occurred. Shortly after McGee and Chittenden
visited the area the Cocopah's way of life was altered forever. The homeland of the
Cocopah would never return to its former ecological status after the devastation caused
by the diversion of the Colorado River to the Salton Sink in 1905. The subsequent
development of reclamation projects along the Colorado River and the development of
irrigation agriculture in the Yuma and Imperial Valleys would bring about a complete
ecological change in the region that continues to the present. It is within this political
ecological milieu that the Cocopahs have managed to survive.
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CHAPTER 4
COMMODITIZATION OF THE COLORADO RIVER AND
COCOPAH WATER RIGHTS
All around here in the Somerton Valley and Gadsden, the Cocopah men
and boys worked. TTiey cleaned up the ground and it would be real level,
you know. They pulled up the mesquite trees or cut trees...They are the
ones that cleaned up the Yuma Valley. All the Cocopahs...moved around
and lived from place to place...They would have stories about working on
the canal and the river...When they built the dam over there, the Laguna
Dam, there were Cocopahs over there too. (Clara Brown, Cocopah Tribal
Elder, 1994)
intrpductipn
I examine commoditization of the lower Colorado River in the twentieth century
and Cocopah water rights

within the context of a constantly changmg and often

controversial political, economic and environmental landscape. Attempts to tame the
river and turn its water into a commodity that would provide material comforts and
prospenty to the rapidly growing desert cities and agribusinesses in Anzona and
California had dire consequences for the Cocopahs. Bordered on each side by harsh
deserts, the lower Colorado River sustained the lives of the Cocopahs. who grew their
crops in the delta, engaged in warfare, and formed political alliances with other tribes
along the river. When human intervention altered the course of the nver, the Cocopahs
expenenced both economic and cultural transformations. Direct access to the river was
cut off when the water was diverted and eventually divided and adjudicated. It was in this
new political ecological environment that the Cocopahs had to adapt to a different
relationship with the Colorado River within the context of a legal framework based on
Indian water nghts

As the future of the Colorado River becomes more dubious the
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Cocopahs are seeking to legitimize their role as players in this new political ecology of
the Colorado River.
The Colorado River has been the most politically contested and altered body of
water in the West.'"^ From the time of earliest contact between the Cocopahs and the
Euro-Americans who were navigating the river in steamboats, these contests have
resulted in the dislocation of the Cocopahs from their homeland and a way of life that
was intricately linked to the Colorado River. By the turn of the century the precarious
riparian areas along the nver had been deforested, as mesquite and cottonwood were cut
to fuel the steamships. Subsequent water reclamation projects sponsored by the United
States government in support of large-scale irrigation farming in the arid Southwest and
southern California,'^ combined with the demands for Colorado River water by rapidly
growing desert cites, have changed both the course of the river and the quantity and
quality of the water. As the Colorado River became an important commodity in the West
the Cocopahs became more marginalized in the process.
From the late nineteenth century to the present, the lower Colorado River has
been the object of a power struggle. This struggle has pitted state against state, states
against the federal government, and Indian tnbes against both. The issue of Indian water
rights is only one dimension of the contest over water for electnc power, irrigation
agriculture, and recreation in the southwestern desert states of Anzona and California.
With the recent growth of Las Vegas, Nevada has become a major player in the

•'^The literature dealing with the Colorado River controversy is immense. Philip Fradkin
(I984[1981 ]), Noms Hundley (1975), Dean Mann (1963), and Joseph Stevens (1988)
provide accounts of the early politics of the Colorado River.
'^The imgation projects that are of concern here developed in both the Impenal Valley
in southern California and in the Yuma Valley in southwestern Anzona. Irrigation water
from the Colorado River has enabled these two major commercial agricultural areas in
the United States to produce winter vegetables for the rest of the country.

103

competition over Colorado River water. At the center of controversy for almost a century,
the Colorado River will no doubt continue to be contested well into the twenty-first
century. In order to set the stage for culture change among the Cocopah and to examine
their role in the political ecology of the lower Colorado River, the development of
commercial activities in the delta during the latter half of the nineteenth century and the
early decades of the twentieth century must be considered. Indian water nghts litigation
in the past three decades has finally provided the Cocopahs with legal access to the
Colorado River that had long been denied them. The impact of the political ecology of
the lower Colorado River delta on Cocopah cultural identity is tied to these histoncal
changes in the river itself and the agncultural development of the surrounding desert.
Changing the Course of the Colorado River to the Imperial Vallev
William P. Blake's scientific observation in 1853 that the Salton Sink was below
sea level opened up the desert of southern California to new possibilities for
development. In a matter of a few years O.M. Wozencraft of San Francisco was
formulating schemes for the reclamation of three million acres of desert land (Sykes
1937:108-109). Beginning in 1858 Wozencraft based his plan on the utilization of a
series of natural connecting overflow channels from the Colorado River that would
introduce water into the southeastern margin of the basin. There were several other
schemes attempted, but it was Lieutenant Bergland's utilization of the Alamo channel in
1875-1876 that established it as the main waterway between the river and the basin
before it became the main diversion canal for the next quarter century.
In the winter of 1892-1893 Charles R. Rockwood changed the name and objective
of the Anzona and Sonora Land and Irrigation Company, which had been explonng and
improving lands on the east side of the Colorado River, to the Colorado River Imgation
Company. The new purpose was to develop the lands of the Colorado Desert to the west
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of the nver in southern California. A distribution system was worked out which made it
necessary to go into Mexico to get around the sand hills and mesas that blocked a direct
route. After lengthy negotiations and modifications of the plan to have the head-gate
located south of Yuma at the international boundary, the company reorganized in 1896
under the name of the California Development Company. The Sociedad de Riego y
Terrenos de la Baja California was incorporated as an affiliate company in Mexico City
in 1898 in order to facilitate the construction work and operations in Mexico (Sykes
1937:110-11).
In 1900 the "Colorado Desert" was changed to the Impenal Valley at the
suggestion of George Chaffey, who is credited with bringing Colorado River water into
the basin. A new company, the Imperial Land Company, was organized in March 1900 to
attract and locate settlers and business enterprises into the renamed valley.'^ Chaffey
succeeded in turning water into the head-gates in May 1901 and by February 1902, over
2,000 prospective settlers were ready to receive water. The following year proved to be a
strenuous one for the settlers and the promoters. Funds were exceedingly low and a soil
survey report strongly discouraged the cultivation of the valley lands. Nevertheless,
settlement of the valley went fonvard and over 600 miles of distributing canals and
laterals were brought into operation in 1903. By 1904 over 150,000 acres had been
brought under cultivation.

'^The success of this venture was phenomenal. The Imperial Land Company would help
settlers locate and file their claims on government land and then arrange generous
mortgages so that the farmers could buy water from the California Development
Company. For any settlers who were unable to meet their payments the Company would
take over the acreage and resell it to latecomers at inflated market pnces (Lavender
1982:181)
'^Amencan land developers did not waste any time in taking advantage of ChafTey's
efforts and grabbed the opportunity to develop the delta south of the international
boundary. The Colorado River Land Company, as mentioned in the previous chapter, was
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Canals silting up combined with an acute shortage of water in the winter of 19031904 became a major problem forcing ten thousand settlers to clamor for water from the
Colorado River. To bring more water the development company cut a short bypass
around an obstructing gate but the new canal quickly silted up. They then secured an
informal and temporary agreement with the Mexican government whereby a river bank
might be cut below the international boundary. This soon proved to be inadequate and
both temporary openings were left unprotected by head-gates. The discharge provided by
the 1904 summer floods was short-lived and it was realized that more drastic measures
needed to be taken. Another opening between the river and the canal was made about 4
miles below the international boundary which was also left unprotected by a head-gate.
Water was admitted through all three openings and temporary wing dams were placed in
the river to direct the current toward the head-gates. With a steady flow of water, the
channel proved to be adequate for maintaining the necessary supply to the Impenal
Valley (Sykes 1937:113-114).

a North Amencan-owned Mexican corporation that held ownership to much of the arable
land on the Mexican side of the Colorado River delta (Kerig 1988; I). It was developed by
a syndicate of Los Angeles businessmen in 1902 to take advantage of a recently
inaugurated commercial project to irrigate California's Imperial Valley (Kerig 1988:2-3).
Irrigation water was divened from the Colorado River and conducted by gravity flow
through Baja California to the Imperial Valley. The Company proceeded to privately
purchase 850,000 acres of desert land, 600,000 of which within a couple of years were
irrigable and suitable for cultivation in the northeastern comer of Baja California in the
present-day Mexicali Valley. As Kerig (1988:3) states this was "much of the potentially
productive land on the Mexican side of the Colorado River delta" and they soon began to
develop it for commercial purposes. What is interesting about the Colorado River Land
Company is the fact that it was able to continue its operations in Mexico for decades
after the Mexican Revolution. Kerig (1988) explores this in detail in her case study of
this North American owned company that operated in Baja California between 1902 and
1944.
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Three floods occumng in early 1905 resulted in the turning point in the diversion
efforts of the Colorado River. Sykes (1937:114) claims that this "made physiographic and
engineering history in the region for the succeeding five years and...has profoundly
influenced the morphology of the delta until the present time." In August 1905 a breach
more than half a mile wide in the river bank sent the entire Colorado River roaring into
the Alamo channel. As it reached the valley it spread out into a series of streams that
destroyed thousands of acres and washed away parts of Mexicali and Calexico before
coming to rest in what is now the Salton Sea (Lavender 1982:181). Although settlers in
the valley were alarmed at the amount of water flowing in, the development company,
with severe financial difficulties, was unable to cope with the situation. All further
attempts to control the runaway river were abandoned until the Fall at which time the
Southern Pacific Company took over and the railroad engineers began attempts to regain
control of the river. This was successfully accomplished in February, 1907. In the
meantime, the river followed its new course through the California desert and a mere
trickle passed down the former course through the delta towards the Gulf of California
(Sykes 1937:116).
The Southern Pacific Company continued to control the water in the canals and
the building of levees until 1909 at which time the development went into receivership.
Control was assumed by the Imperial Irrigation District in 1916. The Imperial Irrigation
District had been organized under California state law in 1911 for the ultimate purpose of
acquiring the water-distnbution system. By 1922 this District had absorbed the mutual
water companies that had been in charge of water distribution and had taken full control
of the business of irrigation throughout the valley.
As early as 1912 there was a movement to construct an "all American" canal
wholly within the United States thus eliminating the necessity for reciprocal agreements
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with Mexico. In order for the project to be economically sound, plans for the All
American Canal had to be linked to a general plan for water storage and flood control on
the Colorado River. The demands for water and electric power by the City of Los
Angeles and the plans for the All American Canal at last crystallized into the Boulder
Canyon Act in 1928 (Sykes 1937:121-122) and the beginning of large-scale reclamation
projects which included the construction of monumental dams along the Colorado
River.'®
While Caiifomians, especially in Los Angeles and the Imperial Valley, proceeded
in developing the Colorado River other states recognized that their future development
depended heavily on the same water source. They grew uneasy as they watched the
advances being made by the state that contributed the least amount of runoff to the river.
Particularly disturbed were the residents in the upper Colorado River Basin states who
had shorter growing seasons and wanted reclamation projects of their own (Hundley
1986:14). Their concerns were exacerbated by the approval of the Boulder Canyon Dam
in early 1922. The leaders in the Upper Basin states responded by adamantly opposing all
reclamation projects on the lower Colorado River until their own interests were
safeguarded. Colorado argued that it was entitled to all water originating within its
boundaries and in June 1922 the Supreme Court ruled in Wyoming v. Colorado that prior
appropriation'^ gave legal entitlement to the first person using water regardless of state
lines.

'^Large-scale reclamation projects along the Colorado River have resulted in the
construction of the Glen Canyon Dam, Hoover Dam, Davis Dam, Parker Dam, Impenal
Dam, and Laguna Dam, and water storage for hydroelectric and recreational use at Lake
Powell, Lake Mead, and Lake Mohave. See Joseph E. Stevens' Hoover Dam: An
American Dream (1988) for a vivid description of the development of the Impenal
Valley leading up to the construction of the monumental Hoover Dam.
'''The doctrine of prior appropriation evolved as the dominant mechanism by which most
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Delph CaqDcnter, a prominent Colorado attorney with years of experience in
water litigation, devised a strategy to protect the interests of the Upper Basin states. At a
1920 meeting of the League of the Southwest, Caqjenter called for a compact covering
the Colorado River. Carpenter drafted a proposal allocating the Colorado's waters equally
to the Upper and Lower Basins. He established Lee's Ferry as the demarcation point and
placed Wyoming, Colorado, Utah, and New Mexico in the Upper Basin and Arizona,
California, and Nevada in the Lower Basin. The highest priority was given to water use
for agricultural and domestic purposes, followed by hydroelectric power. Navigation was
made subservnent to all other uses. Any future treaty with Mexico was to be dependent on
surplus waters and consideration of the Indians was left to be dealt with according to the
obligations already set forth by the U.S. government toward Indian tribes, which didn't
mean much. The Indian tribes along the Colorado River would fare better under the
ruling of Arizona v. California which will be discussed in more detail in a later section of
this chapter.
The Colorado River Compact was signed on November 24, 1922 in Santa Fe,
New Mexico. Within five months all of the states had ratified the compact except
Arizona, which finally ratified the compact on February 24, 1944.-'^ Major opposition to

western states allocated surface waters by 1900 (Checchio and Colby 1993:7). It was a
hierarchy of rights based on chronological order by users (Burton 1991:19) and was
founded on the concept "first in time, first in right." Under this doctrine a water right is
granted to those who appropnate surface waters first with the understanding that they
have permanent access to that water source as long as the water is put to "beneficial use"
on a regular basis. Western expansion was based on this doctrine in the appropriation of
land, water, and natural resources.
-^Hundley (1986) provides an overview of the contention between Arizona and
California and the reasons for Arizona opposing the compact and the Boulder Canyon
Act. In part Arizona's opposition had to do with economics, but it also had to do with
state sovereignty.
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the Compact stemmed from the concerns of Arizona Governor George W P. Hunt and
his followers that the Upper Basin states were given plenty of water while Arizona and
the other Lower Basin states were shortchanged and would not be compensated for
evaporation loss from

the yet to be constructed reservoirs (Hundley 1966:60-61).

Arizona's move to ratify the Compact was compelled by a treaty between the United
States and Mexico that ended nearly a half century of controversy by agreeing to divide
the waters of the Colorado River. It was agreed that Mexico would receive 1.5 million
acre feet.-' Califomians fought this allocation vigorously because they thought this
would encroach on their basic compact allocations, especially their allocation to surplus
water which they were already using. The water wars among the states over the Colorado
River have continued over the years and will no doubt continue well into the twenty-first
century.
Irrigation Development in the Yuma Valley
While much was given to the growth of the Imperial Valley on the California side
of the Colorado River entrepreneurs were developing the Yuma Valley into an
agricultural gold mine in the Arizona desert. With the building of the Laguna Dam and
Irrigation System in 1902 agriculture quickly became the dommant industry in the Yuma
Valley (Pierson 1987:8). The reclamation projects on the lower Colorado River near
Yuma rank second only to the Salt River Project in economic importance to the state of
Arizona. Two projects were authorized early in this centurv, the Yuma Project in 1904
and the Yuma Auxiliary Project in 1917 (Mann 1963:135). By 1910 eighty percent of the
Valley's farmers relied on water from the Yuma Project with cotton as the major crop.

-'Acre feet refers to the volume of water that will cover an area of 1 acre to a depth of I
foot (43,560 cubic feet). When referring to the use of water by states, Mexico, or major
users, water volumes are often stated in millions of acre feet per year (Weatherford,
Wallace and Storey 1988:5).
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Other crops included alfalfa and alfalfa seed. In December 1919 an auction of land for
the Yuma Auxiliary Project opened up 6,000 acres on Yuma Mesa to agriculture and
water was supplied through a series of pumps which raised it from the canals of the
Yuma Irrigation Project. Over 75 percent of the tracts were sold in 1919, and by 1929,
over 1,500 acres of grapefruit and other types of citrus were being grown (Pierson
1987:18).
Although the Cocopahs were well established in the Yuma Valley, these largescale irrigation projects primarily benefited the Euro-American farmers moving into the
region. An Italian immigrant, E.F. Sanguinetti, was the leading farmer in the area during
the first three decades of the century. He is credited with reviving the economy of Yuma
after the closing of the North Star and King mines in 1910. Sanguinetti owned 3,500
acres and was considered Arizona's largest farmer in 1924 (Pierson 1987:9). Farmers like
Sanguinetti had the political and economic backing to make sure that they would receive
the water they needed through the Yuma Water Users' Association. By 1938 Yuma
County was in the midst of large-scale irrigation projects that were providing jobs and
doubling the irrigable acreage in the Yuma Valley.
Yuma Valley growers suffered along with the rest of the state when cotton prices
fell. Despite a poor market, cotton remained the staple of the local economy until 1934,
when 12 percent of the county's cotton acreage was taken out of production due to
government subsidy programs (Pierson 1987:62). Yuma County acreage in production
dropped in 1939 when the Agricultural Adjustment Act subsidies began to limit
production. Wheat and lettuce were also affected by government regulations during the
late 1930s. On the other hand, crops such as citrus, nuts and dates were gaining in the
state's total crop production by the end of 1939, and Yuma County led the way in
developing these (Pierson 1987:62).
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According to Mann (1963:135) the "Yuma Auxiliary Project was originally
designed for 45,000 acres, but the irrigation works constructed were unable to serve the
entire area. In 1949 the project was restricted to 3,305 acres with the remaining acreage
being served as part of the Yuma Mesa division of the Gila project." The Yuma County
Water Users' Association took over the Yuma Project from

the U.S. Bureau of

Reclamation in 1959. By the early 1960s project water served an area of 53,000 acres and
had the highest gross crop value per acre irrigated of any reclamation project in the state
(Mann 1963:134).
By the early 1970s there were approximately 350 commercial farms with over
thirty acres of irrigated cropland for a total of 105,000 acres in Yuma County. Citrus
farms occupied approximately another 24,000 acres. According to Kelso, Martin, and
Mack (1973:83) the "general crop farms are diversified, typically using a cotton-alfalfa
and small grain and vegetable-melon rotation." The major portion of Yuma County
cropland is irrigated from the surface waters of the Colorado River. A complex of six
irrigation districts in the southwest comer of the county supports approximately 145,000
acres of irrigable cropland. In one of these districts a small amount of imgation water is
obtained from shallow wells. In another five districts, all water supplies are obtained by
surface diversions from the Colorado River. These districts contract with the U.S. Bureau
of Reclamation for their water deliveries (Kelso, et al. 1973:84).
Today, Yuma County encompasses 5,561 square miles of desert interspersed with
rugged mountains. The abundance of arable land in the valley regions, coupled with a
warm, dry climate, results in a thriving agricultural business. There are now 166,000
acres of cropland in Yuma County, about four percent of the county's total land area.
Federal and State governments own 91 percent of the county's total land and nine percent
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is privately owned (Howell, Tickes and Wilcox 1993).-- The Colorado River is the
source of irrigation water for the Yuma Mesa and surrounding valley. The county
agricultural water use totals 920,000 acre feet per year.
Land and Water: Cocopah Coping Strategies
Since the beginning of the growing interest in irrigation agriculture in the
Imperial and Yuma Valleys the Cocopahs were social actors in the process, but the
political actors and economic beneficiaries continued to be the Euro-American power
brokers of the western states and the nation. The Cocopahs experienced a social and
economic crisis in 1905 when the head-gates of the Imperial Valley canal system were
washed out and the Colorado River changed its course and cut through to the Salton Sink
(which became known as the Salton Sea after it filled up) in southern California. For the
following two years the delta region was dry. As a result, Cocopah families south of the
break were unable to pursue subsistence floodwater farming. Many moved north, where
Cocopah men found employment rebuilding and expanding the Imperial Valley canal and
irrigation system. This event constituted a major fracture among the Cocopah, both for
kin relations and for their established subsistence pattern. Although some families
remained in the delta and eked out a living as best they could, the Cocopahs never re-

—In 1993 the principal crops grown included cotton and hay with a total value of almost
S44 million. Vegetable crops have become increasingly important in recent years and
generated over S303 million, the highest return for any commodity group. Lettuce was
the principal vegetable crop with supplies available from mid-November into April, and
grossing 62 percent of the vegetable income. Citrus grossed over $116 million in 1993,
v^ath lemons as the major crop. Seed crops are becoming increasingly important with
more than 15,000 acres grown grossing almost Si5 million. The 1987 farm census
indicated 609 farms averaging 447 acres per farm. Agricultural employment peeks in
December when more than 21,000 workers are employed, mostly Mexican farm workers
(Howell, et al. 1993).
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established their former economic pattern. While some Cocopahs had been involved in
the cash economy as early as the 1850s, by 1905 nearly all were forced to turn to wage
labor. Cocopahs on both sides of the international boundary moved around in small
groups seeking work on Mexican farms and many of those who went north, settled
around Somerton, Arizona and found work on Euro-American farms (Castetter and Bell
1951:83).
Shortly after the Cocopah reservation was established in 1917 the superintendent
at the Fort Yuma Indian School sought federal support to improve the situation for the
Cocopahs living there. In 1919, E.M. Sweet, inspector for the U.S. Indian Service, added
a narrative report to the Annual Report to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs by L.L.
Odle, superintendent at the Fort Yuma Indian School.
1 do not know of a tribe in a state of development no [sic] more advanced
than the Yumas [Quechan] who present a picture of industry. What I have
said of the Yumas is correspondingly true of the Cocopahs on whose land-recently secured on the Arizona side of the Colorado—is presented a
similar picture of industrial activity—new native houses built thereon, men
plowing the land preparatory to planting, and women with shovels
dragging down mounds into the low places and leveling it [West
Reservation] up for the coming irrigation water (E.Nf. Sweet in L.L. Odle
to Commissioner of Indian Affairs, 7/l/19:NA).
Even though the Cocopahs were becoming more dependent on wage labor, this repon
indicates that some subsistence farming continued. It is difficult to determine which
groups of Cocopahs Sweet is referring to, but more than likely these were the Hwunyak
Cocopahs living on the West Reservation, located along the Colorado River. The
mention of this land being prepared for the "coming irrigation water" suggests an
understanding by the Cocopahs that they were going to receive irrigation water for their
farms. This would mean a shift from subsistence floodwater farming to irrigation farming
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that required both financial and technical assistance from the federal government through
the Fort Yuma Indian School.
For the first five

years after the reservation was established there was much

confusion and misunderstanding between the Cocopahs and government officials
concerning access to land and water. At first there was a question as to the exact
boundaries of the reservation. It was thought by both the Cocopahs and government
officials that there was only one area of land set aside as a reservation when in fact there
were two such areas. One reservation was located where the West Reservation is today
and the other area was a strip of land that is now part of the East Reservation (this is
e.xplained in more detail in chapter five).
Those Cocopahs who did want to continue their tradition of subsistence farming
or to grow commercial crops found that their need for water was being totally ignored as
the Colorado River and the irrigable desert lands along it were being taken over by nonIndians. EfTorts were made by L.L. Odle, the superintendent at the Fort Yuma Indian
School, to remedy the water problem for the Cocopahs but he was unsuccessful in
convincmg Congress to set side an appropriation for them. For the Cocopahs the
alternative was to work as wage laborers for Euro-Amencan farmers moving into the
Yuma Valley after the irrigation projects were implemented. Willie Phillips recalled that
"the old people worked at leveling the land for farmers using mules." He remembered his
father cleanng and leveling the desert and he added that "the Cocopahs dug the canal
from San Luis to Yuma." They were already familiar with the cash economy from
working on the steamships and as construction laborers on the levees and canals, so
working as farm laborers seemed a natural extension to what they had already been
doing.
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Superintendent Odle wrote to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs concerning the
allocation of irrigation water for the Cocopahs;
These Indians have their land already to plant, but under instructions
received by the project manager of the U.S. Reclamation Service no water
can be delivered. Without water to raise crops the Indians have to leave
the reservation to find work and at the present time are in very hard
circumstances. TTiey cannot send their children to school until some relief
is obtained and water is available to raise their com, beans, etc. They will
return at once and cultivate crops when water is available (L.L. Odle to
Commissioner of Indian Affairs, 5/11/21. NA).
The Commissioner of Indian Affairs responded:
The said reservation was set apart by Executive Order of September 27,
1917, and contains approximately 400 acres of land within the Yuma
Reclamation Project for the use and occupancy of the Cocopah Indians.
The matter of acquiring permanent water rights for these Indians has been
before the Office several times in the past, and items, from time to time,
have been included in the estimate presented to Congress for
appropriations, but so far Congress has not seen fit to appropriate money
for acquiring permanent water rights for the Indians of the reservation,
presumably for the reason that there is some question as to the nghts of
these Indians (Charles H. Burke to L.L. Odle, 12/20/21 ;NA).
This question as to which Cocopahs had nghts to land and water would go on for
decades.
As the Cocopahs witnessed their former way of life disappear continued to
struggle to maintain their rights to land and Colorado River water shortly after the Yuma
Irrigation Project got underway in the 1920s. In 1923, Jim Barley and Billy Miller, two
unenrolled, non-reservation Cocopah leaders, requested land and water so that they could
carry on with their "way of life." Frustrated with the lack of response they were getting
from superintendent Odle at Fort Yuma, several Cocopahs went to the Mission Indian
Federation Convention in Riverside, California to ask for assistance in presenting their
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grievances to Washington. The Grievance Committee of the Federation resolved to assist
the Cocopahs in presenting the "desperate situation of these Indians since the building of
the Laguna Dam placed the disposition of their irrigation water into other hands, making
farming on their lands too expensive for them to continue" (Robert McGee, Chief of
Grievance Committee to the Secretary of the Interior, 5/5/23:NA). They also petitioned to
have a reservation set aside for the many "homeless" Cocopahs.
In another grievance sent to the Department of the Interior some of the
unrecognized Cocopahs wrote;
We are the Cocopahs, and we have no reservation and no land. We lived
along the Colorado River and raised crops and were doing very well.
According to old customs we always believed in our hearts whenever we
existed on any land we know it is our country.

Since the Laguna Dam was built we got no water and then we were very
poor. We have to live anywhere we can get work as laborers among white
people. Several years ago Fort Yuma Indian School proposed to set aside a
reservation for the Cocopah Indians. Then the Supenntendent appointed
one of them as chief This was Frank D. Hunn, a friend of the Agent.
about nine years ago. It was not a regular patent land, but just regular
reservation The Cocopahs knew this man in Mexico and they knew he
was not honest, and we were afraid to become their wards. So Hunn was
not recognized as chief by the Cocopahs and they don't want him. His
relatives and friends were chosen by the chief to go to the land. So the
chief had no confidence of the tribe, and for this reason others were not
allowed on the reservation. Afterwards most of this large tract of land was
turned over to white people and these people only had a small part left.

We saw Indians on the reservation had no control of themselves or no help
from agents, so nothing to gain there. Then we learned about the
federation and decided to join two years ago to cooperate with other
Indians.-^ We elected Captain Jim Barley, President Billy Miller, Vicepresident Miller B, Jones, and worked with the Somerton Indians. We

-^Forty Cocopahs joined the federation in 1921,
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have made reports to the Federation about our history and asking for help
but nothing has ever been done yet (List of Yuma and Cocopah
Grievances sent to Huben Work. Secretary of the Office of Indian AlTairs,
5/26/23:NA).
From what I am able to surmise from this grievance. Miller and Barley were living off of
Eighth Street in Yuma, which is close to the present day North Reservation. Relations
bet\veen them and the Cocopahs on the West Reservation were not very cordial. The
West Reservation was under the leadership of Frank Tehanna ("Frank D. Hunn ") and the
Cocopahs living there were mostly his friends and family, possibly all members of the
Hwunyak band. These were the Cocopahs who were recognized as Amencan Indians and
officially enrolled in 1922.
The settlement of different Cocopah bands around the Somerton area histoncally
may explain some of the conflict between the Barley and Miller factions and Tehanna.
There may have been some turf wars relating to leadership among the bands as they were
forced out of their original temtory and were settling into the Somerton area. The
Hwanyak who settled along the Colorado River where the West Reservation is located no
doubt had the best land as they did histoncally in the lower delta region (Kelly 1977). It
IS possible that Tehanna maneuvered to exclude other bands from the onginal census m
1921, when Superintendent Odle at the Fort Yuma Indian School only counted the
Cocopahs who were already living on the West Reservation and did not attempt to add
the Cocopahs dispersed on farms and in other camps to the census data he was collecting.
TTie reference in the letter to lands being turned over to "white people" was more
than likely a reference to the appropnation of their traditional lands by Euro-Amencan
ranchers and farmers over the previous fifty years which had forced most of the
Cocopahs to move. The unrecognized Cocopahs, in particular, were being pushed into
more marginal lands outside the reservation boundaries. These Cocopahs did not have
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access to water or land and were unable to continue \vith their subsistence farming.
Because they were not officially enrolled, the federal government's response was that
there was nothing they could do to assist them.
Some Cocopah families found short-term solutions to water access as Rudy Hayes
recalled:
The people taking care of the canal were real nice because we were
unable to irrigate. My great grandfather tried to cut across by putting a
pipe in the canal. The guys went back and turned the water off and when
the water went down they helped him dig a trench across the canal and
they put the pipe in there and they had water for their field. When they
released the water again we put a little rag in the end of the pipe and when
he wanted to irrigate he could just take the end off They had all the water
they wanted then. These people were great to us back in his time.
This was in the 1940s when Mr. Hayes' family was living on the mesa above the East
Reservation. The field that his grandfather was trying to get water to was behind the EastMain Canai that comes out of Yuma. This is also indicative of the relationship that some
of the Cocopahs had with the local Euro-American farmers. Many of the Cocopah elders
interviewed recalled several incidences where these farmers tned to help them.
According to Lincoln Miller, however, trying to obtam potable dnnking water
was another matter:
The water from the canals was not very clean. Hand pumps were better
and cleaner than the old well, because they used a pipe that went straight
down into the water table with a pump handle on top. These were used on
the East Reservation. If a person didn't have a hand pump they would go
to the well and help themselves. Sometimes this entailed hauling water
from one place to another and it was a lot of work. We stored the water in
a bucket. We used a lot of water so it didn't last long, especially in the
summer when it was hot. People bathed mostly in the canal or the river
whichever they lived closest to. That's where they would bathe and wash
their clothes. So, that was them years. Today, it is different.
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Eddy San Diego showed me a photograph of one of these pumps. Since the water table
was high, they were able to shove a metal pipe into the ground and attach a hand pump to
the top to obtain drinking water. The well that Mr. Miller mentioned was about a mile
from most of the residences on the East Reservation and it was difficult to haul the heavy
buckets of water by hand over a mile in distance. Some elderly Cocopahs recalled going
to the well in wagons and filling up large milk cans with water and hauling these back to
their homes.
From the beginning, very few Cocopahs fanned the reservation lands. Joe San
Diego, a tribal leader in the 1940s-1950s, had some land on the West Reservation which
he planted with com and squash. Eddy San Diego recalled that when his grandfather had
a lot of com he would let people come and pick their own. He also grew white tepary
beans:
They would dig them up by the roots and put them in a canvas sack and
carry them in. My grandmother used to beat them out of the pods and put
them in flour sacks and sell them. Even some of the Quechan would buy
them.
When anthropologists William and Dorothea Kelly came to southwest Arizona to
start their ethnographic fieldwork in 1940 they estimated that there were appro.ximately
200-250 Cocopahs living around Somerton who were not on a reservation. These
Cocopahs, or at least their parents, came out of Mexico to work on Yuma Valley farms
before immigration rules were enforced (WHK Fieldnotes 1940, P. 1: ASM). There were
about 50 Cocopahs living on the West Reservation. Some were still practicing farming by
using water from a pump irrigation system, but most were working for local farmers
when they could get work. Willie Philips said that when his father was working on the
farms "they were picking cotton, thrashing, that kind of thing. Thrashing, using a
combine-like machine except they also used a pitchfork and so on for thrashing." When
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Willie was growing up he also worked on the farms "thrashing cotton, alfalfa, and
wheat." He said that sometimes he also worked for farmers who were growing com for
chicken feed.
Other Cocopah families were living on Lots 5 & 6 (now part of the North
Reservation) where they had been since the early 1930s. Based on the continual flow of
correspondence from these Cocopahs to the Office of Indian Affairs and the Department
of the Interior, it appears that they also lacked informal access to water. In addition to
problems with white squatters settling on this land, the Cocopahs continued to be unable
to acquire water for their fields, as noted in a letter from a Cocopah living there in 1957.
George Hart, the chairman of the Riverside Cocopah Reservation,-^ questioned
why the Agreement made between the Bureau of Indian Affairs and the Bureau of
Reclamation covered only 61.9 acres, when Lots 5 & 6 along with the accreted land came
to 350 acres. He noted that over 200 acres of this land was being farmed by white
squatters, and "they pump the Colorado River to irrigate their farm but we understand
also that we can't divert the nver to irrigate our own garden," He questioned why the
Cocopahs had no water nghts unless they paid S75 per acre for imgation water (George
Hart to Barry Goldwater, 9/17/57; BIA, Fort Yuma).
Senator Goldwater responded by requesting a report on behalf of Mr. Hart. W H.
Taylor, Regional Director of Region 3 of the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation in Boulder
City, Nevada, replied that they were;
not required to furnish water nor shall water be diverted from the
Colorado River for these lands for irrigation or other purposes. This
provision is in accordance with a departmental commitment not to e.xecute
additional contracts for the diversion and use of Colorado River water

-'^This is the only reference to Lots 5 & 6, now part of the North Cocopah Reservation,
being referred to as the Riverside Cocopah Reservation.
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until a decision is reached in the Supreme court case of Arizona v
California. The issue of the land claim was directed to the BIA at Fort
Yuma (W.H. Taylor to W. Norwood Cox, 2/6/58; BIA, Fort Yuma).
Mr. Cox referred this letter to the Colorado River Agency in Parker, Arizona who had
jurisdiction over the Cocopah at the time.-^ Eldon LaCourse. acting superintendent,
replied by saying that it was felt that:
Mr. Hart, through his mterpreter, must have misunderstood the
conversation with Mrs. Ruth M. Peavy, Realty Assistant from this
agency...No mention was made of any proposal to obtain the use of the
lands now used by the white settlers for the Cocopahs. Neither was there
any proposal that the Bureau of Indian Affairs would attempt to acquire a
water nght for these lands (Eldon LaCourse to W.H. Taylor. 2/25/58: BIA,
Fort Yuma).
Mr. Hart was advised of the limitations contained in the "Agreement" between the
Bureau of Reclamation and the Bureau of Indian Affairs with respect to the use of water
These limitations prohibited the use of Colorado River water for "any of the lands
whether for irrigation or for any other purpose." The Bureau of Reclamation had been
making temporary annual contracts for the sale of water at approximately S75 per acre.
The letter noted that there was nothing to prevent the use of Colorado River water by the
Cocopah under such agreements if they could be executed with the Bureau of
Reclamation. The letter ended by stating that "technically Mr. George Hart is a nonIndian and for that reason is not a recognized beneficiary of the United States" (Eldon
LaCourse to W H. Taylor. 2,'25/58: BIA: Fort Yuma).

-^Jurisdiction over the Cocopahs switched back and forth between Fort Yuma and the
Colorado River Agency, With recent federal cut backs the BIA moved their offices from
Fort Yuma to the Colorado River Agency. The realty office and Indian Health Services
remained at Fort Yuma although there was discussion of contracting with Yuma Regional
Hospital for long-term care in 1994.
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TTiis statement highlighted the issue of the legal status of those Cocopahs who
were considered outsiders^ and their lack of access to the benefits and protection that the
officially enrolled Cocopahs were entitled to. The reference to Cocopahs like Mr. Hart as
"non-Indians" or outsiders was legitimized by the attitude of certain governmental
agencies toward these Cocopahs, especially the Bureau of Reclamation who had the most
to lose by turning over accreted lands to the Cocopahs. The issue of the legal status of
numerous Cocopahs living in the Yuma Valley is discussed in detail in Chapter Five.
The Cocopah struggle was only a small part of the international and interstate
politics m which the waters of the Colorado River figured. The Colorado River Compact
in 1922 attempted to resolve some of the issues among the southwestern states and
California in terms of the apportionment of the Colorado River. Indian water nghts, on
the other hand, would entail decisions by the Supreme Court.^^ The landmark U.S.
Supreme Court decision in Indian water rights was Winters v. United States (207 U.S.
564) in 1908. The Winters doctnne provides that when the federal government withdraws
land from the public domain to create a reservation it also reserves the rights to enough
water to fulfill the purposes for which the reservation was created. The Court decision
that probably had the most impact for the Cocopah spjecifically was Arizona v.
California. It took the courts eleven years to adjudicate Arizona v. California, but when \t
was finally decided in 1963 it had implications for the future water nghts of the Colorado
River tnbes. Although Indian water nghts had been firmly recognized in Winters v.
United Stales, it was the 1963 decision that specifically named the Cocopahs as one of
the beneficianes.

-^The literature on Indian water nghts is extensive. See Bunon (1991), Checchio and
Colby (1993), DuMars, O'Leary. and Utton (1984), Daniel McCool (1994), McGuire,
Lord, and Wallace (1993), and Weatherford, Wallace and Storey (1988) for some of the
more recent overviews and analyses of Indian water rights and the law.
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The issues of resource rights on executive order reservations for Indians was not
clarified in the Winters decision so it was presented to the Court in Arizona v. California
I (373 U.S. 546) in 1963. This case raised questions concerning the allocation of scarce
resources on a grand scale and involved the largest record ever to come to the Court
(Wilkinson 1987:66). In 1964, the Court issued a decree implementing its 1963 findings
in Arizona v. California. This 1964 decree substantially settled the water rights among
the states, as well as water rights of the Indians to water from the states' allotments
(Tuttle 1982:15). The Cocopah were one of five reservations along the lower Colorado
River whose interests were asserted in the lawsuit. The other reservations were the
Chemehuevi, Colorado River Indian Tribes, Fort Yuma, and Fort Mojave. All five
reservations were decreed rights to specific quantities of approximately 900,000 acre feet
of Colorado River water annually, with pnority dates corresponding to the dates of the
establishment of the reservations and based on their total imgable acreage.
On January 9, 1979, the Supreme Court entered supplemental decrees as
requested by the then-existing parties in Arizona v. California. 439 U S. 419 (1979). The
"irrigable acreage" clause was changed when the Court declared that those nghts could
be used to serve any beneficial purpose for the reservation including commercial
development (Weatherford, Wallace and Storey 1988:20). Thus, these tnbes now have
nghts to Colorado River water for purposes other than agriculture which potentially
opens the door to a variety of economic development possibilities.
The 1979 Decree resolved major issues that were in litigation. But before the
Decree was entered new questions arose. The five Indian tnbes followed by the U S.
government made claims for additional water rights to reservations lands. The Indian
tribes previously had no part in the litigation. The U.S. government had represented
them. In December 1977. the Fort Mojave, Chemehuevi. and Quechan Indian Tribes
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moved for a "leave to intervene as indispensable parties." Then on April 10, 1978, the
Colorado River Indian Tribes and the Cocopahs filed a motion for "leave to intervene"
and petitioned for intervention. Both groups of Indians sought to intervene because they
felt that the U.S. could not adequately represent their interests. All five tnbes, in essence,
claimed entitlement to water rights apportioned to two types of land. These included
"boundary land" which is land that was or should have been recognized as a reservation,
and "omitted lands" which are the lands that have been added to the reservation since it
was originally established, for which the U.S. failed to claim water rights to in the earlier
litigation. The motion filed by the Fort Mojave, Chemehuevi, and Quechan Tribes
claimed that these issues could be raised because the inadequate prior representations of
the U.S. The Cocopah and Colorado River Indian Tribes alleged that the omitted lands
claim was open to relitigation because of inadequate representation. Before the entry of
the supplemental decree, the States and the U.S. filed papers which opposed these
motions to intervene. The U.S. initially argued that it had adequately represented the
Indians and the Slates argued that intervention would authorize a suit by the Tribes
against the states in violation of the 1 Uh Amendment. On December 22. 1978, the U S.
moved for entry of a Supplemental Decree to grant additional water nghts for boundary'
lands and omitted lands.
In the late 1980s, Weatherford, et al. (1988:20) reported that "Indian water rights
for each reservation must be quantified by either Congress, the executive branch, or a
court before they are enforceable or, practically speaking, leasable." At that time, the
five lower Colorado River tribes were at different stages in asserting their reserved rights
to claims, and having those claims quantified and recognized. Ten tnbal governments
with water nghts to the mainstream of the Colorado River formed the Colorado River
Basin Tribes Partnership in 1992. These ten tribes include the five Colorado River tnbes
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that were decreed water nghts under Arizona v. California, four that have settlements
enacted by Congress (Jicanlla Apache, Ute Mountain Ute, Northern Ute and Southern
Lite), and the Navajo Nation who possesses a statutory right to water for an irrigation
project. According to Checchio and Colby (1993:25) "the Partnership has advanced a
number of legal and economic arguments supporting ofF-reservation leasing of tribal
rights, including the potential benefits to water-short states." To date nothing has been
resolved and the dialogue is continuing between the Partnership and the state
representatives and other interested parties.
The Cocopah Water Situation in the !990s
One concern of the late Cocopah Tribe's chairman, Peter Soto, was that the Tribe
secure water rights in order to be sure to have enough water for household use by tribal
members, for irrigating leased farmland, and for economic development. Among the
many issues that the Tribal Council had to contend with on a daily basis, most centered
on plans for the future, and Soto felt that it was critical that the Cocopahs not only be
assured of their rights to Colorado River water but that the amount of water reserved or
banked for the future be quantified.
On September 15, 1994 1 attended a meeting of the Lower Colorado River
Management Program in Ehrenberg, Arizona with the Cocopah tribal chairman.-^ The
meeting participants included representatives from federal agencies such as the Bureau of
Indian Affairs, Bureau of Reclamation. Fish and Wildlife Service, and the Bureau of
Land Management. Peter Soto was the only Native Amencan present. The Colorado
River Indian Tribes sent their non-Indian hydrologist as their representative. The purpose
of the meeting was to discuss the draft regulations that had been written by the Lower

-^We learned about this meeting from a tnbal employee who had attended a meeting
concerning the establishment of a low level to.xic waste site in the Mohave Desert.
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Colorado Regional Office of the Bureau of Reclamation for water use in the lower
Colorado River Basin.The proposed rules for the Regulations for Administering
Entitlements in Colorado River Water in the Lower Colorado River Basin set forth:
..formal written procedures, guidelines, and criteria that define nghts and
responsibilities for the use of Colorado River water in the States of
Nevada, Arizona, and California. Because demand for this scarce resource
will likely surpass available supplies in the near future, efficient use
should be encouraged and unauthorized uses must be eliminated to ensure
this valuable resource is used most effectively. This proposed rule would
have two functions; (1) provide the United States the legal framework to
enforce actions to eliminate unauthorized uses: and (2) provide maximum
flexibility for entitlement holders to negotiate voluntary water transfers for
the resolution of local water resource problems and demands.
Several matters were discussed at this meeting, for example, river dredging and
where the material was going to be deposited, natural habitat development, and the
reintroduction of native fish. Other matters dealt with water containment, banking and
marketing.-^ When the question was raised as to what role the Colorado River Tribes had
in the development of the draft regulations, the reply was; none up to that point. It was

~^The Secretars' of the Department of the Interior is responsible for managing the
Colorado River in the Lower Basin and administering entitlements for the delivery of
water within the Lower Basin pursuant to the Boulder Canyon Act, and the 1963
Supreme Coun Opinion, 1964 Decree, and 1979 supplemental decree in Arizona v.
California. The Bureau of Reclamation acts as the Secretar> 's representative in
performing many of the Secretary's responsibilities in this area and many of the
provisions in the proposed draft regulations will be enforced or carried out by the
Regional Director of Reclamation's Lower Colorado Region.
-^The proposed regulations include a provision that will permit an entitlement holder to
store conserved water in Lake Mead. Water that is conserved and banked shall be
considered to be non-Colorado River water and may be used by the entitlement holder
that conserved and banked the water to repay any unintentional excess use that may
occur, or the entitlement holder may market the banked water (U.S. Department of the
Intenor 1994:7-8).
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clear that the Bureau of Reclamation warned to minimize their contact with the tnbes so
that they could ramrod the regulations through.
At a Tribal Council meeting the following day Mr. Soto reported that there were
issues that should be of concern to the Cocopah Tribe. He pointed out that the Tribe
needed to be informed about the "banking" and "marketing"^® of the Colorado River's
water that they had a legal right to. Under the proposed regulations the Cocopahs along
with the other Colorado River tribes with decreed Federal reserved water rights are
entitled to particpate in the direct leasing and banking-marketing systems. However,
these transactions would be limited to the temporary use of decreed Indian water
entitlements on and off the reservations and there would be no permanent transfers of the
Tribe's water. Mr. Soto claimed that these issues needed to be looked into more
thoroughly so that the Cocopahs did not lose out in the long run. Mr. Soto stated very
clearly that the Tribe needed to make sure that it stay mvolved in this project and
continue to have input concerning the regulations being proposed.
Bill Pyot, the realty specialist with the BIA office at Fort Yuma who was
attending the Tribal Council meeting, agreed with Chairman Soto and said that the BIA
had been concerned about this all along. Pyot also pointed out that the dredging operation
at the confluence of the Gila and Colorado Rivers was getting started and that the BIA
was working with the International Boundary Water Commission (IBWC) and the

^'^In reference to off -reservation leasing or marketing of Indian reserved water rights the
proposed regulations provided for two types of marketing transactions: (1) the direct
leasing of entitlements; and (2) the banking-marketing of entitlements. The direct leasing
section allows for the leasing of historically used entitlement water used on an annual
basis or for a period of years. The banking-marketing section allows entitlement holders
to "bank" conserved water in available storage capacity and then use the banked water in
later years or enter into marketing transactions for the banked water with other water
users within the Lower Basin (U.S. Department of the Interior 1994:8-9).

128

Mexican government as to where they were going to take the sludge. He pointed out that
some of this might have a direct effect on the Cocopah Tribe's economic development
plans for the North Reservation which are discussed in Chapter Seven.
As the economic conditions of the Cocopah Reservation improve, and new
housing becomes available, more Cocopahs are moving back. Many of the Cocopahs
returning to the reservation are the children and grandchildren of Cocopahs who moved
to urban centers decades earlier to take advantage of employment opportunities no longer
available to them on the Yuma Valley farms. As the reservation population continues to
increase and economic development plans are implemented, it is imperative that the
Cocopahs secure water for the future. If the overall population of the arid Southwest
continues to grow at its present rate, water may be a potential source of income for the
Cocopahs. As the demand for water increases so will the costs, and, through appropriate
marketing mechanisms, the Cocopah may be able to take advantage of this.
Tribes today have access to excellent technical support from engineers, lawyers,
hydrologists, and economists. In recent negotiations and court decisions it was clear that
the tnbes were at a "level bargaining table with respect to data and representation"
(Wilkinson 1993:223-224). Central to the Indian water rights settlement process is the
concept of equity that increasingly favors tribal water rights and Indian tnbes who are
concerned about the future availability of water not only for tribal use but also for its
market potential. Indian water marketing is an important issue now and will be in the
future. As Wilkinson (1993:224) relates "large- scale water marketing is a recent
phenomenon in almost every part of the West." There is still no general law that allows
water marketing, but, it is affirmed in some fashion in many water nghts settlements
cases. The marketing of Indian water is particulariy complex because most tribal water
rights have not been quantified to date. Because water marketing is a protected nght it is
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in the best interest of tribes such as the Cocopah to quantify their water now so that they
are guaranteed Colorado River water in the future. Given the cyclical nature of federal
Indian policy, having a tangible document that can be upheld in court will hold more
weight in the decision-making process.
American Indian water rights claims are large, and the failure to quantify those
claims causes uncertainty in the water rights for Indian and non-Indian users. Indian
rights could senously impact Arizona's economy. It is in the best interest of all parties
involved to negotiate these water rights claims rather than litigate them. Litigation in
Arizona is unnecessarily lengthy and costly for all concerned, especially the Indian tnbes
who are constantly in court fighting to protect a number of their rights.
Nunez and Wallace (1993) posit that Indian tribes across the West are confronted
with a major question; whether to litigate water settlements in court or to participate in
the crafting of these settlements through negotiation. They conclude that in key water
rights settlements all parties must participate fully in the negotiations. Checchio and
Colby (1993) descnbe the context in which litigation and settlement negotiations occur
as well as some processes for resolving these disputes in a guidebook they developed in
order to facilitate a productive and well-informed dialogue between Indians and nonIndians over water rights. The Colorado River Basin Tribes Parmership is seeking to
"protect and develop tribal water resources, advance tribal influence over numerous
aspects of river management that affect tribal interests, stimulate dialogue with states,
federal agencies, and non-Indian water users on matters of concern to tnbes" (Checchio
and Colby 1993:25).
At this time the Cocopah Tribe is investigating how vanous interpretations of
these laws and rights affect their access to Colorado River water in the future, especially
in terms of competing with states for water when shortages occur In addition to their
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concern for their reserved quantity of water in the lower Colorado River, Indians and
non-Indians alike are increasingly troubled by the problem of water quality. As Hundley
(1979:52-53) contends;
The decline in water supply has led to conservation programs that have
created difficulties of their own. Waste of water is looked upon as a
cardinal sin, and each acre-foot is used as many times as possible by
farmers and cities before it is allowed to go dovmstream. Such
intensification of use, combined with high rates of evaporation firom
reservoirs, has caused the pollution level (including the salt content that is
in all natural water supplies) to rise dangerously.
Unfortunately, the law is unclear as to who, whether Indian or non-Indian, possesses the
right to water of a particular quality. The most important precedent has already been set
in the lower delta as the Colorado River flows south into Mexico. The decline in the
quantity and quality of the water has had a disastrous effect on the Cocopahs living there.
For years the United States and Mexico have disagreed over the quality and
quantity of the water allocated to Mexico in a treaty signed by the two countnes in 1944.
The treaty guaranteed Mexico 15 million acre-feet of Colorado River water per year, but
the agreement said nothing specific about the quality of the water. In the 1960s and early
1970s, Mexico received water that was heavily saline because of agncultural discharge
back into the nver. The Mexican government issued sharp protests to the United States
and threatened to take the controversy to the World Court. Finally, in 1973 the United
States, embarrassed by the publicity, agreed to build a desalination plant at Yuma and to
take other steps to improve the quality of the water reaching Mexico. In doing so.
however, government spokesmen insisted that the United States was only acting out of
"comity" and not because of legal obligations. Even so. the promised water quality
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projects remain uncompleted, and the government has indicated no willingness to help
Indians or any others facing similar problems.^'
The Colorado River has been reduced to almost nothing in the delta and what
does reach Mexico is loaded with chemicals, salts, and pollutants from agricultural
drainage m the United States. Of the Cocopahs in Mexico, those living in El Mayor at the
confluence of the Colorado and Hardy Rivers in Baja California have suffered the most.
Mexico has long used the Hardy River as drainage for irrigation agriculture for the
Mexicali Valley. Until recently, the Cocopahs depended on the fish in the Colorado River
as a staple in their diet: now they say that the fish have too much poison m them to be
eaten.
In August 1993 I was invited to attend a Peace and Dignity Run celebration in
Pozos de Arvisu, a small Cocopah community south of San Luis de Colorado in Sonora,
Mexico, where fried fish from the Colorado River was the main dish and consumed by
everyone in attendance. Since this celebration the fish in this section of the Colorado
River have been deemed unsafe to eat. Unfortunately for the Cocopahs, this means a
change m their dietary habits and another move away from their tie to the Colorado
River, not to mention the potential health problems that result from the chemical
pollution that they have already sustained. The closing of the Yuma desalination plant m
1994 probably has not had much of an impact on the situation since it proved to be
ineffective.
Williams (1983; 103) claimed that the "lives of the Cocopa people once depended
upon the nver, but the river's functions have been severely altered by non-Indians." She

^ 'One clear example of this is the Central Anzona Project which has had disastrous
economic, political and environmental consequences for Tucson in terms of the ongoing
problems in the water quality and the delivery system.
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predicted that "by the end of the twentieth century all Cocopa may no longer be nver
people at all." Given the present conditions of the Colorado River I have to concur with
her prediction in terms of their former subsistence economy that utilized the nver in a
sustainable way; however, I would argue that the Cocopahs, at least in the United States,
are adapting to a new economic pattern that is linking the Colorado River to future
economic development. Recent ethnographic research and archival data have enabled the
Cocopahs to gain a better understanding of their role in the transformation of the lower
Colorado River, thus adding to the importance of maintaining their link to the nver for
their survival into the twenty-first century.
The Cocopah's political ecological linkage at the regional level is reflected in the
commoditization of the Colorado River and Indian water rights wdthin the context of a
constantly changing and often controversial political, economic and environmental
landscape. The overall effects that large-scale reclamation, such as dams and imgation
projects, have had on Cocopah livelihood emerge at this level. The linkage of the
Colorado River to Cocopah identity and present-day political ecology has shifted from
one of "real" and direct access to the river in the context of a socio-economic
relationship, to one based on legal status and abstract water rights, where the relationship
is more symbolic and is politically articulated at the regional level.
As the Colorado River was divided and adjudicated the Cocopahs were
completely neglected during the negotiation process. It was not until Arizona v.
('alifornia (1963) was bought before the Supreme Court that the U.S. government acted
on their behalf and asserted the Winters doctrine to reserve their water nghts. This
amount of the water appropnation was based on the onginal Executive Order reservation.
Through litigation the Cocopah were able to assure their nghts to water for reservation
lands acquired after 1917 in the later Court ruling in Arizona v. California m 1979
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Although the Cocopahs have not actively asserted their water rights to date it may be in
their best interest to become more actively involved in both present and future
negotiations as the late Peter Soto claimed, thus avoiding lengthy, complex and
expensive litigation in the future. Many of the political ecology and identity issues raised
in this chapter—the question of federal recognition and enrollment, Cocopah survival in
the development of the Yuma Valley, the establishment and growth of the reservation,
and tribal government—are discussed in the following two chapters.
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CHAPTERS
COCOPAH [DENTITY [N THE U.S.-MEXICO BORDERLANDS

Migration is the failure of roots. Displaced men are ecological victims.
Between them and the sustaining earth a wedge has been driven. Eviction
by drouths or dispossession by landlords, the impoverishment of the soil
or conquest by arms - nature and man, separately or together, lay down the
choice; move or die. Those who are able to break away do so, leaving a
hostile world behind to face an uncertain one ahead (Galarza 1964:17).
Introduction
The Southwest has undergone three programs of civilization under the Spanish,
Mexicans, and Euro-Americans, all aimed at incorporating indigenous peoples into
nation-states. Spicer (1989[1962];371) writes that each program approached the
citizenship of the native peoples differently:
Spain had as her ultimate ideal the participation of all Indians equally with
non-Indians as taxpayers, as soldiers, and as sharers in the benefits of
heaven and of the peace on earth which she proposed to enforce. The
United States only after some seventy years of administration in the
Southwest evolved a policy of citizenship for Indians. Mexico, building on
the Spanish expenence, was the only one of the three nations which began
with a program of immediate Indian citizenship. What Mexico wrote into
her national and state constitutions in the 1820s in regard to full and equal
participation of Indians in the national political life expressed what Spain
had aimed at for three hundred years, and what the United States
ultimately wrote into law in 1924.
Although each program sought to incorporate the native peoples as citizens with the same
rights and obligations as their other citizens, Mexico was the only government to extend
full citizenship to the Indians when it won independence from Spain in 1821. The
Mexican Plan of Iguala of 1822 decreed that all peoples in the future, of whatsoever
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racial origin or admixture, were to be designated in both civil and church documents only
as Mexican citizens, pure and simple.
By providing full citizenship to indigenous peoples the Mexican program also
masked a concerted effort to undermine Indian corporate communities and divide up
communal lands. Mexico's history of land appropriation by non-Indians is well
documented. Throughout the rest of the nineteenth century Indian common lands were
taken over by large private land owners who then used Indian peon labor to work their
large plantations (haciendas). The situation was different for the indigenous peoples in
the United States. For those Native Amencans living on reservations in the U.S. there
existed a special political status which set them apart from all the other citizens among
whom they lived. Although this meant hardship for most American Indians, in some ways
their isolation and exclusion enabled some tribes, such as the Cocopah, to maintain their
cultural identity.
Donnan and Wilson (1994:7-8) posit that an "anthropology of frontiers is an
anthropology of political negotiation and contest." The U.S.-Mexico borderland offers a
unique opportunity for the study of how these negotiations and contests were played out
in the political ecology of the lower Colorado River, especially for the Cocopahs. This
border area has undergone transformations since its establishment and continues to be an
area of political, economic, cultural and ecological controversy. Periodically the U.S.
government has tried to stem the flow of traffic, both human and other, moving north
across the border through mechanisms of closure and protectionism. Indigenous peoples
within this border frontier have had to make cultural adjustments, particularly where the
international boundarv' was established without consideration of their territorial
boundaries. This has led to multiple interpretations of laws, treaties and agreements
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between the U.S. and Mexico and has affected the cultural identities of the diverse
peoples living along the international boundary.
The ambiguous status of the Cocopahs in the U.S.-Mexico borderland has had a
tremendous impact on their identity and intra-tribal relations. The differing statuses
between those Cocopahs who were officially recognized by the federal government and
enrolled as tribal members, and those who were denied enrollment created a second crisis
for many tribal members. Those who were denied recognition were labeled "Mexicans"
by the U.S. government and outsiders by the enrolled Cocopahs. Cocopah identity came
into question as the federal and state governments colluded in the control of tribal
enrollment, a distinction that many of the Cocopahs themselves perpetuated. While most
Cocopahs at the time recognized the distinction between being an enrolled Cocopah or an
outsider, some fought for recognition while others chose to ignore it. There never was a
united front among the Cocopahs to demand recognition. The presence of an
international boundary and the subsequent division of the Cocopahs into "Mexican" and
"Amencan" Indians, had and continues to have an impact on Cocopah family
relationships and their legal status. This boundary line effectively divided the Cocopahs
between two nation-states and ended their movement along the Colorado River.
It is within the political ecology of the U S.-Mexico border region that is
transected by the Colorado River that Cocopah identity was truly tested throughout the
first three quarters of the twentieth century. The political climate of the southwestern
U.S. and northwestern Mexico combined with the attitude towards Indians in general
provided an ofiten hostile environment for many Cocopahs who were rapidly losing their
access to land, water and natural resources. The Cocopahs provide us with a case study of
the political ecological dimensions of identity, in particular how identity is affected by
changing access to resources and the changing nature of the resources themselves. The
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Cocopahs' ability to maintain their identity in this constantly changing landscape
exemplifies the adaptive nature of culture itself.
The Transboundarv Cocopahs
Cocopah territory was reported to be the southernmost part of the Colorado River
during most of the historic period. The majority of the delta became part of Mexico
during the first half of the nineteenth century. With the development of commercial
navigation and trade along the river in the 1850s and the disruption of the ecology of the
delta by the diversion of the Colorado River in 1905 many Cocopahs moved north and
settled in present-day southwestern Arizona. As A. Williams (1974:68) notes, the
Cocopah "had lived and traveled up and down the river for hundreds of years" and they
continued to go back and forth across the border without drawing much attention from
government officials.
By the late 1890s the Cocopahs were moving around on both sides of the
international boundary in response to differing environmental circumstances and
economic opportunities. Many of the Cocopahs of the fF/ Ahwir and KwakM-arsh bands-'remamed in the lower delta while many members of the Hwunvak band moved north to
join the Mat Skrui, who had been in Arizona since the Gadsden Purchase in 1853. The
Hwanyak and Mat Skrui are considered to be the ancestors of the present-day Cocopahs
in Arizona. The descendants of the IVi Ahwir and Kwakwarsh bands are primarily found
in Sonora and Baja California (A. Williams 1974:38). Kelly {1977:13) was informed that:
Between 1900 and 1910, most of the IVi Ahwir Cocopa moved into the
neighborhood of Mexicali and along the Inter-Califomia railroad just
south of the border. The Mat Skrui Cocopa were also spread along the
Baja California border; some families moved into Anzona around

^-A. Williams (1974) refers to these Cocopah divisions as clans (shamul) and W. Kelly
(1977) refers to them as bands. Following Kelly I refer to these divisions as bands.
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Somerton, and others settled a little to the south of San Luis, Sonora. Most
of the Hwanyak settled around Somerton, Arizona, but some stayed in
Sonora where they mixed with the .V/a/ Skrui families near San Luis.
[Emphasis Added]
When

he

was

traveling

throughout

the

region

in

1910,

Lumhoitz

(1990[1912];250-251) reported the location of the Cocopahs between the Hardy and
Colorado Rivers to the west of

Coionia Lerdo.^^ Lumhoitz described some of the

Cocopah rancherias that he encountered.
Cipriano Dominguez, of Coionia Lerdo, who later served me as a guide,
in 1900 took a census of the tribe and estimated their number then at one
thousand two hundred. Their principal rancherias to-day are, according to
him, Noche Buena, where about twenty families live, many of whom seek
work at Yuma and return when the river rises to plant crops; Mexicali
with some forty to fifty families, Pescador with fifteen families, and Pozo
Vicente, which is the largest, containing over a hundred families.
Formerly they all lived in Noche Buena, Algodones, Pozo Vicente, and La
Coionia (Lumhoitz 1990[1912]:250-251).
Gifford (1933) visited the Cocopahs between 1916 and 1930 and was informed of the
various Cocopah settlements along the lower Colorado River delta. He listed six
settlements on the west bank of the Colorado River from the mouth of the nver to the
confluence of the Hardy River, and eleven settlements from this confluence north to
Mexicali. It appears that these settlements existed from the mid-to-late nineteenth
century
Many Cocopahs practiced a migratory pattern in which they worked for wages in
Yuma. Arizona and Mexicali. Baja California and then returned to their own rancherias
after the floods receded to continue with their subsistence farming. The Cocopahs who

^^Colonia Lerdo, a mestizo community, was established when Mexicans moved into the
area and appropriated lands for agnculture and cattle ranching (see chapter 3).
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had settled in the area around Somerton and Yuma in southwestern Arizona worked for
the local farmers and lived in camps in and around the farmers' land This no doubt
hindered attempts to establish where the permanent Cocopah rancherias were located and
to assess the size of the population in Mexico and the U.S.
There was a constant shifting of Cocopah families and groups back and forth
across the international boundary and between Sonora and Baja California between 1907
and 1936. Clara Brown, the eldest living female Cocopah, recalled that the border did
not have a fence and people could come over and work and then go back the same day.
They were free to go back and forth as they pleased. Many Cocopahs came into the U.S.
to visit relatives in the Somerton, Arizona area and others took up permanent residence.
These Cocopahs were eventually given two small reservations near Somerton in 1917. In
1922 a small group of Cocopahs who could prove they had been bom in the U.S. were
officially recognized by the federal government and given the legal status of American
Indians.
Cocopah Status in the Borderlands
Prior to 1971 only about 50 Cocopahs were officially recognized by the federal
government, and the majonty, approximately 400 Cocopahs who were living in the U.S.,
were considered to be Mexican Cocopahs and were not given legal status as American
Indians. When the Cocopah Tribe was given the nght to determine who should be
enrolled, 364 were added to the rolls and were given a tnbal enrollment number, and
were officially recognized by the U.S. government in 1971. Some of those added to the
rolls had been bom in Mexico, but had lived and worked in the U.S. most of their lives
and had children and grandchildren who had been bom in the United States. Thus, living
in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands complicated matters for many Cocopahs in terms of their
cultural identity and legal status. This was further exacerbated by the Cocopahs
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themselves who differentiated between those who were officially recognized as
Amencan Indians and living on the reservation and those who were unenrolled and living
off the reservation that they often referred to as outsiders.
The time period between 1917 and 1971 was one of uncertainty for many
Cocopahs and one of ambiguity on the pan of international, national and state
governments concerning the legal and social status of the unrecognized Cocopahs. The
problems that the U.S. and Mexico had with the Indians of the border region stemmed
from the impossible situation that the Indians had been placed in by their conquerors.
The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo in 1848 was designed to protect the rights of
former Mexican citizens, including the Indians, m the Mexican lands newly-conquered
by the United States. The U.S. acquired a vast additional domain which included much of
present-day Arizona and New Mexico. However, an examination of those parts of the
treaty that refer to the borderland populations that were subsequently incorporated by the
U.S. illustrates the further marginalization of the Indians;
Article XI, which focuses on the responsibility of the United States to
restrain Indians from raiding in Mexico, took care of Mexico's main
concern-protection from perennially unfriendly northern tnbes and
prevention of possible conflict with tribes that might be displaced within
Amencan territory in the future. But what of the nghts of the Indians as
newly incorporated subjects of the United States'!* .Articles VTII and IX,
which specifically mention citizenship, property, and religious rights for
Mexicans, say nothing about Indians (Maninez 1988:63).
In fact, the treaty also failed miserably in protecting the nghts of non-Indian Mexicans,
who were soon relegated to being second class citizens in U.S. society.
Afiter the U.S. annexed part of Mexico's northern frontier in the mid- nineteenth
century, legislators in the southwestern territories and states enacted ruthless,
discnminatory Indian legislation that they enforced with the help of the U S military and
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Euro-Amencan settlers. In the 1897 case of the United States v Wong Kim Ark, the
Supreme Court ruled "that a child bom in the United States acquired citizenship by virtue
of the 14th Amendment and that race and national origin could not be used to deny a
person the rights to citizenship" (Menchaca 1993:593). Nevertheless, the Court exempted
the majority of the American Indians because they had already been denied the basic
rights of citizenship set out in the 14th Amendment.
After Arizona became a state in 1912, attempts to drive the Indians out of the
Southwest and outnght extermination became common policy;
Of the annexed regions, California and Arizona enacted the most
discriminatory Indian legislation, clearly and strongly professing that all
Indians, regardless of territorial origin, were to be denied citizenship. To a
large extent, California's and Arizona's exclusionary racial laws reflected
the Anglo-American political broker's interest in limiting the rights of the
Mexicans and preventing them fi-om having any governmental power.
Both states passed laws to disenfranchise Mexicans of Indian descent and
to allow only white Mexicans full political rights (Menchaca 1993:588).
This placed most of the Cocopahs in the worst possible category: they were both
"Mexican" and "Indian" and the original Cocopah census in the U.S. was probably guided
by these principles.
The correspondence between Charles H. Burke, the Commissioner of Indian
Affairs, and L.L. Odie. the superintendent at Fort Yuma in 1922, express much concern

^''The 14th Amendment was passed in 1868 with the intention of eliminating the state's
right to establish citizenship eligibility and legislating a uniform citizenship law. As
Menchaca (1993:592) points out "the 14th Amendment became the paramount law of the
land and people bom in the United States were granted full citizenship rights, including
the right to vote, the amendment excluded the American Indians from its protection."
Ironically, not only did this legislation adversely affect the Indians it also affected the
Mexicans living in the U.S. because the Euro-Americans continued to argue that most
Mexicans were Indians and therefore should receive the same treatment.
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about the status of the Cocopahs in southwest Arizona. It was clear that they wanted to
prevent any Cocopahs who had been bom in Mexico from being enrolled. Thus the
official enrollment included only 31 Cocopahs who were able to prove that they had been
bom in the U.S. This was a difficult and puzzling time period, both for the 47 Cocopahs
who were explicitly denied enrollment, and for the others who were not included in the
original census. Because they were not recognized as U.S. Indians they were denied the
benefits and legal protection that enrolled status provided. They were considered to be
Mexican but were denied the rights of citizenship offered to white Mexicans (mestizos)
guaranteed under the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo. The Cocopahs are an excellent
example of the marginalization which, as Menchaca (1993) describes, results fi'om the
racial repression legitimized by both the U.S. government and the state of Arizona.
Ambiguity about Cocopah status among government officials was partly due to
the fact that the Cocopahs were good farm laborers. By the time of the first census, the
lower Colorado River delta was becoming dominated by agriculture and the Cocopah
furnished a significant pan of the labor used in constructing the imgation system and
leveling the land in the early days of agricultural development in the Yuma and Imperial
Valleys. The ambiguous status of "Mexican" labor in the border area, of course, is a
theme that persists to the present day. One of the reasons that governmental officials
ignored the presence of unenrolled Cocopahs in Somerton was due to the fact that the
Yuma Valley farmers were dependent on the Cocopahs. During World War I, since many
Euro-Americans had enlisted in the military, the Valley farmers were more dependent on
Cocopah farm laborers than usual. In a letter to Washington in 1918, Supenntendent
Odie points out that no steps had been taken to ascertain the status of the Cocopahs living
on both sides of the international border. Furthermore, he claims, "they are very good
laborers and an asset to the Yuma Valley...residents have known them from ten to more
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than forty years and consider them the best laborers obtainable" (L.L. Odle to
Commissioner of Indian Affairs, 2/6/18; BIA, Fort Yuma.)
Tribal Enrollment
Traditional Cocopah social and political organization apparently continued in a
relatively unmodified form, even after the Cocopah Reservation was established in 1917,
except for tribal membership. Enrollment was determined from the outset by the U.S.
government. The U.S. government used only one highly restricted criterion, the place of
birth, to determine Cocopah tribal membership at the beginning of the reservation penod,
to the exclusion of the majority of the Cocopahs living in southwest Arizona until the
early 1970s when a second criterion, blood quantum, became a determining factor in
obtaining tribal membership. Only within the last twenty-five years have the Cocopah in
the U.S. been able to control who can and cannot be added to the tribal rolls.
Population information on the Cocopah has often been difficult to assess. Even
after the reservation was established the U.S. Indian Service did not have accurate data
on the Cocopah at the Fort Yuma Agency. Superintendent Odle inquired as to whether he
should prepare a separate report for the Cocopah Reservation noting that "the statistics
for this reservation [have] never been included with those of the Yuma" (L.L. Odle to
Commissioner of Indian Affairs, 71/19: NA). An attempt to provide an education to
Cocopah children in the eariy 1920s was the catalyst for finally getting a census of the
Cocopahs and establishing an official enrollment list.
Caroline Lott reported that when she worked for the Yuma Indian School in the
1920s she was asked by Superintendent Odle to take a census of the Cocopahs who had
been bom there. She describes her experience in these terms:
We had a little reservation here...West of Somerton. We had a little
schoolhouse and there were two ladies here from Minnesota that were
trying to put the Cocopah songs into records. Between us, we rounded up
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a lot of Cocopahs. We took an interpreter with us by the name of Pat
McGill...We had a roomful of Cocopah Indians. I took the first one I came
to and asked him where his mother and father were bom and they,
immediately, aii walked out of the room because I mentioned someone
who had passed away. It was recalling bad spirits. So, that's my best
memory of taking the census. That was a job, getting them altogether and
the first question I asked was the wrong one (Caroline Lott 1967. Oral
History Tape #119: YAHS).
The two ladies fi-om Minnesota were probably Frances Densmore and her sister, and the
"little schoolhouse" was probably the Cocopah Day School on the West Reservation.
To determine the status of the Cocopahs, C.H. Burke of the Indian Commission
requested that superintendent Odle of the Fort Yuma Indian School ask those who were
on a tentative census roll, as well as those residing on the reservation who might have
been overlooked in the original census, for a sworn statement regarding their ancestry
and family history. The statement was to include:
1. The names and places of birth of parents, approximate dates and places
of parents' past residence, being especially careful to state where they now
reside, if living; parents' degree of Indian blood and the tribe to which they
belong, and whether ever enrolled and given Indian benefits.

2. Name of applicant, place and date of his birth and places and
approximate dates of past residences, and whether he considers himself a
citizen of Old Mexico.

3. WTiether applicant ever sustained tribal relations with any tribe other
than the Cocopah. If so, name of tribe and state when and where and for
what period of time applicant lived therewith.

4. Names of applicant's relatives, if any, who are enrolled or have been
enrolled and received benefits as American Indians; their addresses and
the names of the tribe with which they are or were enrolled.
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Along with this information the Commissioner also requested that, if possible, each
applicant submit two or more affidavits from disinterested persons who could
corroborate the statement of the applicants (C.H. Burke to L.L. Odle, 12/20/21:NA).
In a letter written in 1922, M. Clyde Kelly, a Congressman from the 30th District
of Pennsylvania in the House of Representatives in Washington, D.C., questioned the
status of the Mexican Cocopahs who were temporary residents of the United States.
Kelly wanted to know if three particular Cocopahs were on the rolls of the Indian Bureau.
He also inquired as to whether the Indian Office was enrolling "foreign" Indians (M.
Clyde Kelly to C. H. Burke, 2/4/22; NA). In reply Burke claimed that when the Cocopahs
were given a reservation in 1917, there were 17 families with a total of 78 full-blood
Cocopahs, who had resided in the U.S. for a number of years. He described them as "a
backward band, homeless and without school facilities, and were believed entitled to
consideration as American Indians" (C. H. Burke to M. C. Kelly, 2/11/22: NA). He also
mentioned that the superintendent at Fort Yuma who had jurisdiction over the Cocopah
had been given instructions to make a "thorough investigation of the rights of the
individual Indians on the...reservation" and to reach a "definite conclusion as to whether
or not any of them actually belong to Old Mexico." He added that they did have the
tentative roll that was submitted by the superintendent at Fort Yuma and that the three
names in question did not appear on this roll. Probably these three individuals were part
of the non-reservation Cocopahs that came to be referred to as the outsiders.
In April 1922, Odle finally submitted a roll of Cocopahs on the reservation along
with their sworn statements and family histories (L. L. Odle to Commissioner of Indian
Affairs. 4/24/22;NA). This letter included a list of 73 Cocopahs and their relation to each
other in terms of family affiliation and blood quantum. All but one was full blood and
another was listed as Dieguefio. It is interesting to note that the documentation for
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enrollment contained a sworn statement by the Cocopah applicant which included a
thumbprint as a signature, and the signed statement of two disinterested persons, in
which they swore that they knew the Indian named in the application and that the
contents of the statement was true and correct. The witnesses and interpreters on all of
the applications were Henry Chapos and Caroline Fraunfelder and the "disinterested
persons" were J. D. Morton and R. L.(?) Townsend. All 78 applications were taken in
one day on April 4, 1922. In October, Assistant Commissioner Merritt replied to Odle's
tentative roll for the Cocopah by pointing out that upon examination of the statements of
the Cocopahs enrolled, he found that 47 of them were bom in Mexico and that the
remaining 31 were bom on or near the present reservation;
The records show that there were 73 full-blood Cocopahs who were
believed to "belong in the United States'. This office has no desire to
interfere with such of these Indians as belong to old Mexico residing upon
and using the reservation so long as they conduct themselves properly and
there is sufficient land for them. While the reservation was established for
the 'Cocopah Indians' it undoubtedly was intended that it should benefit
the Cocopahs properly belonging to the United States and not foreign
Cocopahs. For this reason this office is unwilling to give such approval to
the enrollment of those Indians bom in Old Mexico of Mexican
parentage... {E.B. Memtt to L.L. Odle, 10/20/22; NA).
The enrollment list of 31 Cocopahs was approved by the Commissioner of Indian
Affairs on October 31, 1922. It included the family names of Allen, Barley, Cocopah,
Graham, Histe, Jim, Lawson, Lunch, Page, Santiago, Sam and Sugar, most of whom have
descendants enrolled with the Cocopah tribe today. Those Cocopahs who were
unsuccessful at receiving recognition continued to live around Somenon, Arizona where
they clung to their cultural identity until finally recognized in 1971.
Those Cocopahs who were approved for enrollment had been bom in the U.S.,
even if their own parents had been bom in Mexico and were denied enrollment. Clara
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Brown, one of the original enrollees. said. "I think my parents were bom in Mexico. My
grandmother always told me that she was bom in Mexico. But, at that time they would
just come here and go back and forth." Her father, Joe Barley, was one of the original
applicants who was denied recognition because he was considered to be a "Mexican."
When he died Clara and her mother came to live on the reservation: "we came to my
relations around here. My uncle and my great uncle were around here and they helped
us."
Of the 31 Cocopahs approved, only 5 were adults of 18 years or older. For the
most pan the enrollees were the children of Cocopahs uho came to live m southwest
Arizona between 1892 and 1921 (see table 5.1), Most of these Cocopahs were between
11 and 62 years of age when they migrated to the U.S. It would seem that the 1922
Table 5.1 Vligration of Cocopahs from Mexico to the l .S. Between 1892 and 1921
Ysai
Males
Female
1889
0
I
1892
0
1
1902
4
3
1903
1
1
1904
9
7
1907
1
1
1911
2
0
1912
3
0
1914
1
0
1918
2
4
1921
1
0
Source. 1922 Census Forms submitted to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs.
Washington. D.C.: NA.
census applications were taken from the West Reservation because this was the one that
the supenntendent from Fort Yuma recognized as the official Cocopah Reservation 1
cannot help but wonder what the result would have been if he had spent a couple more
days in the field and obtained applications from the other Cocopahs in the area. The
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superintendent probably did not consider the Cocopahs living on and around the East
Reservation as part of the Cocopah Tribe, but instead considered them to be "Mexicans."
At the time, most of the Cocopahs were spread out, working on the local farms and
irrigation projects, and were not aware that a reservation had been set aside for them. On
the other hand, it is also possible that the Hwanyak Cocopahs, already settled on the West
Reservation, did not want members of the other bands included in the census due to
tensions that may have existed between the groups before and after they moved north.
Since Frank Tehanna, a member of the Hwanyak band, was the designated leader of the
West Reservation it is possible that he may have had some influence over who applied as
noted in the previous chapter.
Later correspondence between the unenrolled Cocopahs and the federal
government indicate that there was tension between the band led by Frank Tehanna and
the Cocopahs referred to as the outsiders. Tensions also surfaced agam in 1971 when
some enrolled Cocopahs did not want to add the outsiders to the tnbal rolls. It is not
known if any Cocopahs willingly refused to participate; it is quite possible, however,
given the politically uncentralized and autonomous lifest>le that the Cocopahs had led up
to this point.
The final approval of an official enrollment list resulted in withdrawal of federal
funding for the Cocopah Day School for 1923 because there were not enough Cocopah
students to justify the payment for a teacher. It was also decided that the Mexican
Cocopahs would not be allowed to attend the Fort Yuma Boarding School (E.B. Merrm
to L.L. Odie, 11/16/22: NA). Enrolled Cocopah children were allowed to attend the
Boarding School while the outsiders were to go to school m Mexico or pay to attend
public school in Somerton or Yuma, which they could not afTord to do. There are some
elderly Cocopahs today, particularly females, who never attended school. Some of them
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speak very little English and continue to wear long shirt-waist dresses and scarves and
cook certain traditional foods, such as white tepary beans, outside over a wood fire.
Being unsuccessful

in dealing

with the U.S.

government directly, the

unrecognized Cocopahs or outsiders tried other channels to obtain assistance. In response
to being forced off the West Reservation in 1923, the unrecognized Cocopahs claimed,
"We who are the Cocopahs that are not allowed on the little part that is left of the
Cocopah reservation where Chief Hunn [Frank Tehanna?] is, want to ask the government
just for a place they^^ can live in as their own and not get run off of (List of Yuma and
Cocopah Grievances sent to Hubert Work, 5/26/23; NA). This petition was signed by 26
Cocopahs living in the Somerton area. Commissioner Charles Burke replied to the
petition by asking superintendent Odie to make a separate and complete report on all of
the complaints and to ascertain who was responsible for the preparation and submission
of the petition (C.H. Burke to L.L. OdIe. 6/6/23: NA).
In reply to the petition superintendent OdIe noted that "these petitions were
prepared at Riverside, California, when about fifteen Indians from here attended a
meeting of the Mission Indian Federation of which Jonathan Tibbets is chief councilor"
There were many grievances concerning access to land put forth by the Cocopahs. Odle
replied to those dealing specifically with their status in the U.S.:
1. The Cocopah Indians who do not have a reservation m the United
States have a reservation, where they belong, set aside for them in Lower
California, South of Calexico, Califomia.^^

•'^l noticed in my conversations and interviews with Cocopahs that they use the term
"they" when referring to Cocopahs in general, and in place of the term "we" in English.
^^This could be in reference to any number of Cocopah communities in Baja California
However, I am not aware of a reservation being established for any Cocopahs south of
Calexico.
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2. The Cocopah reservation set aside in the year, 1917 by Executive Order
for Cocopah Indians who have rights in the United States is in control of
the Indians who are on the approved roll mentioned in my letter of June
II, 1923...Frank D. Hunn, unknown to me, and other Mexican Cocopahs
have no rights in the United States as Indians and should return to
Mexico...

[3-8 are deleted here because they dealt with unrelated issues]

9. I know of no way the Federal Government can provide land or homes
for Mexican Indians and those who are and claim to be Mexican Citizens.
They have homes on the Cocopah reservation in Lower California (L.L.
Odle to The Commissioner of Indian Affairs 10/18/23. NA).
The Cocopahs who had been denied enrollment continued to contest this policy by
requesting that land be set aside for them. It is not clear if their representation by the
Mission Indian Federation was very helpful. The tone of the response to the grievances is
that the federal government viewed the organization as a radical group and did not give
much attention to their demands. This would have some repercussions for signers of the
petition in the 1930s when many Cocopahs uho had been perceived as troublemakers by
the U.S. government were summarily rounded up and deported.
The Great Depression and Cocopah Deportation
The international boundary imposed by the non-Indians meant little to the
Cocopah until immigration authorities put a halt to their transboundarv activities. The
unique situation of being located in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands then became a problem
for many Cocopahs, who were considered to be Mexican nationals first and Cocopahs
second by the U.S. government. Acting in response to county boards of supervisors who
found the Indians a welfare burden during the Great Depression, immigration authonties
began to crack down on casual border crossings.

Kelly (1977:13) claims that this
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"sudden closing of the border, almost without warning so far as the Cocopah were
concerned, brought about the arbitrary separation of some Cocopah kinsmen into Mexico
and American groups." Thus, the free movement of the Cocopahs was ended by the
United States Immigration Service in the 1930s.
Decades had passed with the Cocopahs working for local farmers and leasing out
their reservation lands to Euro-American farmers who could afford to pay the costs of
irrigation water. Economic fears, fueled by growing unemployment and unexplained fires
in the Yuma area, led to incidents of friction between the local population and so-called
"transients." a designation that included the Cocopahs! On September 19, 1930 the Yuma
Morning Sun published an article concerning the alarming number of Mexicans who
were crossing the border and working in nearby cotton fields {Pierson 1987:31). The
media portrayed these field workers as illegal aliens taking jobs away from deserving
whites, not unlike the rhetoric one hears among politicians in the border states today.
Unfortunately, given their status as Mexicans, the unenrolled Cocopahs fell into this
category of illegal aliens.
In 1930. the U.S. government stopped the influx of Mexican labor crossing the
border due to the large number of migrants moving westward from Te.xas. Arkansas, and
Oklahoma. Prior to that, Mexican laborers were in demand because the local labor force
was not keeping up with the amount of land being put under cultivation. The Yuma
growers, who had been actively recruiting Mexican farmhands since 1926, found that
their location on the "Broadway of America" enabled them to bring more than enough
cheap labor into the area during the Depression. Although the Arizona Cotton Growers
Association was formed in 1929 to bring laborers in from other parts of the U S., few
Yuma Valley farmers joined (Pierson 1987:57). Probably there was enough farm labor
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already available and they did not have to depend on the Association for laborers from
elsewhere.
Nevertheless, the influx of Euro-American migrants from other states looking for
work created another problem, a labor surplus. In order to control the rising number of
jobless men in Yuma, a transient camp was set up at Fly Field to the south of town in late
1933 Within a week, the camp was filled to its capacity of 600. These camps served as a
labor pool for local farmers whenever they needed workers. One of the camps located
near the highway between Yuma and Somerton, was composed primarily of refugees
from Arkansas and Oklahoma, lending it the name "Okietown." This labor surplus
created problems for the Cocopahs residing in the Somerton area.
In an interview with Crane, the Immigration Officer in charge at San Luis in
1940, Kelly was told that in 1933 there were about 370 Cocopahs in the United States,
including the 50 who were under the jurisdiction of the Indian Bureau. In that year about
60 Cocopahs were deported. These were men suspected of "crimes, with bad reputations,
or undesirable because of laziness, drunkenness, etc. together with their families.
Included also were a few who expressed a desire to return to Mexico" (WHK Fieldnotes
1940: ASM). Selection of those deported was evidently left up to Crane and his field men
who worked closely with the leading valley fanners and county supervisors who were
having a difficult time accommodating the number of desperate laborers moving west in
search of work during the Depression and the droughts in Oklahoma and Texas. The
Cocopahs interviewed by the immigration officers were simply asked their place of birth
and their name—which they gave without knowing what this information would be used
for. After deportation there were about 310 Cocopahs left in the U.S. and about 115
located in Sonora, below San Luis.
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Clara Brown described how the Immigration Service came into camps located
near Somerton and rounded up Cocopahs for deportation;
I think it was around 1932 or something. The border patrol, they come
around, they are the ones I think...They come around and burned all the
houses. I remember that. They come and they bum it. They would come
around to the house and go inside and look around. They called out our
names and everything.

When I was on 14th Street they [Cocopahs] came around, you know. I
knew one, I think she was a cousin or something. She was an old lady, she
was there with us, with me at my house and I didn't say anything. '1 have
been around here' 1 said. Tm a citizen' 1 said and they said 'okay' and they
were gone...They would go around and find them [Cocopahs] and if they
said they were from San Luis they would send them back and then bum
their house. Just put a match around the house is what I heard. They were
bad, those ones [referring to the border patrol]. That time they patrolled,
they would just take people back and dump them on the other side of San
Luis, that's all. They don't care about where they belong, that is what they
did. I still remember that.

Some of them [Cocopahs] had long hair and some were citizens [enrolled]
and they would take them back. too. 1 guess some of the people remember
that too There were a lot of houses bumed. TTiere were some on the North
too. They did it there too. I remember there were some young girls around
there and they picked them up and took them back. It was an awful time.
She said that anyone who was not on the tribal rolls was fair game, whether they were
bom in the U.S. or not. Of course this meant that the majonty of the Cocopahs residing in
the U.S. could be rounded up and deported at any time.
The Cocopahs who had been deported moved around south of the border looking
for work and assisting each other. Their original homeland had been almost completely
appropriated by Mexican and American ranchers and farmers. Some made enough money
cutting wood and selling it in towns to feed themselves (WHK Fieldnotes 1944:ASM)
The Cocopahs found themselves caught in a double bind in terms of their legal status.
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Since they were considered to be Mexican Indians by both countries they did not have
any legal rights or protection in the U.S. or Mexico (Menchaca 1993). All of a sudden
many individual Cocopahs found themselves separated from their family and kin and
unable to find any kind of work. This was an extremely difficult time for those Cocopahs
who had been deported. It resulted in a high level of mistrust toward Americans that
continues to the present.
Since the turn of the century two generations of Cocopahs had been separated
from their original four bands, home territory, subsistence economy and had become
accustomed to and dependent upon wage labor and a cash economy for their survival.
Those Cocopahs who had weathered the Great Depression, deportation, and commued to
work for the Yuma Valley farmers would face yet another challenge to their survival, the
Bracero Program.
Cocopahs and the Bracero Program
The Cocopahs seemed to hold their own in terms of finding enough work in the
fields and "were favorably regarded by their employers" (Kniffen 1931:56), until they
were displaced by Euro-American migrant workers during the Great Depression.
Cocopah farm workers m the Yuma Valley would be displaced a second time by the
Bracero Program which was implemented in 1942. This migration of Mexican farm
workers was unique in character and lasted a quarter of a century. These migrants, both
legal and illegal, became known as hraceros named after the program which was created
specifically for this purpose.
The Bracero Program began in response to the shortage of labor brought about by
World War II and was primarily a seasonal influx of Mexican laborers allowed to
temporarily cross the border to work in agricultural fields in the western U.S. (Gruening
1964:9). Created by executive agreement between the United States and Mexico during

155

World War II (1939-1945), the program allowed nearly 300,000 Mexican nationals to
work on the railroads and the agricultural fields in the U.S. (Sheridan 1995:284). Like the
unpredictability of most federal and state policies, the official policy toward Mexicans
changed back and forth between legal immigration and deportation, depending on the
political economy of the region (Sheridan 1995:284), and on the international relations
between the U.S. and Mexico. The Bracero Program was terminated in 1947, but was
reactivated during the Korean War. It was then suspended permanently in 1964. The
program introduced millions of Mexican laborers to the American West during the period
from 1942 to 1964(Romo 1989:133).
Bracero laborers proved extremely valuable to various western American
industnes that required a large number of unskilled workers. The driving force for
Mexican migration to the U.S. was much as it is today—the need for greater economic
opportunity. Over one million legal and illegal Mexicans had already entered the U.S. by
the time the Bracero Program was implemented (Gruening 1964). They had settled
principally in the border states of Anzona. Texas, and California. Gruening (1964:9)
claims that "the dire needs of these migrants, [and] their willingness to work and endure
wages scorned by native Americans, made them an attractive labor pool for southwestern
and western agriculture."
As Romo explained, the peak years for the recruitment of labor from Mexico
came in 1944 and 1945, when the hruceros came as seasonal workers, generallv under a
six month contract:
The number employed in the U.S. during the 1945 varied from 21,515 in
February to 67,860 in the peak harvest month of August. In railroad
industries, 135,283 workers came under contract for the last two years of
the war. Overall, more than five million braceros worked in the U S.
during the twenty-year program (Romo 1989:133). .
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Private enterprise was no doubt the main beneficiary of this ample and docile labor
supply; nevertheless, as Gruening (1964:10) points out, "a large part of the costs were
borne by the U.S. Govemment~i.e,, the American taxpayers." This was understandable
and even acceptable when viewed as a war measure even though the estimated cost of
administering the program and providing the local farmers with subsidies was more than
S55 million. With supfwrt from federal and state governments for private enterprise and
large scale agribusiness the human picture in all this was a murky one. Gruenmg
(1964:10) asserts, "corruption and exploitation were its steady concomitants." As
imported labor gradually replaced domestic labor the U.S., Congress repeatedly sought to
end the program. Invariably pressure from the agricultural industry perpetuated the
program.
In 1943 Kelly noted that the Cocopahs around Somerton had all the farm work
they wanted for 50 to 70 cents an hour depending on the type of work. The Cocopahs he
came in contact with worked for a period of a few days or a few weeks and then they
would "lay off (WHK Fieldnotes 1943:ASM). When they did work on the farms they
would earn just enough to live on and they would "lay off for a while and go fishing at a
lagoon near Somerton in order "to get enough to eat" (WHK Fieldnotes 1947:ASM). This
suggests that the wages they were earning were inadequate to feed a family and that they
had to take time away from wage labor to fish and hunt in order to supplement their diet
They were unable to compete with the many Euro-Amencans who had moved in and
taken over their land, the migrant farm laborers during the Great Depression, and the
Mexicans during the Bracero Program. Since the local and federal governments were
mandating and subsidizing these work programs, the Cocopahs were left out of the
picture. Not all Cocopahs wanted to work on the farms and often times they only worked
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until they made enough money to buy whatever they needed; those who did want to work
on the farms were finding it increasingly difficult in the Yuma Valley.
Both Willie Phillips and Lincoln Miller provided details of what it was like to
work on the farms around Somerton in the 1930s and 1940s. Willie Phillips said that
when he was old enough he worked with his father on different farms in the Yuma
Valley. They mostly picked cotton. Mr. Phillip's and his father also worked with farmers
planting and harvesting alfalfa and wheat. At the age of 18-19 he earned 25 cents per
hour picking lettuce, cauliflower and melons. For the most part the Phillips family
worked whenever they could get work and usually camped on the farmer's land. Often the
farmers would give them a small plot of land to grow some of their own crops. Mr.
Phillips felt that the Cocopahs were treated very well by the local farmers:
Those white people, those farmers were real good to us. They were real
good. They gave us a place to live, sometimes they give us a house to live
in while we worked. When they moved us somewhere else, we stayed
there and worked. They would give us some land to plant something to
eat. So we did. We always ate vegetables all the time.
Although most Cocopahs agreed that the farmers in the Yuma Valley were nice and
helped them, there were also misunderstandings between the Euro-American fanners and
the Cocopahs they hired to work for them. Cocopah tribal elder, Gordon Coyote, once
told me that "when the Cocopahs used to work on the farms, if they were arrested or had
to go to funerals and missed a couple of days they would be tired."
Lincoln Miller recalled that his family, like many other Cocopahs. moved around
a lot as he was growing up:
Cocopahs lived on the edges of farms wherever they worked. They
camped there. Some have camps and others don't so they just stay out
there in the open. Some farmers provided housing, some didn't. Some had
to make a shelter and live on the farm.
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Mr. Miller said that the Cocopahs were mostly involved in leveling the land and used
horses and mules for this and plowing. Later when farmers started using machines such
as tractors, a lot of Cocopahs lost their jobs working on the farms. No doubt the EuroAmericans who arrived during the Depression and stayed were skilled at driving tractors
and, as farming became more mechanized, the Cocopahs lacked the appropriate skills to
continue as farm hands. Unfortunately, when the Bracero Program was implemented
many Cocopahs were forced to move elsewhere to find employment. This resulted in a
number of Cocopahs moving to urban areas such as Phoeni.x and Los Angeles.
In reference to the hracems, Lincoln Miller said that the "Cocopahs were doing
some of that [farming] too and they finally squeezed them [the Cocopahs] out...The
Cocopahs moved out of here and moved to Buckeye [southwest of Phoeni.x] to look for
work." During this time penod Willie Phillips was also often out of work. He was told
that the reason there were so many people out of work, both Indian and white, was that
there were a lot of Mexicans coming in and the farmers were hiring them.
Although the Cocopahs were a dependable labor source in the past, the Mexican
migrants apparently proved to be more reliable. Some Cocopahs managed to continue to
work on the farms in the late 1940s and early 1950s but they were having to move around
more often. When Faye Coyote Ortega was bom near Gadsden in 1949, her father,
Gordon Coyote, was a farm laborer. When she was about one year old her grandfather
passed away, so the whole family moved to Buckeye, Arizona where her father worked
for farmers in the Phoenix area.^^ In 1954 the Coyote family moved back south and
worked for a farmer named Howard Daniel who provided the family with housing. Faye

^^The practice of bummg the home and movmg away from the area where a family
member had died was continued by the Cocopahs until they moved into modem housing,
begmning in the 1960s.
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describes this as "a camp that was a big long house that had showers and hot water and
electricity. It was a luxury." She said that during this time period her father worked and
they always had money.
Many Cocopahs who continued to work as farm laborers had to move out of the
Yuma Valley to find work. Michael Smith, a Euro-American attorney for the Cocopah
Tribe, and lifetime resident of the Yuma Valley, recalled that a lot of Cocopahs worked
as laborers on his family's farm. He said that after the war (WWII) a lot of Cocopahs left
the Valley. Mr. Smith attributed this to the fact that Mexicans were coming and working
on the farms, at first illegally and then as part of the Bracero Program. He said that the
Mexican laborers essentially displaced the Cocopahs and some moved north to the
Phoenix area and formed new communities in Buckeye and Laveen, while others went to
California and Oregon in search of employment.
In the early 1960s many Cocopahs who were working on the farms in the
Buckeye area were either living in the landfill or in Camp 29. Eddy San Diego described
his expenence in looking for some of his relatives there:
There were some people living in the dump. You had to go past the dump
and there were some houses in the dump. There were Cocopahs living in
there. The house we were looking for was on the other side of the dump in
a place where there was a bunch of houses in what they called Camp 29 It
is no longer there. The houses were like cottages. The Cocopahs livmg in
the dump had all kinds of houses of cardboard and others were made of
mud. They built with anything they could find.
The row of small one room cottages at Camp 29 was built to house the seasonal farm
workers, many of whom were Cocopahs, during the late 1950s and early 1960s. Some
Cocopahs remembered living there while they worked in the fields. Both Cocopah men
and women worked in the fields. Manlyn Hayes said that her older sisters worked in the
cotton fields because they could not afford to go to high school.
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The Bracero Program brought business success and wealth to many farmers in the
Yuma and Imperial Valleys but opposition to this program came from many quarters.
The program provided cheap labor for the growing agribusinesses in the Yuma and
Imperial Valleys, but it also created social problems in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands.
Today Yuma Valley's agribusinesses continue to hire Mexican laborers to work in
the fields, especially during the harvest in late winter when the lettuce, broccoli,
cauliflower, cabbage, citrus and melon crops are ready. The other crops such as wheat,
alfalfa, and safTlower, grown in the spring, and cotton, grown in the summer, are totally
mechanized today so hand labor is no longer needed. Along with "being squeezed out" bv
Mexican laborers, Lincoln Miller noted that machinery had taken over most of the work
that the Cocopahs had been doing for the local farmers. Unfortunately for the Cocopahs
there were few alternatives for unskilled labor anymore, and their subsistence practices
had been eliminated due to the inability to gain access to water and the loss of knowledge
over the past three to four generations. Although the enrolled Cocopahs living on the
reservation, unlike the unenrolled Cocopahs living off the reservation, had access to
some of the benefits provided by the BIA, they were all subjected to extreme poverty
conditions.
The Cocopahs were struggling not only with their economic survival, they were
also struggling to hang on to their identity. Some Cocopahs were considered American
Indians, others were referred to as Mexicans. The American Cocopahs who had received
recognition by the federal government essentially lived the type of life that most native
peoples did on reservations. They depended on the U.S. government to educate them as
well as "take care" of them in terms of health care and other benefits. On the other hand,
the Cocopahs who were denied recognition and were referred to as ouLsiders managed to
carry on with much of their traditional ways while moving around and working for the
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local farmers. The Cocopahs who chose to stay in Mexico or had been deported in 1933
had a much more difficult time. Because the Cocopahs lived on both sides of this
complex border social system I now turn briefly to what was occurring south of the
border throughout this time period.
The Cocopahs in Mexico
While the Cocopahs were settling on reservations in the U.S. those who remained
in Mexico by choice or by force continued to move around seeking work.^^ Their land
base detenorated rapidly as Mexican and American farmers and ranchers appropnated
their lands, especially during the Porfiriato (1876-1910), when the dictator Porfirio Diaz
ruled Mexico. Land Reform was the driving force behind the Mexican Revolution that
ended the Porfiriato, and has been central to Mexico's political stability since (Sanderson
1984:1). Land redistribution was the policy of Article 27 of the Constitution of 1917
which broke up many large land holdings. The National Agrarian Commission was
sanctioned with redistribution of this land into ejidos to be primarily collectives of
smallholdings by Mexican peasants and Indians. During the Cardenas administration
(1934-1940) when numerous ejiclos were established, the Cocopahs in Mexico were able
to take advantage of this land reform policy
Between 1935 and 1950 the Mexican government took possession of some of the
land in the border region that had been formerly worked by American interests, and

^^Although my research concentrated on the Cocopahs north of the border it is necessary
to provide some mformation concerning the Cocopahs in Mexico as this has some
bearing on the attitudes of the U.S. Cocopahs throughout this time period as well as
today. Since I did not do any original research among the Mexican Cocopahs this
summary is based on the ethnographic information published in Kelly (1977) and A.
Williams (1983), personal observations made during four trips to visit the Cocopahs in
Mexico in 1993-94, personal communication with Anita Williams in Mexicali and
Monica Gonzales, a Cucapa from El Mayor at the confluence of the Colorado and Hardy
Rivers in Baja California.

162

particularly by the Colorado River Land Company. When some of the land in the lower
Colorado River delta was being developed under the ejido system, the Mexican
Cocopahs again found themselves in a difficult economic situation. Prior to the ejido
system many Mexican Cocopahs had been employed in construction jobs and as farm
laborers by the American companies. When the American companies were forced to give
up their land concessions in northwestern Mexico, the Mexican Cocopahs "moved to
Arizona, again as agricultural laborers, or to unoccupied land in the southern part of the
delta, where they made a living as best they could by chopping wood, picking cotton, and
raising a few head of cattle " (Kelly 1977:13).
In 1936 an attempt was made to gather some of the Cocopah families in Baja
California together to form an ejido as a cooperative farm owned by the Mexican
government. This cjido was intended to be an all-Cocopah enterprise but lack of
direction on the part of the Mexican authorities, together with the lack of interest and
ability on the part of the Cocopahs, forced the appointment of a Mexican as storekeeper
and manager of the cjido enterpnse and the inclusion of Mexican (non-Cocopah)
families. By 1940 many Cocopahs had left the ejido to make a living as laborers and
woodcutters again, and they were replaced by additional Mexican families, in 1940 Kelly
estimated the population in the Cocopah camps in Sonora below San Luis to be
approximately 74 people. He did not provide a population estimate for the Cocopahs
living in Baja California. Most of the Cocopah families from the ejido in Baja California
had settled in Sonora by 1943 (Kelly 1977:13).^'' Those Cocopahs who remained in the
ejido, who were mostly women, married Mexican men.

•'^Kelly does not provide the name of this ejido but it is more than likely ( ucapa-Mestizo
Ejido which is a mixed Mexican/Cocopah ejido located south of Mexicali.
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In 1976 a presidential decree confirmed the communal rights of the Mexican
Cocopahs to 143,000 hectares of land in Baja California. The land was mostly desert but
included the Cocopah Mountains. While they were waiting for another decree (that in
1981 expanded their land holdings to include irrigable farmland near the Hardy River)
the Mexican Cocopahs worked on nearby ranches and at Hardy River tourist camp."*® The
camp is located along Highway 5 between Mexicali and San Felipe in Baja California.
This area attracts many tourists who enjoy camping and the outdoors so the Cocopahs
built camping facilities which offered recreational activities tied to the river, such as
fishing, hunting and boating. Unfortunately, the Hardy River tourist camp was destroyed
during the 1993 floods and the Cocopahs have not had the income to reconstruct it.
Whenever possible, they raised some poultrv- and farmed on a small scale. They hunted
small game and depended on the fish fi-om the river as a major staple (A. Williams
1983:103). When 1 visited the Cocopahs living in El Mayor in the Hardy River area in
1993-94, there was a tremendous amount of factionalism among the people in this small
community. 1 visited the community with U.S. Cocopahs. some of whom had relatives
living there. The Cocopahs in El Mayor had a small museum; however, I was never able
to see it. as the "person with the key" was always in Mexicali when we visited. There was
also a small number of Mexican Cocopahs living in Ciicapa-Mestizo EjiJo to the south of
Mexicali which I visited once in 1993.
A third group of Mexican Cocopahs living around Pozos de Arvisu. located a few
miles south of San Luis in Sonora, practice some small-scale commercial agnculture.
Nicholas Wilson Tambo was recently elected as the leader of this group. According to A.
Williams (1983:103) the Cocopahs living m Pozos de Arvisu have the reputation for

•^®This may be the Cocopah community most often referred to as EI Mayor today.
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being the most conservative of the surviving Cocopahs in Mexico in terms of the
observance of their traditional customs. [ found them to be much friendlier toward me
than the Cocopahs in El Mayor. Many U.S. Cocopahs have relatives in Pozos de Arvisu,
often referred to as San Luis, because of its close proximity to the U. S. border, thus
enabling a closer exchange between the two groups.
The friendly relations between the Cocopahs living in Pozos de Arvisu and the
U.S. Cocopahs is no doubt a resuh of historical circumstances and is connected to the
political ecology of the lower Colorado River delta. As noted earlier, after the Colorado
River changed its course in 1905 most of the Cocopahs from the Mat Skrm and Hwanyak
bands settled into the San Luis and Somerton areas. The Wi Ahwir moved into the
Mexicali area and may be the ancestral band of the Cocopahs living in Cucapa-Mestizo
Ejido. The Kwakwarsh remained in the delta and more than likely they are the Cocopahs
living m El Mayor. As noted in Chapter Three the Kwakwarsh are considered the least
"traditional" of the Cocopahs which has caused some problems for those members of the
Kwakwarsh band who settled around Somerton.
Manlyn Hayes said that she did not travel to Mexico herself but she did have
some relatives there. From what she understood she is Cocopah although her relatives
living in Mexico were referred to as the Kwa'ash. She didn't know who they were and she
has heard other Cocopahs refer to the PaiPai and Kamia in Mexico as Kwa'ash. She said
that her father was Kwa'ash and that she had heard this term used quite often when she
was growing up. Marilyn said that it seemed like the Cocopahs in the U.S. did not like
them much because of that name and that people would say "look at those people, they
don't belong here." According to Marilyn the people referred to as Kwa'ash also spoke a
different language (or dialect); her grandparents and her father spoke this language, but
they did not teach it to their children. Marilyn's cousin. Rudy Hayes, said that he was told
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the same thing about his father, but his father never taught him this language either. Due
to the similarity in terminology and the circumstances described by Marilyn Hayes it
would seem that her father was from the Kwakwarsh band in the delta. Her ancestors
may have been left off the original rolls if there were bad feelings between the Hwanyak
and the Kwakwarsh.^^
Tribal Membership and Cocopah Identity
Indian law states that Native Americans have the inherent authority to determine
who can belong to their tribe or group. Pevar (1992:85) warns that "if tribes lost this
power, they could not control their future." Without the ability to control membership
their sovereignty and legal status would be in jeopardy. Based on two court cases, Santa
Clara v. Martinez (436 U.S. 49, 1978), and Chaponse v. Clark (607 F. Supp. 1027, D.
Utah 1985), the Supreme Court noted that tribes do have the right to determme their own
membership for tribal purposes and this has long been recognized as central to their
existence as independent political communities. The case of Roff v. Burmy (168 U S
218, 1897) stated that tnbal authority over membership includes exclusionary power, and
It can also take membership away from a person. This authority includes the right to
adopt persons into the tribe and to determine which benefits of membership these people
can participate in, such as whether they can use tnbal property as demonstrated in the
L 'herokee Intermarriage Cases (203 U.S. 76, 1906).

•"When I visited the Cocopahs in July 1996 I asked all of my consultants if they had ever
heard of the term KwakM'ash and Marilyn said she remembered hearing the term Kwa'ash
but didn't know if these were the same. Willie Phillips was the only consultant who
recognized the term and he thought this might be another tnbe in Mexico.
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Although Congress has the power to limit a tribe's authority to determine
membership today, the tribe has the exclusive right to determine who belongs to the tribe
for tribal purposes. Congress, on the other hand, has the exclusive right to determine
tribal membership for federal purposes, especially in determining who qualifies for
government benefits. This distinction is particularly important in determining a tribe's
eligibility and funding for educational and health benefits that are appropriated by
Congress.
Each Indian tnbe has eligibility requirements for enrollment. Most tribes require
that a person have at least one-fourth tribal blood to become a member. Some tribes
require as much as one-half tribal blood, while others require one-sixteenth. Although
blood quantum, a Euro-American derived construct based on biological classification, is
used by the Cocopahs as one of the cnteria to qualify tribal members for government
benefits, it is not necessarily used as a criterion for their own group identification. One
must be able to prove one-quarter Cocopah blood, as stated in the tribe's constitution, in
order to qualify for membership. With no deliberate effort on his or her part, the
offspring is bom Cocopah. and in a formal and legal sense remains at least part Cocopah
throughout life even if one chooses to enroll with another tribe or not at all.
Although blood quantum is generally used to qualify for tnbal membership, it
does not necessarily determine who is an Indian for other purposes. To be considered an
Indian for federal purposes, an individual must have some Indian blood. A non-Indian
who is adopted into an Indian tnbe is not an Indian under federal law, although it was
contested in f/.S. v. Rogers (45 U.S. 566, 1846) and Stale v. Atlehery (519 P.2d 53.
Arizona 1974). However, under certain federal laws small amounts of Indian blood,
together with recognition as a member by the Indian community, will qualify' a person as
an Indian which was decided m Sully v. U.S. (195 F. 113, 8th Cir. 1912) and Makah
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Indian Tribe v. Callam County (440 P.2d 442, Washington 1968).

It has been

demonstrated through court cases and changes in federal Indian policy that the issue
remains murky, however. Today, Congress has limited the enrollment decisions of very
few tribes and the vast majority of tribes have no federal restrictions regarding
membership. Unless authorized by Congress the federal courts are not permitted to
resolve disputes arising out of tribal enrollment policies. For the most part this is left to
the tribes to decide, which is how it should be.
In addition to the blood quantum requirements, tribes may have other
qualifications for membership. Some tribes have a residency requirement stating that the
applicant reside on the reservation for a certain length of time or have residence at the
time of application. Some have a time limit after a birth for filing an enrollment
application (Pevar 1992:86). Some native peoples in New Mexico allow children to
become members only if their fathers are members. In a recent case. Saniu Clara Pueblo
V. Martinez (436 U.S. 49, 1978), the court ruled that children bom to female members
married to spouses from outside the pueblo were ineligible for membership. By contrast,
children of mamages between male members to spouses outside the pueblo were
eligible. This is an important case because Santa Clara is a patrilineal society and it was
their own cultural system that mfluenced the final Court decision.
On the surface the blood quantum requirement for tribal membership appears to
be a logical extension of cultural identity However, history has revealed a different
situation. For the Cocopah there was much admixture with other Yuman-speaking
peoples through intermarriage, alliances, trading partnerships and captivity When a
Cocopah married a member of another tribe that individual maintained his or her identity
as a Cocopah and their children generally identified with the group of residence. For the
most part these groups maintamed a patnlocal post-marital residence pattern so the
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children usually identified with the father's tribe. Sometimes these children will change
tribal membership when they are older, depending on which tribe offers the most in
terms of economic benefits. At this time many of the children of mixed marriages are
enrolling with the Cocopah Tribe in order to take advantage of the revenue shares from
Indian gaming. I had heard rumors that some of the children of Cocopahs and Quechan
marriages were enrolled in the Quechan Tribe in order to receive their land claim trust
funds when they reached the age of 21. Since they can only legally belong to one tribe
they changed their enrollment to the Cocopah after they started distributmg Casino
revenue shares.
Issues surrounding tribal membership have some bearing on the Cocopah identity
constructs, "American Indians" versus outsiders after the reservation was established, and
the consequences of the U.S. government determining who could be ofTicially enrolled.
Although Cocopah enrollment in the 1920s was directly controlled by the Commission of
Indian Affairs and the Department of the Interior, it was the ambiguous status of the
Cocopahs as Mexicans in the borderlands that kept the majority of them off the tribal
rolls. Although they struggled to be recognized by the federal government, the outsiders
always considered themselves to be Cocopahs. This division between the enrolled
Cocopahs and the outsiders continued for a fifty year period until enrollment was finally
opened up to include the outsiders.
Cocopah Tribal Membership Today
Access to modem housing, which is discussed in more detail in chapter six, was
the catalyst for the Cocopahs to increase enrollment by adding those considered,
outsiders. Rudy Hayes recalled the time when the Cocopahs were considering the
possibility of increasing their enrollment:
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We used to laugh at that because there were a lot of people living around
and for whatever reason they never enrolled. They were living there
because they were part of the Cocopah Tribe and that was that. They did
not have a number or even know how to say they were an enrolled
member. But, they started to put up these homes to enrolled members and
so in 1971 they adopted about 400 tribal members. They all came out of
hiding and all wanted those homes. So we adopted quite a few in that year
of 1970 and they [BIA] made it official in 1971 because they [BLA.] had a
one year waiting period.
Cocopah veteran Lincoln Miller was informed after serving in the (J.S. Army that he
should be automatically enrolled but he waited until enrollment was opened and
applications were taken in 1970:
I became enrolled in the 1970s when enrollment was opened. Most of the
people enrolled at that time. So I was one of them that was enrolled. The
Tribal Council would have to approve the enrollment. It was an act of the
Tribal Council like it is today. 1 never tried to be enrolled in the past, but
some of the people said that if you had been in the service that by rights
you should be automatically enrolled. But I never questioned anybody.
Really, I was young and had always been an "outside man." I always
provided myself with what I needed so 1 didn't need to be on the
reservation. So, I never inquired about being enrolled or anything. A lot of
my friends would ask me if it was right for the government to give me
money and give me this and that. I told them no. I told them that if I did
that I wouldn't be here working. I said that if they did that for me I would
be at home. If I don't work I go hungry. But that is what a lot of people
said-that I should be enrolled. Some people said that if you have been m
the service you are automatically made a citizen.
Robert Barley, Chairman of the Cocopah Tribe between 1970 and 1974, believed
that the mcrease m enrollment was a "unifying factor for the Cocopah people"
Williams 1974 vi). Barley felt that the Cocopah people could work together to bnng
about seif-sutTiciency and prosperity. No doubt the division between the enrolled
Cocopahs and the outsiders affected socio-economic relations. As a divided group it was
impossible to accomplish much and there was so much confusion among the
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governmental agencies as to the legal status of most of the Cocopahs that it seemed that
nothing was being accomplished for anyone whether enrolled or not.
Tribal enrollment has increased steadily since 197L with a total of 783 enrolled
Cocopahs listed as of March 1994. The last complete census that I have for the Cocopah
Tribe mcluded tnbal members between the ages of 3 months and 87 years of age (see
table 5.2). As with most reservations, there is a significant drop-off in population among
the forty year olds and older, especially for the Cocopah males. This compares to the
national statistics for Indian reservations where most deaths within this age group are
caused by accidents resulting from alcohol and drug abuse.
Table 5.2 Current Cocopah Demographics by Age and Sex
Age
Female
Male
3 mos.-lO yrs.
87
79
11 -20yrs.
73
73
21 -30vrs.
83
74
31 -40 yrs.
60
72
41-50 yrs
39
45
51 -60 yrs.
29
15
61-70 yrs.
16
13
71-80 yrs.
8
8
81 and over
5
4
Totals
418
365
Source: Cocopah Indian Tribe Enrollment List, March 1994

Total
166
146
157
132
84
44
29
16
9
783

Today, approximately half (53%) of the enrolled Cocopahs are living on the
reservation and no longer practice any type of agnculture beyond a few home gardens.
Approximately 19 percent of the enrolled Cocopahs live in the surrounding area of
Somerton and Yuma and the remaining 28 percent live in the Phoenix area, other parts of
Arizona or out of state (see table 5.3).
Due to the growing population of the Cocopah Tribe there is a constant shortage
of housing on the reservation. The potential flood problems on the North Reservation
have prevented the Tribe from building permanent housing there, so mobile homes which
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can be moved out of the tloodplain are used as an alternative. Many of the Cocopahs
living in urban areas return to visit relatives living on the reservation, to vote in elections,
and to attend special events; however, most have no desire to return to the reservation
permanently. On the other hand, there are Cocopahs who have chosen to move back to
the reservation when housing has opened up in order to "get back to their roots." Often
these tribal members have found the urban world to be extremely lacking in cultural and
moral values and return to recover their own cultural identity. Returning tribal members
often find employment with the tribe and bring their education and skills back to their
people.
Table 5.3 Contemporary Residence Pattern of Enrolled Cocopahs in the U.S.
Location
Total
% of Total Population
East Reservation
228
29%
West Reservation
148
19%
Yuma/Somerton Area
39
5%
Phoenix Area
145
19%
Other Arizona Locations
31
4%
Other States
98
12%
Mexico
1
0
Totals
782
Source: Cocopah Indian Tnbe Enrollment List: March. 1994.

100%

Being enrolled as tribal members and ofTicially recognized by the U.S.
government has had other advantages for Native Americans besides access to economic,
health and social services, and program funding. Since the 1960s changes have been
made in the area of employment practices due to affirmative action and stated hiring
preferences in some agencies such as the BIA. Rudy Hayes discovered that his name was
missing from the 1971 enrollment list when he was asked for proof of his tribal
membership status on a job application. Because the employment he was seekmg gave
preference to Native Americans it was necessary to show an enrollment card along with
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his enrollment number. He discovered that either he had not been enrolled with the rest
of his family or the BIA misplaced his application. In any case he had to reapply. He
explained that this is the reason he has a 600 number on his enrollment card instead of a
100 number like the rest of his family. Ironically, Mr. Hayes has been in charge of the
enrollment office for the Cocopah Tribe for the past seven years. Despite the mix-up in
his enrollment he was eventually able to take advantage of employment opportunities due
to his status as an American Indian.
Present Status of Cocopah Identity in the U.S.-Mexico Borderlands
At the time of his fieldwork, Kelly (1977:14) noted, "the Arizona Cocopa as a
whole had maintained their tribal solidarity and preserved the old ways in a much more
complete form than those in Mexico. TTiere were no mixed marriages in Anzona as far as
[he] knew, while many of the younger Cocopa girls in Baja California and Sonora were
living with Mexican men." This attitude prevails today among the Cocopah that I came in
contact with. Based on many conversations with my consultants and other Cocopah tribal
members there was a general consensus that the Cocopahs in the U.S. are the "real"
Cocopahs and the Cocopahs in Mexico are "Mexicans."
Recumng marriages among Cocopah families have been an important means by
which community organization has been perpetuated and identity mamtained. Rudy
Hayes, for example, is also related to the Stevens and Thomas families. Other large
Cocopah families on the reservation are known by the following surnames: Phillips, San
Diego, Barley, Miller, Huck, White, Davis, Coyote, and many more. The Cocopahs
would often say they were all related but were unable to give me specifics as to who they
were related to outside their immediate family The Euro-Amencan names seemed to
have replaced the lineages in terms of connecting people and determining kin relations.
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Although many Cocopahs claimed that their ancestors were from Mexico and still
have relatives living there [ sensed that there was a prejudicial tone when replying to my
inquiries about the relationship between the Cocopahs in the LI S. and those living in
Mexico. I sensed that part of this had to do with the opinion that those Cocopahs chose to
stay in Mexico so why should the Cocopahs in the U.S. help them now? Because many
Mexican Cocopahs have intermarried with non-Indians, in particular mestizos, they speak
Spanish and no longer practice many of the traditions of the Cocopah cultural system,
such as singing, dancing and playing traditional games such as peon and shinny.
Language was a central issue to many U.S. Cocopahs who mentioned that the Mexican
Cocopahs spoke Spanish and a mixture of Spanish and Cocopah which made it difficult
to understand what they were saying most of the time. This has added to the American
Cocopah's perception that these Cocopahs are "Mexican." This feeling persists even
though many of the Cocopahs in the U.S. do not carr\' on the cultural traditions
mentioned above. Also many of the U.S. Cocopahs had formed this opinion without ever
going to visit the Cocopahs in Mexico. Their experience with Mexico has been primanly
limited to walks across the border at San Luis and media influence.
The Cocopah Museum recently took Cocopah elders to Mexico to meet the eiders
at El Mayor, in the Hardy River area. Unfortunately, this proved disappointing, as very
few Cocopahs from El Mayor participated. Given their history of deportation and
questionable identity, it is not surprising that the Cocopahs have not visited back and
forth across the border until fairly recently, and that they have ultimately lost touch with
their relatives and their traditional homeland. There may also be long-lasting band
tensions existing today even though the Cocopahs themselves do not articulate or even
recognize them as such.
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In the 1950s Mexican Cocopahs were able to make short visits to the United
States on temporary visas but they could not legally hold jobs. American Cocopahs bom
in the U.S. could go back and forth at will, providing they had their enrollment cards with
them. On the other hand, an American Cocopah bom in Mexico didn't dare visit Mexico
for fear of being denied re-entry into the U.S. (Kelly 1977:14). Since they were not
enrolled and most were not considered American citizens they did not have any type of
identification that would provide for easy border crossings.
Today most of the Cocopahs living in the U.S. are officially enrolled and carry
identification cards, which makes it somewhat easier to cross back into the U.S.
Nevertheless, my own travels across the border with Cocopahs have not been as easy as it
may appear on paper. One very late night we arrived at the San Luis border crossing at
2:30 a.m. after attending an all day fiesta in El Mayor, Baja California. Most of the
Cocopahs I was traveling with were elderly and sleeping when we arrived at the border
crossing. The border patrol asked me "Where do you live?" and asked the Cocopahs
"Where were you bom'!'" One very shy elderly Cocopah woman did not speak loud
enough for the border agent's satisfaction so he made us pull over to the side and go mto
the immigration office. After everyone showed their identification cards we all climbed
back into the van and were on our way home. I was very angry with the way the
Cocopahs were treated but they assured me that this was no bother and that it happens all
the time. What I find interesting is that I was the only one in the van that was not bom m
the United States, yet 1 didn't even have to show my driver's license This was a clear case
of discrimination against Native Amencans (and Mexicans) and quite frankly I was
surprised that no one asked me why 1 was traveling with them.
Mexican Cocopahs continue to have problems getting permits to cross into the
United States to visit relatives or attend funerals and ceremonies. Since most of them do

175

not have birth certificates, paycheck stubs, paid electric bills or credit cards, which would
enable them to obtain border crossing cards, they have problems getting across. Cocopah
tribal leaders have been working with U.S. Customs agents to make arrangements for
some of the Mexican Cocopahs to cross the border to attend funerals, although they must
return within 24 hours. There has been some discussion between the Tohono O'odham
and their representatives in Washington, D.C. about getting a special border crossing card
for native peoples that have been separated by the international border. This request has
yet to be addressed by the legislative offices at the federal level. If it should finally be
considered and legislated this would assist the Cocopahs in crossing the border. The
process has become complicated by the fact that in order to obtain a border crossing card
and visitor's visa the Mexican Cocopahs must apply for a passport. In order to obtain a
passport one must prove citizenship of Mexico. The Cocopahs feel that if they go through
this process and become "official" Mexican citizens that they will be forced to give up
their "Indian" identity and would become "mestizos," a label to which many Cocopahs,
such as Monica Gonzales at El Mayor, strongly object.
The Cocopahs in the U.S. have grown in number and in political and economic
strength since the 1970s. Reservation lands have increased, the standard of livmg has
risen, and the tribal government has been transformed to meet the future needs of
Cocopah tribal members as is demonstrated in the following chapters. Given the
treatment of the Cocopahs in the U.S. Mexico borderlands by federal, state, and local
governments it is amazing that the Cocopahs have survived. No doubt their former
cultural practices which were based on autonomous families grouped in ranchenas and
their pragmatic approach to life in general enabled them to adapt to new possibilities as
they arose and to survive in an unpredictable world.

176

The Cocopahs were always and still are extremely opportunistic and pragmatic in
adapting to differing circumstances. In addition to the symbols that make up their identity
configuration, Cocopah identity is primanly centered on their ability to adapt to new
situations. As they were faced with new challenges that forced the Cocopahs to change
within the political ecology of the lower Colorado River delta they never lost sight of
who they were. Even when two powerful nation-states, the U.S. and Mexico, imposed a
foreign identity on them they resisted. Today, they are Cocopahs, always have been
Cocopahs, and will continue to identified as Cocopahs into the future.
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CHAPTER 6
[N SEARCH OF A PERMANENT HOME; THE RESERVATION AND
SOCIO-POLITICAL CHANGE : 1917 - 1996

The United States has frequently changed the nature of its
relationship with the Indian nations. It has treated tribes as international
sovereigns, domestic dependent nations, wards in need of protection, and
quasi-sovereign governments. These differing definitions reflect federal
policies that have shifted between treating tribes as separate political
entities and attempting to integrate them into mainstream America
(O'Brien 1989:257).
In addition to the identity problems faced by the Cocopahs many political ecology
issues surface as we examine the history of the establishment and growth of the Cocopah
reservation system, especially in the context of access to resources and political power.
Although the Cocopahs continued to move around for economic purposes at the turn of
the century, some realized that their freedom of movement was being restncted and that
in order to survive and maintain their identity as a tribe it was important to establish a
permanent land base. Fortunately, a small group of Cocopahs managed to gain
recognition dunng the last big push of the U.S. government to set aside lands for Indian
reservations by executive order^~ between 1855 and 1919,
The establishment and growth of the Cocopah Reservation system and the
adoption of a constitutional form of government brought about another major challenge
to Cocopah identity. Although the Cocopahs had some dealings with the federal, state.

•^-According to Canby (1988:264); "While most reservations in existence today were
either established or confirmed by treaty or statute, there are some reservations that were
created in whole or part by presidential executive orders...temtory originally reserved by
executive order may subsequently be recognized by statute so as to create a compensable
property right in the occupying tribe. Since 1919 (1918 in the case of Arizona and New
Mexico), reservations have been required to be created by statute and not executive
order."
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and local governmental agencies during the first half of the twentieth century, the second
half would bring them into more and consistent face-to-face contact with these outside
influences. The transition in the political ecology linkage of the Cocopahs struggling to
control the river, land and natural resources during the latter part of the nineteenth
century to a struggle to gain access to housing, health care, education and employment
shifts from the local and regional levels to the national level as they become actors m the
politics of Indian identity in the twentieth century. This shifit included a change in the
way that the Cocopahs dealt with everyday matters, especially in the realm of tribal
governance and leadership which oflen came into conflict with traditional cultural
practices. While these governmental agencies were imposing their own set of rules and
regulations on

the enrolled Cocopahs they

ignored the

unenrolled outsiders.

Nevertheless, until the 1970s even the reservation Cocopahs were barely surviving
economically. Despite the efforts of well-intentioned bureaucrats to assist them over the
fifty year period between 1917 and 1971, very few Cocopahs were able to take advantage
of the benefits of the reservation system.
This was also a period of transition in tnbal leadership from the traditional
"Chief or "Captain" as the recognized leader of the enrolled Cocopahs on the West
Reservation and individual camp leaders among the outsiders, to a formalized
constitutional tribal government that was adopted in October, 1964. It was after this tnbal
government was formed, and the recognition of the Cocopah's deplorable economic
conditions by the public and government officials, that they were able to start changing
their living conditions. The Tribal Council elected to increase tnbal enrollment by
adopting the outsiders. This not only made a difference for the Cocopahs already
enrolled but brought to close a fifty year struggle by the outsiders for recognition as
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American Indians, to authenticate their identity as Cocopahs, and to finally have land to
settle on.
Since the establishment of their reservation in 1917, the Cocopahs have struggled
to increase their land base and have succeeded through a tremendous amount of
perseverance and tenacity. Reclamation lands were withdrawn and added to the Cocopah
reservation system between 1917 and 1985 (see Table 6.1). Because they have succeeded
in adding lands, increasing enrollment, and improving the reservation economy the
Cocopahs are now in a position to participate more fully in the regional economy.
Nevertheless, the process caused tremendous social and economic disruption for the
majority of the Cocopahs living in the United States for most of the twentieth century.
Table 6.1 Cocopah Land Acquisition
Year
Form of Acquisition
1917
Executive Order No. 2711
1961
1966
1973
1974
1985

P.L 87-150
Bureau of Reclamation Lease
U.S. District Coun
P.L. 93-320
P.L. 93-23

Location
East
West
West
North
West
West
West
East
North

Total Acreage of the Cocopah Reservation System
Source: Cocopah Land Use Plarming Report. 1990.

Acreage
160
360
81.64
Lots 5 and 6
887.40
316.15
2.140.91
1,481.68
614.18
6.086.96

Establishment of the Cocopah Reservation
Efforts were initiated in 1909 to establish a reservation for the Cocopahs when
Anna C. Egan. the Supenntendent of the Fort Yuma Indian School in California, wrote of
her concerns to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs:
The Yumas are very scattered. Many of them live in Old Mexico at points
that it is difficult to get at, and there is a good deal of wandering back and
forth. I am hoping that the fact of getting them settled on their own land

180
will put a stop to these migratory habits, and that our Indians can be
induced to leave Mexico for good and all (A.C. Egan to U.S. Indian
Service, 7/29/09: NA).
It seems plausible that Egan is referring to the Cocopahs when she refers to the "Yumas"
in this letter, because the Quechan Tribe, often referred to as the Yumas, already had a
reservation. The Fort Yuma Indian School was located on the Fort Yuma Reservation,
occupied by the Quechan Tribe, on the west side of the Colorado River in California. It is
mteresting to note that there were Indian agents who recognized the needs of the
Cocopahs in the Somerton area in the early 1900s, in spite of the question of their status
as Mexicans or American Indians. It is clear that Miss Egan viewed the Cocopahs as "our
Indians," meaning they belonged to the U.S., even though they continued their periodic
residence in "Old Mexico." Obviously she was concerned about the transboundary
activities of the Cocopahs and felt they should be given a permanent home.
It would be another seven years before L.L. Odle, the next Superintendent at the
Fort Yuma Indian School, would write to the U.S. Land Office in Phoenix to see about
acquiring land for the Cocopahs. He claimed that there were several Indian families
living in the "portion of Section 36 in T 16 S.2I E.S.B.M. in Yuma County [that] e.xtends
over the U.S. Reclamation levee to the nver" (L.L. Odle to U.S. Land Office, 12/11/I6;
BIA, Fort Yuma). The U.S. Reclamation Service replied to Odle's inquiry saying that the
tract of land was 160 acres, one mile long and one half mile wide, along the east canal
below Somenon, and only about 33 acres could be used for irrigable land. They found
that a Euro-American farmer. Baste Johanessen, had attempted to make a filing on this
tract of land in 1912 claiming that he had settled there in 1908, but their office had
advised agamst accepting this claim. As far as the Reclamation Service was concerned,
they had no objection to the Indian Department filing on this land (L.M. Lawson to L.L.
Odle. 12.19 16: BIA, Fort Yuma). Later Odle inquired about the status of another parcel
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of land "along the main canal in Sections 12 and 13 T.IO. R.24W in Yuma Valley" m
order to "procure a tract for some homeless Cocopah Indians who have been living in the
vicinity of Somerton. Arizona which could be homesteaded." He added that the "tract
described is not of great value, but would provide a home for the Indians where a little
truck could be raised" (L.L. Odle to the U.S. Land Office, 12.'21/16; BIA, Fort Yuma).
Odle's efforts paid off, and some of the Cocopahs who were permanently settled
around Somerton were assigned two small reservations under the jurisdiction of the Fort
Yuma Indian Agency. The Cocopah Reservation was established on September 27, 1917
by President Woodrow Wilson in Executive Order No. 2711 (see Appendix A). This
original reservation contained approximately 360 acres designated as the West Cocopah
Reservation and 160 acres as the East Cocopah Reservation. Both reservations were near
Somerton, Arizona, although the wording of the Executive Order does not clearly spell
this out (see Figure 6,1).
A Cocopah leader, Frank Tehanna, was instrumental in obtaining this reservation
for the Cocopahs. According to Clara Brown he was the "Chief of the Cocopah group of
about 15 families living to the west of Somerton and, "he went with four or five men to
sign the E.xecutive Order establishing the reservation." Based on the information in
William Kelly's fieldnotes it appears that these families were probably all members of the
Hwanyak band that had moved north in the mid-1800s. Tehanna's position as leader of
these families probably continued the pattern of leadership tbund traditionally among the
Cocopahs living further south in the lower Colorado River delta. As descnbed in the
previous chapter, the Hwanyak and Mai Skria were the r\so bands that had moved north
and settled in the Somerton area.
In 1920 Supenntendent Odle requested to have the Land Office survey the
Cocopah Reservation in order to divide it into ten acre tracts (L.L. Odle to the

182

Commissioner of Indian Affairs, 5/21/20; BIA, Fort Yuma). No doubt he wanted to turn
the ten acre tracts into allotments similar to the situation he had with the Quechan on the
Fort Yuma Reservation which had been turned into allotments in 1912 under the General
Allotment Act of 1887 (the Dawes Act). There is a well documented history of the abuses
and corruption under the allotment system. Odie either felt that allotment was beneficial
in "civilizing" the Indians, as did many reformers, or he saw it as an opportunity to enrich
his own coffers, as had other Indian agents. In any case he was turned down by C.J.
Hauk, chief clerk in the Office of Indian Affairs in Washington, D C., because the
appropnation for "Surveying and Allotting Indian Reservations. Reimbursable" was
about exhausted, and secondly, because it had "not been decided definitely to make
allotments to the Indians of the Cocopah Reservation" (C.J. Hauk to LL. OdIe, 6/21/20
BIA, Fort Yuma). By this time the allotment system was coming under scrutiny and was
being perceived by many as a miserable failure of federal Indian policy.
It is fortunate for the Cocopah that the reservation was not divided into
allotments. Today, we are witnessing the consequences of fractionalized reservations due
to allotments. In many groups it has resulted in tension and conflicts among family
members. Historically, many allotees were put under pressure to sell their land to nonIndians and many reservations shrunk or disappeared altogether, especially in the eastern
half of the United States. If in fact the Cocopah Reservation had been divided into
allotments, as some Cocopahs had requested at the time, the Tribe would not have been
able to increase their enrollment without acquiring additional lands. No doubt the local
farmers who were leasing reservation lands would have found a way to appropriate the
allotments, especially since the West Reservation is located on the nch delta soil of the
banks of the Colorado River.
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In November, 1923 letters were sent to the Secretary of the Interior by the leaders
of the Cocopah outsiders living in the Somerton area. In these letters they made
statements concerning their living conditions and their relationship to the Cocopahs
living on the reservation under the leadership of Tehanna. Jim Barley, "Captam" of the
Somerton faction stated that a reservation still had not been set aside for them. It was his
understanding that the federal government was:
going to have a set of reservations to make our Indian homes, to develop
our Indian farms with free water from the Government and farm
implements to work with, and houses to build for our domestic families
and we have many promises like these by American citizens that we shall
have a good preparatory or kindergarten for our Indian children to go to
school near our homes...We believe you have the right pnvileges to
proclaim our land interest and free water rights from taxation for twentyfive years. We further ask that the Indians be allowed to select their own
officers on the reservation so as to remove the discord and want for
harmony now existing among our sociable Indians on the reservation...
About eight hundred Cocopah Indians are existing in the Yuma County of
Arizona for twenty-five years and many of our younger children are bom
here in America. We are an industrious people working hard among the
white people's ranches to support our own families and living anywhere
there is a vacancy.

In the year 1918 the superintendent Odle of Fort Yuma School sent
a petition for us to sign. The petition stated that this was a chance for us to
get the grant from the Government for a set of Cocopah reservations-and
if the Cocopahs do not sign the petition, they will be driven back to
Mexico by the authorities, so for this reason many Indians were afraid to
sign the petition. Since then we never heard of any benefits for the
Indians. In the year 1920 the superintendent Odle announced to us again
that there is a track of Cocopah Indian reservation (Jim Barley to the
Secretary of the Interior, I l/4/23:NA).
According to this letter a tract of land consisting of 300-400 acres had been transferred
into leases to white settlers. Apparently E.F. Sanguinetti, mentioned in Chapter Four,
leeised a large section of this reservation, and Jim Barley questioned "why this happened
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and why the Indians were not living there" (Jim Barley to the Secretary of the Interior,
11/4/23;NA).
As late as 1957, correspondence from the F.M. Haverland, the Bureau of Indian
Affairs area director in the Phoenix Office, indicated that there still were no clearly
established boundaries for the Cocopah Reservation. In addition to defining the
boundaries, he pointed out that it was necessary to determine;
...which individuals in the Yuma area of Cocopah Indian heritage are
descendants of those individuals whose relationship with the United States
government was established with the rolls referring to the Indian Office
letter of October 20. 1922. You will recall that letter recognizes 31
Cocopah Indians as beneficiaries of the United States...they are fewer than
100 persons in the Yuma area who are eligible to receive services from the
United States government by virtue of being on the 1922 rolls or direct
descendants of those individuals (F.M. Haverland, Area Director to
Senator Barry Goldwater, 5/8/57; BIA; Fort Yuma).
Haverland also maintained that it was necessary to conduct a census to determine who
was Cocopah and who was not, as he was concerned about problems with unenrolled
Cocopahs living on lands recently turned over to the Bureau of Indian Affairs by the U.S.
Bureau of Reclamation (Lots 5 and 6).
Throughout the decades between 1917 and 1985, the boundaries of the Cocopah
Reservation were questioned repeatedly. Today, the Cocopah Reservation encompasses
three separate sections of land. These are the West Cocopah Reservation and the East
Cocopah Reservation, near Somerton and a third area formerly known as Lots 5 and 6
that is now the North Cocopah Reservation to the west of Yuma (see Figure 6.1). Each
Cocopah reservation has developed differently over the twentieth century and each one
has a character of its own. Although each reservation is Cocopah and there is a strong
tribal identity linking the three reservations together there are subtle differences and
attitudes that mark each one. Despite the geographical distance that separates the
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reservations and the Cocopah people, there are ecological and historical circumstances
that shaped each reservation and influenced the Cocopahs who live there.
West Cocopah Reservation
When Gifford (1933:298) first visited the Cocopahs in 1927, Frank Tehanna was
the headman for the reservation Cocopahs''^ and Joe Mann was the headman for the offreservation Cocopahs in Arizona and Sonora. There was presumably a third headman for
the Cocopahs near the Cocopah Mountains in Baja California, but Gifford did not
provide the name of this individual. Although Jim Barley and Billy Miller, as already
noted in Chapter Four, were opposed to Tehanna's leadership on the reservation, he had
been a well-known Cocopah leader for a long time. Ironically, Tehanna was recognized
by the (J.S. government as the official leader of the Cocopah Reservation even though he
was not enrolled. No doubt this was part of the cause of the conflict and political tension
between some of the outsiders and Tehanna.
Tehanna guided the W J. McGee expedition in 1900 and is credited with having
led the movement that culminated in the establishment of the Cocopah Reservation in
1917 As A. Williams (1974.42) states, it was "Tehanna who recognized the changing
nature of U.S. society and the position of native Amencans in it and saw to it that
Cocopah children attended school for the first time." Today when Frank Tehanna's name
comes up it is often in reference to his concern that the Cocopahs be educated in order
for the tribe to move forward. Not all tnbal members agreed with him, however, as they
felt this would change their cultural identity.
When William Kelly amved to do his fieldwork among the Cocopahs in 1940 he
reported that there were about 50 Cocopahs at Somerton who were recognized by the

•^^At this time the West reservation was the only part of the Cocopah reservation system
that people knew about. The existence of the East Reservation was still in question.
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BIA and were located on the reservation. The main Cocopah camp at Somerton was
called Mayor krwinyawe. Mayor Town. Kelly found that the system of membership in
Cocopah groups and affiliation under a group leader had broken down somewhat because
of the extremely weak nature of authority among the group leaders whom he referred to
as "captains." Instead, he noted that the basis for what local unity the Cocopah groups
tended to exhibit was in accordance with the affiliations of their kinsmen who were in
the U.S. at the turn of the century (WHK Fieldnotes, 1940: ASM) This early fieldwork
concentrated pnmarily on the Cocopahs living in camps in the U.S. and Mexico.
In 1947, Kelly returned to conduct fieldwork a second time. This time he wanted
to camp on the reservation and interview some of the Cocopahs living there. His
interpreter said that he might have some difficulty working with the reservation
Cocopahs since his family did not belong to the reservation. The rest of the Cocopahs,
the outsiders'^'^, were living in camps led by Jim Phillips and Sam Miller around
Somerton, Jim Barley on 8th Street, Pete Nelson near 8th St., and Roy Davis and
Josephine Thomas elsewhere (WHK Fieldnotes, 1947: ASM). Some unenrolled
Cocopahs were living on the reservation, including Oliver Twist (who was one of Kelly's
consultants) and his son, Frank, (who often worked as one of his interpreters). To avoid
any problems for his interpreter, Kelly and his wife arranged to put their trailer in Sam
Miller's camp where they had stayed before (WHK Fieldnotes, 1947: ASM). This was the
first mention of Kelly trying to work on the reservation, and one account suggested that
there was conflict between the enrolled Cocopahs and those who were not enrolled but

'^'^Although it appears that most of the Cocopahs whom Kelly worked with were not
enrolled, he never used the term outsiders to refer to them. This is one of the reasons it
took me a while to realize who my consultants were refemng to when they spoke of the
outsiders. Even though it was not intentional I was fortunate to have obtained a balanced
number of oral histories from both the former outsiders and the enrolled Cocopahs.
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were living on the West Reservation. This demonstrates some of the tensions that existed
between the enrolled Cocopahs and the outsiders even though some Cocopah outsiders
lived on the West Reservation either permanently or temporarily.
Kelly interviewed some of these local leaders."*^ He visited Joe San Diego, who
told him that he hadn't worked for local farmers in about five years but had five acres that
he was farming on the reservation. He often sold wood in Somerton for cash. Kelly also
talked to Pedro Jim, a descendent of the Hwanyak band and one of the original enrollees,
who was growing flax on 25 acres on the west side of the reservation by the railroad
tracks. Jim's father formerly lived on the reservation where San Diego had his farm and
house site. Pedro Jim was paying for his own water and seed, but the land he was using
was "rent free" on permission of San Diego, who he referred to as the reservation "boss"
(WHK Fieldnotes, 1947:ASM).
In 1955, 74 Cocopahs lived on the West Reservation (BIA files. Fort Yuma).
Although the total of the enrolled population remained small, there was an estimated 400
unenrolled Cocopahs living in the Somerton area and in cities such as Phoenix and Los
Angeles. In 1957 John Dibbem, the superintendent of the Colorado River Agency, wrote
to the Phoenix Area Director;
the Indian cemetery, church and cry house [were] located on
approximately 10 acres of lot 14, the balance of lot 14 [was] being farmed
along with Lot 15 and Lot 5 by two Cocopah Indians, Pedro Jim and
Charley Jim. Both Pedro and Chariey Jim are enrolled Cocopah Indians.

"^^Due to the reluctance of the Cocopahs to repeat the names of their dead relatives it was
often difTicult to establish the exact years when Cocopah leaders were the "chiefs" and
when they may have passed away. It seems that until there was a more formalized system
of leadership a Cocopah man remained the "chief until he was too old or infirm to
continue in a decision-making capacity or until he died. I did not hear of any references
to women being leaders until Clara Brown was elected chairwoman in the 1960s.
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Pedro Jim resides on the Cocopah reservation and Charley Jim resides off
the reservation near Somerton, Arizona.
Dibbem also noted that Pedro Jim, who had lived on the Cocopah Reservation all of his
life and was Chairman of the West Reservation, had furnished him with information that
confirmed that the Cocopahs had "resided on Lots 14 and 15 for more than 40 years and
[had] always believed these lots to be part of the reservation" (John C. Dibbem to P.M.
Haverland, 11/25/57: BIA, Fort Yuma). In addition, it was noted that the Bureau of
Reclamation had also referred to these lots as part of the Cocopah Reservation. In the
meantime, the question of enrollment had surfaced again. It was pointed out that only
four of the 21 individuals residing on Lot 14 were enrolled. Many of the older Cocopahs
residing on this land did not speak English and Pedro Jim, their appointed spokesperson,
told Dibbem, "many of these people had lived there for forty years and some of the
younger members all of their lives and that they had considered the lands in question as
part of the reservation" (J. C. Dibbem to P.M. Haverland 11/25/57: BIA, Fort Yuma).
In 1961, P L. 87-150 granted the Cocopahs 81.64 acres of public domain adjacent
to the onginal West Cocopah Reservation that was comprised of Lots 14 and 15 of
Section 30 and Lots 3, 4, and 5 of Section 25. Raymond Coulter, Acting Solicitor in
1972, discussed the implications of this Act;
One interpretation to which the Executive Order is susceptible is that the
Executive Order gave everything to the Cocopah Indians between the
Colorado River and the subdivisions mentioned. The second interpretation
is that the reference to fractional portions of the northeast quarter and the
northwest quarter of section 30 are words not merely of description, but of
limitation, and that therefore the Indians could not claim any land west of
section 30 (Coulter 1974:2051-52).
The Solicitor's opmion of April 15. 1955 (M-36275), followed the second interpretation,
but was reversed by Coulter after more information became available for review. On
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December 21, 1972 Coulter concluded that the "reference in the Executive Order to
fractional portions of sections 30 were words of description and not of limitation and that
the reservation as created by the Executive Order of September 27, 1917, extended to the
Colorado River." This decision had important implications for the Cocopahs in terms of
future water rights and land use plans, especially since the meander of the river had
changed since 1917 due to the extensive damming of the Colorado River to the north.
An additional 887.40 acres of accreted land along the Colorado River was added
to the West Cocopah Reservation in 1973 (see Figure 6.1). The land was added as a result
of the decision of the U.S. District Coun for the District of Arizona, in Cocopah Tnhe of
Indians v. Morton (Arizona Office of Economic Plarming and Development, 1976.1-4).
On June 24, 1974 the Cocopah Tribe received 361.15 acres adjacent to West Cocopah
Reservation through P.L. 93-320, 88 Stat. 269. The lands that were ceded and designated
to be held in trust by the United States for the Cocopah Tribe within the Gila and Salt
River Meridian, Arizona, were described as; "T. 9 S., R.25 W.; Sec. 25, Lots 18, 19, 20,
21, 22, 23; Sec. 26, Lots I, 12, 13, 14, 15; Sec. 27, Lot 3, and all accretions to the above
described lands." Patent No. 02-75-0060 was assigned to this ceded land which is to be
held "for the use and benefit of the Cocopah Tribe of Indians, and to its successors and
assigns, forever" (Glendon E. Collins, Chief, Division of Technical Services, Bureau of
Land Management to Area Director of the BIA, Phoenix Area Office 5/28/75: BIA, Fort
Yuma). This added a considerable amount of land to the West Reservation which was
significant in terms of land leases and income for the Cocopah Tnbe.
In April 1985 President Reagan signed the Cocopah Land Acquisition Act (Bill
H.R. 730) (Public Law 99-23) which increased the total Cocopah Reservation system to
6,087 acres. With the additional 4,244.77 acres this added substantial lands to both the
West and East Reservations and officially established the North Reservation (see Figure
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6.1). The West Reservation doubled in land area for farm leases and increased land along
the Colorado River to both the north and south of the reservation.
East Cocopah Rcservatiop
The establishment of the East Cocopah reservation has been questioned since the
initial Executive Order, and the actual boundaries were a puzzle to both the Cocopahs
and governmental agencies for decades. A letter from C.H. Gensler, the superintendent of
the Colorado River Indian Agency, points out the difficulties in defining the boundaries
of this reservation. Gensler wrote the following reply to a request for an up-to-date map
showing the boundaries of the Cocopah Reservation;
[In] complying with your request of May 2nd, we are forwarding a map
under separate cover of Yuma Valley and I have marked in red the
Cocopah Indian reservation; the twelve [Quechan] homestead allotments
and the 160 acre [East] Cocopah Reservation near the mesa in section 12
and 13. It is possible, the latter should not be marked, as I don't seem to
find any definite information absolutely setting this aside as a Reservation.
The Reclamation Bureau has no information that is definite on the matter
either ..(C.H. Gensler to W. Norwood Cox, 5/4/38; BIA, Fort Yuma).
In the 1930s and 1940s, the Cocopah outsiders did not know that a reservation
had been set aside for them to the east of Somerton until one of the farmers told the
Phillips family about it. Willie Phillips relates that his father was the first to realize that
the East Reservation had been set aside for the Cocopahs when a fanner by the name of
"Ship" told them about it around 1935. According to Willie Phillips, Mr. Ship said "why
don't you go over there, that's Indian reservation land right there. You can stay there and
no one is going to bother you." Referring to the enrolled Cocopahs on the West
Reservation and the BIA, Willie Phillips said, "nobody told us about it. That's why we
traveled around all the time. See we outsiders traveled around all the time." His father
was one of the first Cocopah outsiders to move to the East Reservation and to establish a
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permanent household there around 1940. Other outsiders soon joined them. Some of my
consultants who are living on the East Reservation today recalled when they moved
there.
When Rudy Hayes was bom in 1941, his family lived with a group of Cocopahs
in an area referred to as "Rancho Kwapa" or Cocopah Ranch. He said that it was like a
"squatters camp just east of Gadsden." Eventiially his family moved up on the mesa
above the East Reservation. Mr. Hayes said that there was a cluster of about three houses
there at the time. One belonged to his great grandparents the Thomases, another to his
grandparents the Stevenses, and the third to his parents, the Hayes. They had a field of
crops next to the East-Main Canal which runs through the center of the original 160 acre
East Reservation.
When I asked Mr. Hayes if he knew when the East Reservation was established
he said that when he first visited there as a young a boy in the 1950s it still was not a
reservation:
There were several people living there. Right about where the East
[Reservation] is now. They came up closer to where Highway 95 is now...
At that time you could live anywhere you wanted to. 1 remember people
living there. It may have become a reservation in the 1960s, but 1 don't
know for sure. It was the same way on the North. It was sometime in the
1970s that they made that reservation. They built houses in the 1950s, but
it wasn't a reservation then. A lot of people let them live there. 1 don't
know how they did it but they let us. They could have easily chased them
out but they didn't. Just like over on the East. But then, that is a ways from
the populated city. It wasn't as crowded as it is right now. Now you have
all these homes around the area. At that time we didn't have many. The
reservation is small but it was even smaller back then.
Although Mr. Hayes lived away from the reservation for a number of years his parents
continued to live on the East Reservation and were able to qualify for a HUD home in the
1970s after becoming officially enrolled.
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Faye Coyote Ortega recalled what it was like when the Coyote family moved to
the East Reservation around 1957:
It seemed that there was a reservation there. There were a lot of Cocopahs
living along the canal. At that time I didn't know it was a reservation.
People were just living there. My uncle, George Phillips, was kind of like
the spokesperson for the families living there. They would have meetings.
They would meet at the Indian Church there. My Uncle George and my
dad would meet with the BIA people...We stayed there and then in the 8th
grade electricity finally came. We had a sandwich house there. The
sandwich houses that are still standing on the East were built by tribal
workers who built them for families. When we were trying to make an
addition for our house on the East my dad and aunt and grandmother
brought in some mud and some clay from the canal and me and my sister
stomped through it.
At a museum planning meeting, Gordon Coyote said that forty years ago there was
nothing on the reservation. He said the tribal members worked together to get outhouses
and water spigots outside of the houses. He moved to the East Reservation in 1959 when
there were no roads into the reservation except the dirt access road along the canal. He
said that Cocopah kids living on the East Reservation had to walk the canal road for
about two miles to the highway to catch a school bus that would take them into Yuma.
They wanted a road into the reservation but were told that they had to have houses before
they could get a road. Once they got electricity a road was put in. Mr. Coyote said that he
used to have a dance hall and powwow grounds next to his house on the East
Reservation. Some of the structures are still standing. He said at times they were used as
a church and for funerals, including that of former Cocopah chairman, Sam Miller before
the Cry House was built.
Willie Phillips moved to the East Reservation with his wife and three sons in
1958. Within the reservation boundaries they moved a couple of times, building adobe or
"mud" houses before settling on the land where a permanent HUD house was built in
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1972. Not much attention was paid to the many Cocopah outsiders who took up
residency on the East Reservation in the late 1950s. This land was of no interest to the
local farmers. Nevertheless, confusion prevailed among the government agencies
concerning the boundaries of the East Reservation and the rights of the Cocopahs to be
living there. This continued even after the Phillips, Miller, Coyote, Hayes, and Thomas
families, had become officially enrolled in 1971. T.H. Moser, project manager of the
Bureau of Reclamation's Yuma Projects Office requested the relocation of "several
Indian families of Cocopah origin who have constructed living quarters on Reclamation
withdrawn lands and on nghts-of-way for irrigation facilities" (T.H. Moser to Lorraine E.
White, Superintendent, Fort Yuma Subagency, 5/12/72: BIA, Fort Yuma). According to
a memorandum from John A. Verrill, a Social Services Representative, the families
living in the canal right-of-way

were enrolled Cocopahs who were living north of

Highway 95 at the East Cocopah turn-off on the east side of the canal (J. A. Verrill to L.E.
White 5/30/72; BIA, Fort Yuma). Technically this was vathin the boundaries of the East
Cocopah Reservation. Eventually this was resolved when the Cocopah started building
their HUD homes which were clustered further back from the highway and away from
the canal that was the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation's concern.
The Cocopah Land Acquisition Act (Bill HR 730) in 1985 increased the East
reservation by adding the area where the Cocopah landfill is located to the original
reservation (see Figure 6,1). The most important area added was further north on the
mesa that the Cocopahs have used for economic development ever since. The Cocopah
Bingo and Casino, a convenience store and powwow grounds were built shortly after
these lands were acquired.
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North Cocopah Reservation
Of all the Cocopah reservation lands, the establishment of the North Reservation
was the most complicated. It took over five decades of negotiation before the Cocopahs
took possession of the area known as Lots 5 and 6. This land had been withdrawn for use
by the Bureau of Reclamation under the provisions of the Act of June 17, 1902 (32 Stat.
388) (Report, n.d.; BIA, Fort Yuma.). By 1934 inquiries were being made about setting
aside Lots 5 and 6 (Sec. 25, T. 16 S., R. 21 E., San Bernardino meridian, Arizona,
containing 61 acres) for the Cocopahs (H.B. Jolley, superintendent. Fort Yuma Indian
Agency to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, 2/19/34: BL^, Fort Yuma). However, it
would be another two decades before an agreement would be arranged to allow the
Cocopahs to live there. Prior to officially becoming the North Reservation, the legal
status of the Cocopahs requesting to live on this land and ongoing conflicts with the
Euro-Americans and Quechan Indians already living there kept them from establishing a
permanent home for those desiring to live there.
While the Cocopahs were unofficially occupying this land there were attempts by
white squatters to have them removed. In a letter to George and Jane Hart from the Law
Offices of Bryne and Green in Yuma, Richard and Betty Power claimed that they had the
right of possession of certain lands that they had occupied for more than ten years, and
that the Harts, a Cocopah family, and that the Harts were encroaching on their land. They
demanded that the Harts vacate the premises (Richard and Betty Power to George and
Jane Hart, 5/18/53: BIA, Fort Yuma). Although the Mr. and Mrs. Power stated that they
had lived on this land for over ten years it is not clear whether they had any deed to the
land in question. Ultimately, they were unsuccessful in removing the Cocopahs.
Shortly after the Powers made their request, government officials took an interest
in turning Lots 5 and 6 over to the Cocopahs. In his correspondence of February 1954,
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Leonard Hill, Area Director of the Sacramento Area Office of the BIA wrote to J.M.
Stewart, superintendent of the Colorado River Agency:
We have some contact with the group of Indians living on Lots 5 and 6,
and some years ago the Indian Service operated a school there. The school
was discontinued some years prior to 1936 but the small building which
was turned over to the Indians a few years ago for religious purposes, is
still there.
This old building served as a Cry House and a community building for the Cocopah
residents there for many years. In addition, the Cocopahs constructed "wattle-and-daub"
type homes referred to as "sandwich houses," adobe houses, and other traditional type
structures. There were indications that some action should be taken to make this a
permanent area for the Cocopahs:
The Indians have occupied this land for many years, have cremated their
dead there and know it as home. It would be a very fine thing if in some
way the Indians could, as individuals or as trustees for the group, acquire
title to the land...(L.M. Hill to J.M. Stewart, 2/12/54: BIA, Fort Yuma).
In the same correspondence Hill was reminded of an incident involving
anthropologist Ruth Underbill who was conducting fieldwork among the Quechan and
the Cocopah in the 1940s:
Dr. Underhill's plan was to have the ones that were eligible enrolled and
secure, through purchase or otherwise, land for them, and I believe she
had the backing of the Indian Office at the time. Dr. Underbill worked for
several weeks securing information on the individuals as to place of birth,
etc., and in preparing affidavits for individuals to sign, and then one
Sunday morning requested that I go with her and act as a witness to the
signing of the affidavits, which I did. When we reached the Indian
community and she told them she had the affidavits ready for signatures.
not a one of the Indians would sign the affidavits (L.M. Hill to J M.
Stewart, 2/12/54: BIA, Fort Yuma).
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Hill indicated that Underhill left in frustration and did not pursue the matter. It is not
surprising that Underhill had problems getting signatures and information from the
Cocopahs as they were probably still reeling from the deportation of many of their
kinsmen just a few years prior to her visit. Their apprehension precluded any cooperation
with Underhill, even though they needed the type of assistance she was trying to provide
in their attempt to gain recognition, and access to land and water.
In March, 1954 J.M. Stewart, superintendent of the Colorado River Agency,
informed Ralph M. Galvin, the Phoenix Area Director of the BIA, that Mr. Cox of the
Fort Yuma Subagency had reported that the group of Cocopahs living on accreted lands
were unenrolled but "these Indians have occupied that land for many years, have
cremated their dead upon it, and they regard it as home" (J.M. Stewart to Ralph M.
Galvin 3/2/54: BLA, Fort Yuma). He noted that Mr. Cox had also recommended that
appropriate steps should be taken to acquire title to these lands, consisting of 61 09 acres,
for the Cocopahs. Since these lands fell under the jurisdiction of the Bureau of
Reclamation their withdrawal required the enactment of legislation. In May 1954 Floyd
L. Vaden of Phoenix who was representing a "band of Cocopahs" requested that Lots 5
and 6 be made available for use by a group of Cocopah Indians (L.L. Nelson, Area
Director of the Phoenix Area Office of the BIA to Commissioner, BIA, Washington, D C.
6/9/54: BIA, Fort Yuma).
These requests mark the beginning of negotiations between the Bureau of Indian
Affairs and the Bureau of Reclamation. Representatives from the Colorado River Agency
and the Cocopahs met with N.J. Miller, the project engineer of the Yuma Project at the
Bureau of Reclamation, and were informed, "it is against the policy of the Bureau of
Reclamation to sanction any rights on lands between the levee and the river and this land
is so located" (J.M. Stewart, Superintendent. Colorado River Agency to E.G. Nielsen,
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Regional Director, Region 3, Bureau of Reclamation. 2/1/55: BIA; Fort Yumai.
According to a Bureau of Reclamation memorandum the land was located "about one
and one half miles above the Morelos Dam. Part of the land has been leveled and
improved for agricultural purposes. The remaining portion of the area is occupied by the
Indians" (Memorandum from V.E. Larson, Acting Regional Director, Region 3, Bureau
of Reclamation, to J.M. Stewart, 3/24/55; BIA, Fort Yuma). The main objection that the
Bureau of Reclamation had to ceding this land to the Cocopahs was the fact that the land
was "situated on the flood plain of the Colorado River between the river and the Yuma
Valley levee."
Furthermore, the memorandum claimed; "present levee system along this segment
of the river was designed to pass 140,000 second feet of water. This design flood was
based upon the construction of Painted Rock Dam on the Gila River." They were
concerned that without Painted Rock Dam. floods greater than 140,000 second feet were
possible. Under these conditions the area being considered could be severely inundated,
with major damage to any improvements that might have been made to the land. It was
also pointed out that there may be a "false sense of security" among those who were
occupying and utilizing lands outside the levee without authority because this segment of
the river had not expenenced a flood for many years. Since the flood hazard still e.xisted
they could not approve any action that would legalize the occupation or use of lands in
that area. The final recommendation was that these Cocopahs should move to lands in
the Yuma Valley that already belonged to them.
Although the Cocopahs had been living for decades along the bend of the nver
and in the area off of 8th Street to the west of Yuma, it was not until 1956 that Lots 5 and
6 were officially set aside specifically for them. The legal instrument issued on January
16, 1956 was a "Memorandum of Agreement" between the Bureau of Reclamation and
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the Bureau of Indian Affairs. At this time Lots 5 and 6 were leased to the Cocopah Tribe
through the BIA until the year 2006. One of the requirements of the Agreement was to
secure the release from any liability concerning the Indians residing or desiring to live
there. In addition to this release, the "Application of Agreement," for use of an area for a
homesite not to exceed 15,000 square feet, required such information as date of birth,
degree of Indian blood, tribal affiliation, social security number and information on
father, mother, spouse and children. The applicants agreed that they had no vested right
nor an interest in the area selected for a homesite and that the application and subsequent
approval were not transferable. The Cocopahs also agreed that Lots 5 and 6 did not
constitute an Indian reservation and that the establishment of a homesite on this land did
not entitle them to any of the privileges, services or facilities normally granted to
residents of duly designated Indian reservations.
Occupancy of Lots 5 and 6 was subject to the terms of the following agreement
between the two Bureaus;
The term of this agreement shall commence on the date of
approval hereof by the Secretary and shall expire on January 16. 2006,
unless sooner terminated at any time by the Secretary or one hundred
eighty (180) days' written notice given by either party to the other.

No permanent structures or improvements of any kind shall be
erected or installed on the lands.

Reclamation reserves the right to construct and operate and
maintain works on said land pursuant to [already established laws as
stated in the agreement].

Reclamation shall not be required to furnish water to. nor shall
water be diverted from the Colorado River for, any of the lands either for
irrigation or for any other purpose (Application and Agreement attached to
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letter from F.M. Haverland to Commissioner, Bureau of Indian Affairs,
4/30/57: BIA, Fort Yuma).
The Cocopahs interested in living on Lots 5 and 6 had to read and sign this agreement
when applying to make use of a homesite. The fact that the Cocopahs could not acquire
water for agricultural purposes further removed them from any possibility of subsistence
or commercial production. Nevertheless, it at least provided for the Cocopah oinsiJers, a
home base where they were protected from Euro-American attempts to remove them or
to take over their designated area. Unfortunately, it still did not resolve the issue of legal
status for these Cocopahs since it was not officially considered a reservation and they did
not have access to the benefits that enrollment provided. There was also no indication
that the BIA wanted to move toward enrolling these Cocopahs, thus legitimizing their
status as American Indians.
In February 1957 the BIA recorded the names of 56 Indians living on Lots 5 and
6, These names included many of the Cocopah families who are now officially enrolled,
for example, the Wilson, Nelson, Gutierrez, Hart, Barley, Allen, and Stevens families.
There were also some Quechans listed. Even before the agreements had been officially
approved the Cocopahs started building homesites on land formerly claimed by some of
the Quechans, causmg tensions between them. One incident was described by John C
Dibbem, the superintendent of the Colorado River Agency, in a letter to F.M. Haverland,
the area director of the BIA in Phoeni.x:
On January 18, 1958 Johnnie Stevens, an unenrolled Cocopah living on
Lot 5 came to the house of W Norwood Co.x. Distnct Agent in charge at
the Fort Yuma Subagency, and reported that he and his friends started to
build a house on Lot 6, which is the area claimed by John Comet, a
member of the Quechan Tribe married to a Cocopah woman. John Comet
fenced about 40 acres of Lot 6 several years ago. He claims he did this to
keep the white squatters from encroaching. The fenced acreage is not used
for livestock or farming, but only as a homesite and subsistence garden.
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Mr. Comet objected to Johnnie Stevens and his friends trying to build on
the area he had fenced and they came to blows and John Comet knocked
Johnnie Stevens down and Johnnie fell over a pile of lumber and received
several bruises. (John C. Dibbem to F.M. Haverland, 1/24/58: BIA, Fort
Yuma).
The letter continues with Mr. Stevens requesting that Mr. Cox do something about the
situation. Mr. Cox explained that the question of just who was eligible for settlement on
Lots 5 and 6 had not been determined. The individual agreement to be signed by those
settled there had not been approved, and until an administrative decision had been made
he did not feel he had the authority to remove Mr. Comet. Unable to get a response from
Fort Yuma Johnnie Stevens, along with a delegation of a dozen other outsiders^ asked the
Yuma County Sheriff to put John Comet in jail. Before taking any action the Shenff
contacted Mr. Cox who discussed the situation with him and the Sheriff decided he could
do nothing about the situation.
After the "Agreement" was signed between the two federal agencies there
continued to be confusion as to the status of Lots 5 and 6 and access to water for the
Cocopahs living there. This was complicated by the fact that these Cocopahs were not
officially enrolled. John Dibbem, superintendent for the Fort Yuma subagency, wrote a
reply concerning George Hart's"^^ complaints about white squatters who were pumping
irrigation water from the Colorado River and his questions regarding water nghts:
Mr. Hart is an elderly man and does not read or write and we have never
heard him speak the English language. He is not on the Cocopah Tribal
Roll and as a non-enrolled Cocopah Indian has no official status as far as
the Bureau of Indian Affairs is concerned. None of the Cocopah Indians,
supposedly, represented by Mr. Hart are enrolled, many were bom in

'^^George Han was considered to be the leader of the unenrolled Cocopah faction living
in Lots 5 and 6
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Mexico and we are not in a position to say just what their status is as
possible beneficiaries of the United States Government.
Dibbem continues by pointing out that while Lots 5 and 6 are not an Indian Reservation:
Mr. Hart is correct in his statement that some white squatters are farming
over 200 acres of accretion lands north of the north meander line of Lots 5
and 6 as surveyed in 1856 and bet\veen the 1856 meander Ime and the
present channel of the Colorado River; however, we assume that the
Bureau of Indian Affairs would be in no position to enter into any legal
controversy with these white squatters who have used these lands for a
number of years and who have recorded Possessory Claims' on these
lands, in some cases back as early as 1914, over possession of these
accreted lands (John C. Dibbem to W.H. Taylor. 2/12/58. BIA, Fort
Yuma).
It seems to me that the Cocopahs who had also occupied this land for at least this long
could have done the same thing if they had been enrolled in 1922. Unfortunately, the
perpetuation of the ambiguous legal status of the Cocopah outsiders, their lack of
economic or political means to acquire this status, and their situation in regard to Lots 5
and 6 exemplified their marginalization.
A meetmg was held at the Fort Yuma Subagency m Apnl 1959 to try to clarify
who had rights to Lots 5 and 6, since there had been contmuing conflict between a couple
of Quechan squatters and those Cocopahs trying to establish homesites. There remained
the problem of jurisdiction since the Cocopahs were not enrolled and they were not
recognized by the BIA. There were also some questions surrounding the rights of the
Quechans who were living there as squatters. They did not fall within the junsdiction of
the BIA either because Lots 5 and 6 were not considered part of either reservation. Up to
this point the terms of the Agreement had not been put into effect, and the Cocopahs
were still waiting to see who had been approved for homesites (Notes from Meeting in
the Fort Yuma Subagency Office, 4/22/59: BL\, Fort Yuma).
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In 1966, Executive Order No. 11296 made Lots 5 and 6 available to the Cocopahs. D.E.
LeCrone, the acting assistant area director, noted, "section 3 of the agreement also
provides that no permanent structures or improvements of any kind shall be erected or
installed on the lands...This provision would also have to be waived before any houses
could be constructed on the two lots by the Cocopah Housing Authority" (D.E. LeCrone
to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, 6/29/71; BIA, Fort Yuma). LeCrone suggested
that this position be waived in order to get some decent housing for the Cocopahs livmg
there. This resulted in the transfer of thirteen mobile homes from the Bureau of
Reclamation's Parker Dam CAP Division to the Bureau of Indian Affairs for the specific
use of the families living on Lots 5 and 6 in 1972. In the same memorandum from the
superintendent to the Phoenix area director there was a recommendation that septic tanks
and a temporary water connection to the existing well be implemented.
Finally, on Apnl 18, 1985, under the Cocopah Land Acquisition Act, over 600
acres were assigned to the North Cocopah Reservation which became an official part of
the Cocopah Reservation. With the acquisition of over 4,000 additional acres to the total
Cocopah Reservation system, the Cocopah Tribe was able to start several new businesses
and developments that are discussed in Chapter Seven.
Constitutional Form of Government
With the passage of the Indian Reorganization Act in 1934 many American Indian
groups started to reform their political organization to reflect the constitutional form of
government of the United States. The Cocopahs did not establish a constitutional form of
government until 1964, even though there was some discussion of organizing a tribal
council in the 1940s. Apparently Pedro Jim, an outsider, had discussed the possibility of
organizing a tribal council, but the other Cocopahs didn't want it and preferred that one
man continue to run things. In 1947, Jim, who eventually became a tnbal leader himself.
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told Kelly, "What we need is organization. If some of us could get together and work this
idle land, we could all make something-we could share the work and maybe buy some
machinery together. I've talked about it, but the fellows just aren't interested. They just
don't think about working that way" (WHK Fieldnotes, 1947:ASM).
In 1954 it was noted, "the Cocopahs in the U.S. do not have a chief but do have
an elected Council. Pedro Jim who lives on the reservation west of Somerton, Arizona is
the president of the Cocopah Tribal Council" (W. Norwood Cox, District Agent, Fort
Yuma Subagency to Mrs. William G. Seymour,"^^ of Gardena, California, 11/24/54: BLA,
Fort Yuma). This Tribal Council was not officially organized in that it did not have a
constitution or formalized procedures. The old tribal leaders, Frank Tehanna, Joe San
Diego, and Pedro Jim, were the Cocopahs with whom government officials dealt on legal
and policy matters that affected the Cocopah Tribe. Interestingly, Joe San Diego was the
only officially enrolled Cocopah to act as leader under the traditional system of selecting
tribal leaders. Lincoln Miller told me how tribal leaders were selected before the
adoption of the constitution;
There was one on the West that I assume was elected by the people as
Chairman. On the "outside" he was appointed by the people. The East and
North were appointed by the people. They looked for a man who had the
qualifications of a leader. He wasn't elected, he was appointed by an elder
So they picked one man to be the leader. But, on the West Reservation he
was recognized by the government so I assume that he was elected by the
people. Just the people on the West Reservation.
Prior to the constitutional form of government was adopted in 1964, the enrolled
Cocopahs created their own form of pseudo-tribal government based on the Indian

•^^From what was indicated in the correspondence to Mrs. William G. Seymour, she
wrote a letter requesting information about the Cocopahs. The reply is a standard reply
to such an inquiry
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Reorganization Act. In addition, they chose to: "elect a five-member Council to represent
them instead of the old one-man headman system previously used. There was no time
limit set as to how long these men would serve but the general understanding was that
they would serve until the tribe held another mass meeting and elected another
Committee or council to represent them" (Leonard Hill, Area Director to J.M. Stewart,
Superintendent, Colorado River Agency 6/30/1953: BIA, Fort Yuma). According to tribal
elder Clara Brown, this election process was carried out on a very informal basis with a
small group of Cocopahs who were officially enrolled.
Through the efforts of government workers and Protestant missionanes genuinely
interested in the welfare of the Cocopahs along with the desire on the part of the
Cocopahs themselves to improve their standard of living, the conditions on the
reservation began to see signs of improvement beginning in the early 1960s. With the
assistance of non-Indians the Cocopahs submitted a report to the BIA descnbing the
conditions of their reservation in 1961. This resulted in the formation of the Cocopah
Business Committee (A. Williams 1974) and the adoption of a constitutional form of
tnbal government.
I asked Clara Brown if the Cocopahs had an election when she became
chairwoman m 1964, "Yes. We had a little one with just a few of us. Not too many at the
election. Pedro is the one that appointed me, Pedro Jim. He was in it for a long time. I
don't know now for how many years." Clara said that it was frightening at first because
no one knew what was going to happen and that things would probably change a lot.
"That's why Pedro [Jim] didn't want to do this [have a constitutional form of government
and elections].. He wanted it to be a few of us all the time." Finally, because the
government was going to provide them with housing, Jim agreed and the Cocopahs went
ahead with a constitutional form of government.
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I asked Lincoln Miller if he remembered who was involved in setting up the
Tribal Council and passing the constitution. He said;
I think there were some of the veterans in there. After they passed the
constitution they had to do a lot of amendments and the veterans helped
with that. That's my understanding. When they did pass it some of the
people asked the chairman as to what they were doing there. And he told
them that they were helping them write the constitution. I wasn't there but
that is what I understand happened. I wasn't in it so I don't know.
Memories are somewhat clouded as to the process and who was involved, but more than
likely the decision was confined to the enrolled Cocopahs living on the West
Reservation. The outsiders had very little influence on the process or the outcome. Willie
Phillips recalled that he didn't pay much attention to Tribal Council elections because he
was not enrolled. He said that he didn't know anything about how the leaders were
selected in the past, "1 never belonged there. I was not enrolled, so that's why." According
to the "Preamble" of the Constitution of the Cocopah Tribe adopted on October 19, 1964
and approved on November 16, 1964, only those individuals whose names appeared on
the Cocopah rolls on June 10, 1958 and approved by the Commissioner of Indian AfTairs
on July 30. 1959 were eligible to vote on the approval and adoption of the Constitution
(see Appendix B for a sample of the origmal Cocopah constitution).
It was through the procedures outlined in the tnbal constitutional that the
Cocopah Tnbe was able to adopt 364 Cocopahs in 1971 which increased enrollment by
almost 400 percent. The Cocopah continue to use the same enrollment procedures and
have an ofTice that handles the application process and makes referrals to the Tribal
Council for adoptions, yet issues of enrollment continue to be problematic for tribal
leaders. Now that the Cocopahs are better off economically, especially with the Casino
revenues, their enrollment applications have increased. Some applicants are rejected
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immediately because they do not fit the criteria but others are more difficult to decide
and there is not always agreement among Tribal Council members who vote to adopt the
applicant or not.
Since the enrollment was increased there are more Cocopahs qualified to vote but
the current voting methods effectively disenfranchise a large number of enrolled tribal
members, approximately 50 percent, who are unable to attend the election. These include
Cocopahs who live away from the reservation, as well as the infirm and the elderly
According to their Constitution, a General Meeting is held on the Cocopah Reservation
on the second Friday in July on even numbered years. The nomination of candidates and
voting procedures do not allow absentee voices to be heard. The Tribal Council is
essentially elected by the number of qualified voters present at the General Meeting is
dependent on the number of family members and friends turn out to vote. As a result of
this process, many people feel that they are underrepresented by their elected tribal
officials.
At an Apnl 1994 Tribal Council meeting, the issue of enrollment surfaced in
terms of access to health services. Apparently there were some unenrolled Cocopahs
attending the Head Start program and they were not eligible for health services. The
Tribe had agreed to pay for the initial dental work of an unenrolled Head Start student
from Mexico, but it turned out that the child needed S400 worth of dental work. When
the question of enrolling the student came up Rudy Hayes pointed out that this would
mean the child would have to give up his Mexican citizenship which I guess was not an
option at the time. A concern was expressed by Robert Kennerly, the non-Indian tnbal
administrator, that this could set a precedent and that these kinds of situations were going
to increase as economic conditions in Mexico worsened, "As things get better up here
there will be an increase in Cocopahs from Mexico asking for assistance."

208

Dale Phillips, chairman at the time, responded. "The Council needs to decide how
to handle this in terms of being a sovereign nation. Even though they are not enrolled,
they are Cocopah." Mr. Phillips brought up the question of sovereignty in determining
who is a Cocopah tribal member and who is not. He also discussed marriage practices
among the Cocopahs. "According to Cocopah tradition when two people live together for
more than five years and have a family they are considered married." He asked, "where
do white laws come into play in terms of superseding local traditions and values?" He
went on to argue that "Cocopahs need to be treated as tribal members whether they are
enrolled or not. He said that the Council needs to decide what to do from the heart" and
claimed that "this Tribe is going to test the issue of sovereignty."
With the exception of the tribal elders, most Cocopahs, in particular those who
were enrolled in 1971 or thereafter, have never known any other form of decision-making
which involved the whole tnbe. The Tribal Council, like any local government, has been
given the power to make decisions concerning the general welfare of all tnbal members,
as well as administrative and economic development decisions (see Article IV of the
Constitution of the Cocopah Tnbe in Appendix B).
Article V of the Cocopah Constitution spells out the procedures for tnbal
elections. Since I had the opportunity to witness the tribal election process as it was
being carried out it is worth going into detail here. I was working on the Cocopah
Museum project during the July 8, 1994 election and was invited to attend and to video
tape the proceedings for the tnbal archives. I was the only non-Indian there. The only
other non-Cocopahs at the election were some of the Cocopah police force who were
from other tribes.
Prior to the elections, there was a lot of campaigning by individuals who were
running for office. The campaigning was done primarily on an individual basis with some
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assistance from family and relatives. In the 1994 election there did not seem to be any
factionalism between "traditionals" and "progressives" that is often a factor at tribal
elections, and there did not seem to be any rivalries among the reservations, but what did
seem apparent was the ability of families to pull together and form a very influential
voting block. At a Tribal Council meeting in February, 1994 Dale Phillips said that he
had no idea if he would still be chairman in the future the way things were going
politically: "The Tribal Council is elected based on politics and family relations so the
Council needs to make an extra effort to know what is going on elsewhere, especially
%vith matters concerning the BIA, the Indian Health Service, laws regarding Indian
gaming, and funding that affect all tribal members." During this election there was a
definite rivalry between Dale Phillips and Peter Soto for the Chairmanship and the
Phillips and Soto families both showed their support.
The day of the Cocopah election the tribal headquaners was a beehive of activity
preparing for the election that evening. The parking lot in front of the tribal headquarters
was blocked off and bleachers were erected. A large blackboard was placed next to the
tribal building facing the bleachers. All eligible tribal members had to pick up their
official voter registration card by 4,00 that day in order to vote that evening.
At 6:00 p.m. the election began with an e.xplanation of the process and then the
nomination of candidates for the tribal chairman. Cocopah tnbal members went up to a
microphone and announced their nomination and someone in the audience seconded it.
The name was then placed on the chalkboard. This went on until there were no more
nommations for tribal chairman. After the nomination process was completed the names
of the two nominees (Peter Soto and Dale Phillips) were placed on a ballot and photo
copied. Each voter then showed his or her voter registration card and went inside the
tribal headquarters single file, with the elders first, where election booths were set up in
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the tnbal council chamber."^^ Each voter checked off the candidate that they wanted for
chairman and then folded their ballot and placed it in a box that was guarded by the
Cocopah chief of police. Once all of the eligible tribal members had voted, the ballot box
was brought outside and set on a table. Each ballot was removed one by one and the
checked name was called out. A hatch mark was placed next to the name on the
blackboard and on paper by two designated counters sitting at the table. After all of the
ballots were removed, the hatch marks were counted on the blackboard with all tnbal
members looking on. This count was checked against the two paper counts. The winner
was then asked if he or she accepted and if the response was yes then the name of the
new chairman was announced. In 1994 the vote was so close between the two nominees.
Dale Phillips with 116 votes and Peter Soto with 118 votes, that they held a recount. Soto
beat the incumbent Phillips by two votes which was hotly contested for months
afterwards resulting in an ongoing rivalry between the two.
The election process continued in the same manner for the Vice Chairman, with
Sherry Cordova being re-elected over two other nominees. For the three remaining Tribal
Council seats the process changed somewhat. The nominating and voting procedures
were the same but, instead of having one person claimed the winner, the three with the
highest count, out of about thirty-seven nominees, were elected as the new council
members. The fourth person was considered a replacement if any council member had to
leave office before the two year term was up. There were over thirty nominations for
these three seats in 1994, The three elected council members were Pauline Allen, Will
Ortega and Dale Phillips who had all served on the previous Tribal Council The fourth

•^^It was estimated that there were about 275-300 Cocopahs m attendance to vote.
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council member elected was Edmund Dominguez who would replace a Tribal Council
member in the event of an illness, resignation or death.
The new Tribal Council was sworn in on July 15. 1994 surrounded by
controversy. That morning an article appeared in the Arizona Republic accusing Peter
Soto of taking money from the Tribe's gaming contractors in 1991. The media was in full
force at the tribal headquarters for the swearing in ceremony as well as to question Mr.
Soto about the accusations. After being officially sworn in each council member
announced that they appreciated the votes they had received and that they planned to
work hard for the Tribe. Dale Phillips spoke in Cocopah and then translated what he had
said into English. Will Ortega spoke in Cocopah. Peter Soto, Pauline Allen and Sherry
Cordova thanked their constituents in English. After the swearing in ceremony was over
Mr. Soto said that the allegations in the Arizona Republic that morning were not true and
that he would not comment any further on the matter at that time. He said that if anyone
had questions he would take these up outside the tribal headquarters at the end of the
swearing in ceremony. Nothing ever came of these allegations and it was never revealed
who the source of the article was, yet the intended damage to Soto's reputation and
integrity had already been done.
In 1995 the Cocopahs had their first experience with the death of a tnbal leader
while serving in office. The death of Chairman Peter Soto from a heart attack at the age
of 54 came as a shock to both tribal members and to those who had known him as a
colleague at the BIA. Since the Cocopahs had never lost a tnbal chairman while in office
the Tribal Council was not clear on the procedures for his replacement. While Dale
Phillips felt that they should hold a special election, others argued that the vicechairperson should be made the acting chairperson and the fourth elected council
member should come on the Tribal Council. Finally, the remaining four council members
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agreed that the vice-chairperson should become the acting chairperson as stated in the
Constitution if the Chairman should be absent from a meeting. They proceeded to govern
with the same four council members until the election in July 1996.
Some minor innovations were made during the Chairman's funeral; for example,
Mr. Soto's body was placed in the Tribal Council chambers to lie in-state prior to being
taken to the West Reservation Cry House for the funeral. The funeral itself was well
attended and earned out in the traditional Cocopah manner. At the time of cremation it is
said that if the smoke goes toward El Mayor, the Cocopah homeland to the southwest in
Baja California, that the deceased has "gone home." When Soto was cremated at dawn
his smoke went toward the East and there were comments from Cocopahs standing
nearby that he was not ready to go home and that his work was not yet finished. There
were rumors of witchcraft and other accusations related to the late chairman's death since
it was so unexpected. These have subsided since the 1996 election.
Article VI of the Cocopah Constitution outlines the "Powers of the Tribal
Council." Certain powers of the Cocopah Tribal Council were not subject to approval by
the Secretary of the Intenor. These included the power to represent the Cocopah Tribe
and to make decisions concerning the welfare of the Tribe; the veto of any sale,
disposition, lease or encumbrance of tribal lands, interests in land or other tribal assets; to
regulate, license, and issue permits for businesses on the reservation; and so on. Although
these were important powers for the Cocopah Tribal Council there were many powers
that were subject to approval by the Secretary of the Intenor which included anything to
do with tribal assets, whether it be leasing, acquiring, managing, or disposal of such
assets; the employment of legal counsel; contracts; tribal budgets; and law enforcement
(see Article IV of the Cocopah Constitution in Appendix B).
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Article XI of the Cocopah Constitution provides the basis for the "Organization of
the Tribal Council and Duties of Officers." It was stated that the Chairman of the Tribal
Council shall preside over all Tribal Council meetings and that he shall vote only in the
case of a tie. After Peter Soto was elected Chairman, the Tribal Council was divided
politically between Sherry Cordova and Pauline Allen on one side and Dale Phillips and
Will Ortega on the other. Most decisions were made by the Chairman who acted as the
tie breaker on many votes.
The qualifications for Tribal Council members as defined in Article XII were: (1)
membership in the Cocopah Tribe; (2) twenty-one years of age; and, (3) residence within
a fifty mile radius of the present reservation but within the United States. The format of
the "Tribal Council Meetings" was described in Article XIII. For example, the regular
meetings of the Tribal Council are to be held on the second Friday of each month and
special meetings may be called by the Chairman.

It also stated that Robert's Rule of

Order shall apply in conducting business at all meetings (See these articles in Appendix
B).
In actuality the Cocopah Tribal Council had very little decision-making power
under this constitution, but it did enable the Cocopah to become more centrally organized
and to gain some understanding about what they were entitled to. Before this all
decisions were made by the BIA and the Cocopahs were lucky to see half of what they
were entitled to in terms of income from land leases. There was a lack of accountability
on the part of the BIA and tnbal leaders concerning the expenditure of funds
appropriated to the Tribe. The Cocopahs are currently participating in a pilot selfgovernance demonstration project. If they are able to demonstrate through this pilot
project that they are financially responsible then federal funding will go directly to them,
thus eliminating the management of the BIA. The Tribal Council will be empowered to
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decide how their funding appropriations should be dispersed and will have more control
over programs and their economy. The Cocopah Tribe is still undergoing an audit to see
if they are eligible to particpate in this program.
The organization of an officially recognized Tribal Council, as problematic as it
is in terms of imposing a foreign form of government on them, did provide new
opportunities for the Cocopah, and they responded immediately by taking advantage of
them. Clara Brown, who was the first Chairperson to be officially elected under this new
Constitution, felt that this was quite a step forward for the Cocopahs because the
members of the Tribal Council were now able to formalize their meetings.
When I asked him if the appointed leaders of the East Reservation and Lots 5 and
6 had meetings with the recognized leader of the West Reservation and Lincoln Miller
replied:
Sometimes if it was necessary they would do that. This is what 1 have
been told. Then I think when the North had a meeting they would invite
people from the East and the West to find out what was going on. It seems
that dunng those years they got along pretty well. Usually they sent a man
that would go to the leader and tell them what was taking place. Today, it
is not like that. They pick up a telephone and call. They don't have to ride
a horse and wagon. They used to send information by mail. In those years
it was different than it is today.
The Tribal Council meetings that 1 observed in 1993 and 1994 were seldom attended by
anyone other than the council members, staff and the petitioners before it. The focus was
on responding to federal rather than local program guidelines, BIA requirements, the
different agencies sponsoring programs, or details of budgets and casino expansion: little
in the council meeting proceedings touched on the immediate needs of the tnbal
community. In truth, the council meetings were often tedious and ambiguous in outcome.
Other than the Tribal Council there were few tnbal members on the reservation who
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understood the complex language of the federal rules and regulations or had experience
in participating in long-range planning.
A Time of Transition on the Reservation
While Clara Brown was serving on the Tribal Council the Cocopahs took control
of their land leases and the income these leases generated. They used this income to build
a tribal office and a building for the first Head Start program on the reservation. Prior to
the construction of an official tribal headquarters the Tribal Council held meetings at
their homes. Margaret Smith, Director of the Tribal Health Maintenance Program,
recalled what the official meeting place for the tribal representatives was like when she
first started working with the Cocopahs in 1963; "It was a mud hut. It wasn't very big. It
had seats around the wall with a speaker's podium in the center. That is where the chief
would stand when they held their meetings. It was over by the Cry House" on the West
Reservation. Since tribal records were not maintained in any centralized manner they
were often lost or discarded. Important tribal records and documents were often
destroyed during the cremation of tribal leaders and the burning of their homes. The first
official tribal headquaners. constructed in 1965 of frame and stucco, is now used as the
Cocopah Police Station.
Funding from the BIA and the Office of Economic Opportunity enabled the
Cocopahs to construct a permanent ceremonial building referred to as the Cry House on
the West Reservation in 1968. This new Cry House was built of concrete block with
indoor plumbing and a large kitchen and eating area. It was quite an improvement over
the old U-shaped ramada that the Cocopahs were using previously. It had air conditioning
which helped immensely in the summer heat and the addition of a kitchen made food
preparation for the large gatherings a much easier task. Another permanent Cry House
was constructed and dedicated on the East Reservation in 1973. This new Cry House,
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which was modeled after the one on the West Reservation, was built with both public
funds and private funds. Ted De Grazia, a well-kno\vn Southwest artist, was a major
donor who gave the proceeds from the sale of copies of a painting he did of a young
Cocopah girl toward its construction.
A Cocopah Cry House is the ceremonial structure used specifically for funerals.
One is located adjacent to the cemetery on both the West Reservation and the East
Reservation. It is not used for any other purpose. The main gathering area of the Cry
House is a large room with benches all around the walls and chairs lined up in rows m
one half of the room. In the other half is a bed on which the belongings of the deceased
are placed. This is located next to the casket. The immediate family and relatives of the
deceased are seated to the right of the bed and friends of the deceased and family sit on
the other side facing the back of the casket. The singers and dancers are lined up along
the wall at the end of the casket and bed. Throughout the night, family, relatives and
friends wail and cry over the deceased. When there is singing the women put on a special
dress made specifically for that funeral and dance along the side of the casket while
holding the belongings of the deceased. These are carefully tied bundles of clothing that
are put together in a prescribed manner, along with photographs and other personal items
that were significant to the deceased. Some relatives will also bring out the photos and
belongings of family members who have passed away recently as a type of memonal
service or ('hekap ceremony.
From my own observations, the area where Cocopah cultural identity appeared to
be most clearly maintained was the continuation of their funeral practices. As with
everything else that the Cocopahs have endured, some adjustments have been made to
accommodate a modem lifestyle. Often funerals are held on the weekends and have been
cut back from four days to one day so that working family members can attend. It is the
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one occasion that brings a large number of Cocopahs together, and it is the one to which
the rules of behavior and cultural symbols are strictly adhered. The Cocopahs can no
longer bum their homes, but they do continue to bum the belongings of the deceased at
the time of cremation in the adjacent cemetery. The construction of the permanent Cry
Houses and the continuation of Cocopah funerary practices have provided the basis for
communication, kinship, and cultural persistence. It is during funerals that one can
witness the full meaning of Cocopah identity through the maintenance of ritual and
protocol that have survived because it so thoroughly gives meaning to what it is to be
Cocopah.
Eddy San Diego did not remember seeing many changes in tribal government
until Robert Barley was elected as Chairman in 1970. "They did not have many people
running for office back then because the reservation wasn't that big." In 1971 the Tribal
Council under Bob Barley voted to increase the enrollment. In 1973 Barley was re
elected and the other members of the Tribal Council included; Fred Miller, Sr., ViceChairman: Dale Phillips, Secretary-treasurer, and Peter Soto and Frank Twist, as
Councilmen. This Tribal Council brought about a new era for the Cocopahs. Peter Soto
described it as a "revitalization period." A. Williams (1983:102) describes the Cocopahs
in the 1970s as;
...reviving their traditional crafts, such as beadwork, and developing their
abilities in the fine arts Young Cocopas were learning songs and legends
from their elders in appreciation of their ancient culture. At the same time,
through the vanous educational programs they were becoming better
adapted to living and working alongside their non-Indian neighbors. The
tribal council directed projects for economic development benefiting the
Anzona Cocopa people.
In 1976 an octagonal-shaped tribal headquarters was completed and the Tribal
Council and several tribal programs moved into the building. Peter Soto influenced the
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design of the new building; however, I do not know the circumstances under which he
and the rest of the council members selected this design for the tribal headquarters since
it demonstrated a Navajo influence and did not have any significance architecturally for
the Cocopah. The building continues to serve as the tribal headquarters. Funding also
came available from various sources that enabled the Cocopahs to construct buildings
that did not just deal with outside ideals for government and education, but instead were
associated with their own traditions and cultural identity, in particular Cry Houses.
A. Williams (1974:82) claims that the Tribal Council "moved to define Cocopah
identity." The last traditional leader of the Cocopah Reservation before the formation of
the Tribal Council was Joe San Diego. Since then Pedro Jim, Luis San Diego, Clara
Brown, Lena San Diego, Robert Barley, Fred Miller, Dale Phillips, Peter Soto and Sherry
Cordova served as tribal chairperson. On July 12, 1996 tribal members re-elected three
former council members and two new council members to represent the Cocopahs for the
next two years. The current Tribal Council members are: Sherry Cordova, Chairperson;
Dale Phillips. Vice Chairman; and Paulene Allen, Phyllis Miller and Edmund Dominguez
as council members. Sherry Cordova is the third Cocopah woman to be elected as
Chairperson of the Tribal Council, Clara Brown was the first and Lena San Diego"^'' the
second. Women have also been well represented as council members.
The 1960s and 1970s was a transitional penod in tnbal leadership and governance
from the traditional form of leadership, where one man was selected because of his
personal prestige, oratorical skills, generosity and ability to make important tribal
decisions, to a structured constitutional form of government. Today the Cocopahs speak
highly of their past leaders, m particular Frank Tehanna. Joe San Diego, and Pedro Jim

•^^Clarlen Home, the Cocopahs home for the elderly on the West Reservation, was named
after Clara Brown and Lena San Diego.
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All these men were regarded by the Cocopahs as good men who helped tribal members m
many ways. Since the creation of a formalized government Cocopah women have played
a more important role in leadership. Cocopahs speak with respect of Cocopah women
leaders such as Clara Brown and Lena San Diego. Cocopah women continue to play an
important role in leadership as suggested by the 1996 election where two women and two
men were elected as Council members, and a woman as the Chairperson. Today the
selection of tribal leaders is based on the same characteristics as in the past but there are
five people making decisions for the tribe as a whole. They have continued to meet the
many new challenges that arise. One of these challenges was to modernize and make the
reservation more livable for tribal members.
Modem Housing and Infrastructure in the Cocopah Reservation
By the late 1950s, the three areas that comprise the present-day Cocopah
Reservation system were becoming more or less permanent, at least as far as the
Cocopahs were concerned. The outsiders continued to move around, especially among
the three land areas that were designated for their use, as they also set up temporary
housing on the land of the farmers in the Yuma Valley or Phoenix. When I asked Rudy
Hayes where he lived while growing up he recalled:
That doesn't happen anymore but back in those days when you lost a
member of your family you were not to be in that area anymore. There
was one time when we had to just live on the street wherever we could. I
remember when we lost my great grandfather it seems like that was when
the family ended up going their separate ways. So myself and my
immediate family were invited to live with a man named Manuel Wilson,
who is now deceased... He didn't have much of a house, it was a very
small one. He came and talked to the whole family including the
Stevenses, Thomases, and the Hayes and had them move in there. He was
living on the north end of town.
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We stayed there. It was crowded. There were loo many of us so we went
up to the North (Lots 5 and 6) by ourselves and went ahead and built a
home there. We built one big home where the women and children slept
inside and the men slept outside. This was up on the North. We stayed up
there for the longest time and then because of the job wise and everything
else they started talking about moving back to the East. That was when we
finally moved back to the East.
The residence history of Eddy San Diego exemplifies the kind of residential
mobility experienced even by some of the enrolled Cocopahs. Bom in the Indian Health
Service Hospital at Fort Yuma he was automatically enrolled as a Cocopah tribal member
in 1944. Even though his father was an enrolled Cocopah they moved around to take
advantage of employment opportunities. When Eddy was bom his father was working for
a cattle rancher by the name of Whitman, who was ranching lands in the Gila Valley
where Arizona Western College is located today. In 1949 they moved to another area
where they lived among the trees and arrowweeds off of 14th Street and Avenue E. Then,
as Mr. San Diego recalled, around 1951-52 the family moved again and built an adobe or
"mud" house with a dirt floor;
When they started to build the house they had the whole reservation come
down and help out. We had about four or five wagons of people out there
to help out. That was the only transportation we had. I don't remember too
many people having cars, except my parents had a car. I remember the
people mixing the mud in a big old pan and they had patched it in between
the wood slats.
While living in this home Eddy went to school from the 1st to the 6th grades. When his
parents passed away in 1956. Eddy and his brother went to live with their grandfather.
Joe San Diego, who was the tnbal leader on the West Reservation. Then they were taken
to live with relatives on Lots 5 and 6. Unfortunately, this didn't work out too well for
them and they went back to the West Reservation. After a short stay on the reservation

221

Eddy was sent to boarding school at the Phoenix Indian School for about two years, but
before he could graduate he and his brother ran away after a teacher tried to force him to
cut his hair "like a GI." That night they caught a bus to Buckeye, outside Phoenix, where
they stayed with some Cocopahs living in Camp 29. The living conditions of the
Cocopahs living in the Buckeye landfill and Camp 29 were described in the previous
chapter. Eddy and his brother stayed there for about a week and then returned to the West
Reservation.
When Clara Brown became chairwoman in 1965, the impoverished livmg
conditions on the reservation were visible everywhere. She focused on improving the
health of tribal members by working with the government to obtain potable water and to
have sinks installed in their houses, which were makeshift shacks and "sandwich" or
adobe houses at the time. She said that there were a lot of problems with communicable
diseases such as tuberculosis, pneumonia, whooping cough and measles among the
Cocopahs and that it created an even bigger problem for the outsiders. Mrs. Brown
recognized the problems that many Cocopahs were facing and set out to do something
about it: "You know at that time, just the enrolled, they would go over there [Indian
Health Service], The outsiders, they couldn't go over there. That was kind of hard. See
that's why we wanted to adopt them. They wouldn't let them go over to Fort Yuma, to the
hospital."
The plight of the Cocopah came to national attention when an article by Charles
Mangel appeared in Look Magazine in 1970. The article, entitled "Sometimes We Feel
We're Already Dead," revealed the hopelessness and poverty found on the Cocopah
Reservation and the discrimination that was faced in the local schools and on the job
market. Once the problems on the Cocopah Reservation were publicly acknowledged the
different governmental agencies set about resolving some of them.
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A major area of progress in the 1960s was in the improvements made in housing
for tribal members. In the mid-nineteenth century the Cocopahs residing in the lower
Colorado River delta h'ved in two t>pes of houses. Summer houses were simple brush
shelters made of arrowweed and cottonwood with ramadas or sunshades. Winter homes
were large semi-subterranean structures with comer posts and cross beams that were
covered with brush and dirt. Upright poles were placed at an angle along the walls that
were covered over with brush and then plastered with dirt.-® When these materials were
no longer available due to their depletion along the river, the Cocopahs built shacks of
any materials they could find. Prior to electricity on the East Reservation the Cocopahs
had kerosene lamps and used firewood for cooking. They obtained their dnnking water
from a well or a hand pump. Faye Ortega describes what it was like to bathe before
indoor plumbing was available. She said "We used to take the Saturday night bath in the
canal in the summer. In the winter we would get water from the canal and heat it up and
bathe from a bucket in a makeshift shower room."
Aimed at improving water and sewage disposal for Indian reservations, the
passage of laws by the 86th Congress made it possible for the Cocopahs to make housing
and sanitation improvements beginning in 1963.

The project earned a built-in

Congressional requirement for Indian self-help in which the householder had to provide
the labor to lay the main pipe line and water lines from the main line to the house. The
Department of Health, Education and Welfare provided lumber to build privies and sink
stands and the Cocopahs provided the volunteer labor. The government also provided

-"^See Kelly (1977) and Kniffen {1931) for detailed descriptions of Cocopah houses and
their associated structures such as ramadus and corrals as they were before the turn of the
century. These house types were used by the Cocopahs when they first moved north into
the Somerton area but eventually this gave way to more stable house structures as the
Cocopahs became more permanently settled in the area.
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three deep wells, motors and pumps, a well-house, and technical advice. The deep wells
required electricity to operate the pumps so every Cocopah family participating in the
program was able to get electricity. Eventually 50 families participated in the program
{A. Williams 1974:84, 86).
When Margaret Smith, a public health nurse for Yuma County, first went to the
East Reservation in 1963 to try to control a TB epidemic, she was told that it was not an
official reservation and that it had been given to the Tribe by the Bureau of Land
Management to provide housing for the Cocopahs. At the time the West Reservation was
the official reservation. She described the housing situation on the East Reservation as
she found it there in 1963;
The houses were called "sandwich" houses made of wood, straw, mud and
ocotillo cactus. They had side walls with the straw and mud in between
making it a sandwich house. Some of them had full houses with four
walls. The majority had wood that was two to three feet and the rest of it
was screened in and then in the winter they would put cardboard around it
which gave it the appearance that they were living in a cardboard house.

They had electricity. They had cold running water spigots in the front
yard, but no running water in the houses. The spigots were hooked up to a
water line that was under the supervision of the Indian Health Service.
The pump was on the west side of the canal and they had housing on both
sides of the East-Main Canal. The roads were dirt and when it rained it
was mud.
Conditions did not change for these outsiders on the East Reservation until 1972. The
vision of this previous time period and the housing conditions on the East Reservation
were still quite vivid in the minds of my consultants in the 1990s.
In the 1960s, the enrolled Cocopahs on the West Reservation received 10 homes.
These were onginally from the 29 Palms Marine Base, and were shipped to the West
Reservation where they were re-assembled. These houses were clustered around the area
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where the administrative complex is located today. Although they were substandard
houses and had been condemned by the military, they were the first modem structures
that the Cocopahs had ever had with indoor plumbing and cooling. Only two remain
standing today. One serves as the Cocopah Court and the other is used as a storage area
for the tools and equipment of the Cocopah Manpower Program.
Superintendent Artichoker at the Colorado River Agency had told the Cocopahs
that if they wanted new housing they would have to increase their enrollment. Since the
90 enrolled Cocopahs were not enough to qualify for housing, the BLA suggested that the
tribe move to enroll the outsiders. If they could get 200-300 more Cocopahs enrolled they
would be able to qualify for federally funded housing. Clara Brown relates some of the
discussion about adding outsiders to the rolls in order to acquire housing;
We had a meeting with our own people and the superintendent. From
there we decided to request some new houses because they were giving
out funding for houses to reservations, like up around Navajoland. We
thought we had better request funding for the new houses. They told us we
might pick all [the Cocopahs], the more people around outside, the
"outsiders", so then they could give us more houses. If you are just little
here, the people living here [on the West Reservation] just with the people
enrolled here, they won't give them to us. They won't apply for the houses.
Although this seemed a simple solution, there were some objections to this idea by some
of the enrolled Cocopahs on the West Reservation. They didn't want the outsiders, some
of whom were living in Phoenix and Los Angeles, to be included, but it was the only way
they were going to obtain affordable housing and badly needed infrastructure for potable
water and sewerage. Chairman Robert Barley was instrumental in increasing the tnbal
roll so that they would be eligible for housing. In March 1971 the Tribal Council
unanimously passed a resolution to adopt 364 ouisiders as additional members into the
Cocopah Tribe.
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As Rudy Hayes recalled, the Cocopahs had talked about bringing modem housing
to the reservation for quite some time:
First, the tribe was talking about building their own homes but it was
going to cost a lot of money. It was going to cost more than we had ever
hoped to have. TTiere was no planning of the casino or anything in the very
near future or even being thought about at that time. So they looked
around and they found that HUD would do it. Of course there were
guidelines and everything else that they had to go by. It sounded like a
good idea. At the time they built those homes I think we were paying
something like about $7.00 per month. We were really in a world of hurt.
Just about everybody could afford $7.00 per month. But then it kept going
up to $35.00 and then every year it kept getting higher. I feel that HUD
has done a good job, really. They have been very lenient and understood
our situation and so on so they really haven't put too much pressure on.
They have been very patient with us.
Although HUD housing is generally accepted on the reservation today there was some
skepticism about the costs and security involved in buying a home. When Willie Phillips
was living along the canal on the East Reservation tribal leaders approached him to see if
he would like to have a HUD home built. "They had a meeting and some of the old
Cocopah men didn't want a house because they were afraid that due to their lack of
education and lack of steady employment that they would come and take their homes
away if they couldn't make their payments."
When the Cocopahs finally obtained approval for housing, they started building
on the East Reservation first because the West Reservation already had the old military
houses from 29 Palms. According to Clara Brown, who was still serving on the Tribal
Council;
Pete's [Soto] the one who said they can make a paper and they made a
resolution paper and they helped us out. Then we waited a long time and
the Tribe was okay. Then they did it. They took our names and everything
at that time. But, they built over there first, the houses on the East. But the
next time they did it over here. They did it over there first. They said there
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were more people over there than over here. That was all right. If you
were too small they wouldn't give it [housing] to you.
In September 1971, ground was broken for 20 federally funded houses on the East
Reservation (YDS, 9/24/71). When the new houses were built most of the old adobe
homes and "sandwich houses" were destroyed. According to Rudy Hayes:
When they built these homes they said that we had to get rid of those
homes because it makes the house look run down and they didn't want
that. There is one adobe house by the canal on the East [Reservation] that
used to be some kind of church where they did healings. Billie White's
father was a medicine man and he used to do that there. The one back
over here by Margarita Barley's place on the East by Faye's house, that one
belonged to Frank Barley. That house could be fixed up nice. 1 think they
decided to leave it so people could see what they were like. At one time
they were thinking of building those type of homes for the elderly or for a
single person. Something that is cheap and could remain there forever.
That is how these old homes were.
The new houses were built with funds from the Department of Housing and
Urban Development (HUD) as part of the Turnkey Mutual Help Home program. The
program required that the families supply 10 percent of the labor and then make monthly
payments for twenty years or so. These are now referred to a "Mutual Help Homes" by
the Cocopah Housing Authonty, a government supported office on the reservation.
Presently, the Cocopah Tribe also owns homes under the Home Improvement Program
(HIP homes) and it rents others from the Housing Authonty. The Cocopahs residing on
the North Reservation live in mobile homes which they either own or rent from the
Housing Authority. The reason that they did not build permanent housing structures on
the North Reservation was because it is a flood plain and the mobile homes can be
moved if there is in fact a flood. The North Reservation did expenence some flooding
during the winter of 1993 but it was not severe enough to move any of the mobile homes
and the permanent buildings in the R.V. Park were not damaged. The Cocopahs are
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presently seeking funds to build permanent homes on the North Reservation since the
levee provided a protective barrier during the 1993 flood and the Tribal Council feels
secure in building more permanent structures there now.
When the Tribe started building houses on the West Reservation they built them
to the north of the former housing area on a sand dune. Marilyn Hayes said that "when
the elderly Cocopahs first saw this they asked 'What are they doing, they can't plant
anything on the sand.' They got mad when they heard that they weren't going to have an
area to plant their stuff." When they had lived in the area where the tribal headquarters is
located they grew small gardens with beans and squash but they knew that they would
not be able to grow anything in the new housing area. Marilyn said that they "got upset
about that" because they "were always planting something" and "when they moved to the
new housing area they no longer grew much."
In 1994 a representative from Native Seeds/SEARCH of Tucson, Arizona visited
the Cocopahs and left packets of native seeds for distribution to tribal members. Some of
the tnbal elders planted seeds by their homes on the West Reservation but it was too hot
and dry, and most complained about the sandy soil, a complaint which added validity to
their onginal concern for locating the homes where they did. The reason that this site was
selected for the new housing was that it was closer to the county road making it more
accessible for water and electncal hookup.
Marilyn Hayes said that one of the biggest changes she had seen on the
reservation has been the change to modem housing. She said that "everybody was living
in these new homes. A lot of homes were empty when you would go in. There was just a
bed, that was how my room was. We couldn't afford to go out and buy furniture too.
There were some chairs. Most people didn't have couches but they would always have
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chairs.' Like many of the other elderly Cocopahs. Manlyn Hayes' mother did not move
into her new house right away. Marilyn said that her mother:
was kind of scared....My mother couldn't get used to indoor plumbing and
cooking inside at first. She kept saying that the stove was going to blow up
because of the gas. She even built a shack to put her stove and stuff in.
That's where she would cook. She wouldn't cook in the house. She did that
for a long time, then she finally got used to it. She still cooks some things
outside. She does not like boiled beans fi-om the stove, she wants them
from a wood fire.
As indicated by Marilyn's mother the adjustment to modem housing was very difficult for
the more traditional Cocopahs and the elderly.
Rudy Hayes describes the reaction that different Cocopahs had toward modem
housing on the reservation, especially in terms of how it affected some Cocopah cultural
practices:
The only difference was that it made some people happy and others angry
because of the traditions we have followed throughout all these years. And
now they are saying that if a member of your family dies you can't get rid
of the house. So that is one bad thing that happened. But now that the
younger generation is taking over it doesn't really matter that much
anymore. But. for the older folks who are still around it does matter. It
costs quite a bit and it is good for the tribe. It is a way of gettmg ahead for
the tnbe to do these things. But, 1 guess we were all pretty much set in our
ways until these new things started happening.
The present housing situation has also created a new dilemma-that of
inheritance— for many Cocopahs who are elderly and close to paying off their homes.
Inheritance was never an issue before, as the houses and belongings were burned at the
time of death and the whole family moved to a different area and built a new home. This
custom can no longer be practiced and many Cocopahs are trying to redefine this
tradition within a new context. Today the whole family moves out of the house after a
family member has passed away. The houses are usually cleared out and remodeled, or at
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least repainted, and then the family moves back in. There is no culturally prescnbed time
before the family moves back in. It is up to the individual families as to when they want
to take up residence in the home again. Because of the shortage of housing on the
reservation, families often have difficulty finding affordable temporary shelter and
usually rent an apartment in Yuma adding to the expense and burden on the family of the
deceased.
When the original HUD homes were built they were arranged according to wellestablished family clusters. For example, the Phillips family has a cluster of HUD homes
that are connected to each other on the East Reservation. Today Cocopah families get
housing on a first come first served basis. TTiere are over 100 people on the waiting list
and often they are given housing next to people outside of their circle of family and kin.
There is essentially no housing available for single people which creates tension among
family members. Single Cocopahs have two choices: to live with their family or off the
reservation. All the homes on the reservation are considered "family" residences and
single Cocopahs do not qualify.
Home ownership is currently undergoing some changes. Many Cocopahs who
started these programs have either just paid off their homes or are close to paying them
off Up to this point the Housing Authority has been responsible for taking care of
repairs. Once the homes are paid off and the deeds of ownership are transferred, it will be
the owner's responsibility to take care of the repairs and to carry home owner's insurance
This will be another new experience for many Cocopahs and no doubt there will be
misunderstandings as to how and when this responsibility will shift from the tnbe to
individual tribal members. In addition, while the homeowners svill have individual
ownership of their homes, the land on which the houses sit will remain the communal
property of the Cocopah Tribe and trust property of the federal government. Some
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Cocopahs have wills so that the houses are passed on to a designated relative, but for the
most part the houses are passed on to the eldest son. [f there is no son then it is inherited
by the eldest daughter.
While I was working on the museum project several home improvement programs
were implemented. Funding became available for individual homeowners to build
chainlink fences around their houses. To qualify for these fences the families had to clean
up their yards and the Tribe hauled things to the landfill free of change. Most of the
Cocopah families complied and got the fencing. A rodent eradication program was
implemented as a result of the hanta virus scare in 1993 and 1994. Many of the homes
were inspected and fumigated and the Indian Health Service provided an educational
prevention program.
This latter program created problems for some Cocopahs, especially the elderly,
however. The biggest problems with infestations of rodents, cockroaches, and other pests
were found among some of the homeowners who had piles of discarded furniture, toys
and appliances around their homes. One homeowner had plastic bags of old clothing that
were infested, yet refused to throw them away or to do anything about the situation. This
person even refused to move to the house of a relative for a few days in order to fumigate
the house and its surroundings. This refusal may have been based on the fear that the
house would be taken away. This is indicative of the distrust that several Cocopahs have
of the Housing Authority as well as a general lack of understanding of the health nsks
involved. Some of these elderly Cocopahs had lived in a garbage dump in Buckeye, tar
paper shacks with dirt floors, and bathed in the canal. They have suffered discnmination
and chronic health and social problems, so it is no wonder that they live in fear of losing
everything they have at any moment. To them the program represented another threat to
their autonomy and their ongoing struggle to maintain a permanent home.
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Many Cocopahs told me that they always seem to be fighting among each other,
and they tend to blame the housing situation for this. However, based on Kelly's
fieldnotes and my own conversations with Cocopah consultants, tensions and conflicts
among tribal members are not new and have a long history. Nevertheless, the fact that
they are now limited to permanent housing, and are not as mobile as in the recent past
requires ideational change and social and interactional adjustments that are not easily
made. Although it is not discussed openly I suspect that some of the tension that I noticed
among tribal members may stem from fifty years of difference in legal status between
enrollees and DUisiders that are mgrained in many memories.
With modem HUD housing individual Cocopah families rarely get to chose
where they are going to live. Residence is determined by the Housing Authonty on the
basis of availability. Cocopah homes, like HUD homes on other reservations, were
modeled after the middle-class American model of a nuclear family and a suburban street
arrangement. This model overlooked the importance of the extended family organization
that had always been important in the Cocopah social, economic, and political milieu of
the former camps and rancherias. Even though Cocopah families are spread out and often
on different reservations the tnbal elders argue that their lives are better today than in the
past and that they like the modem conveniences they have today. They no longer have to
struggle to stay warm in the wmter and always have a roof over their head no matter
what. Nonetheless, Cocopah families continue to undergo transformations much like
other families m the U.S.
Summary
It seems a logical conclusion that the establishment of the reservation has been
problematic over the years but it also finally provided the majority of the Cocopahs with
a permanent land base. With the acquisition of lands and increased tribal enrollment the

Cocopahs finally had some stability which had not existed for more than a century.
Although the process was long and arduous for the Cocopah outsiders the establishment
of the reservation in 1917 and the official recognition of some, at least, may have
prevented the Cocopahs from being completely obliterated.
An identity began to form around the reservation as early as the 1920s when a
small group of Cocopahs were enrolled and were provided with a special status. The
majority of the Cocopahs, the outsiders, recognized the fact that their long term survival
hinged on getting recognition and reservation lands and they continued to pursue both.
The establishment of a constitutional form of government and an elected Tribal Council
provided the basis for the Cocopah to become a recognized political entity. It was a
combination of factors that compelled the opening of enrollment to the outsiders that
legitimized their status as American Indians and the eventual addition of reservation
lands. Partly this had to do with the opportunity to acquire HUD homes but it was also
due in part to the changing attitude of the government toward the outsiders. Their status
as "Mexicans" no longer appears to have been a prime factor, and instead, the obstacle to
improving their standard of living was the issue of enrollment. The Cocopah tribal
leaders were encouraged by the BIA to adopt the outsiders and the Cocopah leaders
themselves perceived this as a unifying factor.
A tremendous transformation in Cocopah political structure, the standard of
living, and interpersonal relations among individual tribal members has taken place over
the past thirty years. These transformations have taken place fairly rapidly and in a very
short period of time. Ironically, through the establishment of the constitutional form of
government the Cocopahs were able to strengthen their sense of identity, especially for
the Cocopah outsiders. They have survived tremendous odds and now have more
mfluence over their own destiny
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The Cocopah continue to define and re-define their identity in the face of neverending challenges. The Tribe, as a social and political locus itself, has taken over the role
of former bands, lineage, and kin as the primary source of identity. The traditional
headman has become the elected tribal chairperson with a council, and most important,
individual tribal members have lost their autonomy. As Rudy Hayes contended, no one
has a more difficult job balancing the past with the future, than the elected Tribal
Council members of the Cocopah Tribe;
Leaders need to know where they come fi-om and what they stand for.
They should go together. Changes are good, but when you have to leave
your traditions behind where are you? Lack of respect has caused a lot of
problems. I hope that the younger generations will be challenged by what
they see of the past in the museum.
A Cocopah leader with sufficient vision, charisma, and irreproachable ethics to unify the
Cocopahs must be an exceptional person. He or she must understand and decide how
they will continue to live as Cocopahs in this radically changing world.
A formalized tribal government is necessary to deal with the outside world and is
part of the modernization process. However, the question remains as to whether it is
possible for the Cocopah Tribe to preserve its cultural identity and integrity in the
process. Today the Tribal Council is involved in creating economic opportunities for
tribal members as well mechanisms for preserving their cultural identity. The next two
chapters examine the impact that Indian gaming has had on the tribal economy and how
the Tribal Council has taken the cultural "revitalization" process started in the 1970s and
given it a boost in the development of a museum and cultural center complex.
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CHAPTER 7
ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT, INDIAN GAMING, AND SELF-DETERMINATION
ON THE COCOPAH RESERVATION
What must be done now is to maintain, to persevere, to make certain that
the small gains already made are not washed away by the hypocrisy of the
barons of Atlantic City and Las Vegas (Senator James Abourezk (D-SD)
1995: XX).
Economic Development in Indian Reservations
In the century between 1850 and 1950 the focus of governmental interest had
steadily shifted toward the economic development of the Southwest while drawing
distinctions between the economic opportunities of the Indians and the invading EuroAmerican settlers. The industrialization of the region proceeded after World War II;
however, as Spicer (1989[1962];540) relates "the Indians not only became backward
fanners in contrast with Whites but also poorly integrated participants m the new
industrial developments." The situation as it existed in the 1950s was not only a result of
the failure of the application of economic programs for the Indians, but of contradictions
in the economic and political life of Mexicans and Euro-Amencans. The federal
governments of the two nation-states and the growing number of settlers m Indian
Country repeatedly came into conflict over the place of Indians in their national
economies. These "conflicts often resulted in decisive shifts in policy, so that adjustments
veered in difTerent directions, and Indian economies had less stability even than the
rapidly changing national economies of Mexico and the United States" (Spicer
1989[1962]:539). This lack of consistent policy toward economic development in Indian
reservations in the first half of the twentieth century was deeply rooted in a long history
of "inherent conflicts in the invading cultures" (Spicer 1989[1962];539-540)
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The tendency of federal Indian policy, particularly since the 1930s, has been
toward strengthening reservations as communities, especially in the context of their
economic development (Castile and Bee 1992:6).

Unfortunately, federal attempts at

creating businesses on Indian reservations have a long and embarrassing history. The
majority of investment dollars for enterprise development on most Indian reservations
came from grants or direct and guaranteed loan programs from the Bureau of Indian
Affairs (BIA). Default and/or forced refinancmg rates on the loans are quite high and
about one-third of the BIA's loans are overdue, non-performing, or in default (Cornell
and Kalt 1987:11). Some analysts assert that there was not a single case of a successful
reservation-based business of significant size that could withstand the market's profit and
loss test without some form of governmental subsidy, at least until very recently.
Presently there are few significant enterprises operating with stand-alone success except
Indian gaming operations.
Poverty on Indian reservations has long been of great concern to Indian leaders
and federal policymakers. Unfortunately the resonse to the problem has often been to
impose federally designed solutions, or to invite the private sector to step in and take
over the reservation development process. This has generally centered around the
extraction of natural resources from which the tribes have received little benefit. The
Indian tribes themselves have had little opportunity to propose their own solutions.
Furthermore, they have often lacked the information necessary to design solutions, and
the power to implement them in ways that can work on tribal terms and in highly diverse
tribal contexts. It was not until the Indian Self-Determination and Education Assistance
Act was passed in 1975 that tribal governments had the tools to control their own
destinies and finally became full participants in the economic decisions that have
affected their reservations. This is reflected in a fundamental philosophical change in the
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administration of Indian Affairs in that the federal government would fund tribal
programs, but the tribes themselves would plan and administer these programs (Getches,
Rosenfelt and Wilkinson 1979:111).
In October 1988, Congress made sweeping changes in the original India SelfDetermmation and Education Assistance Act (P.L. 93-638) and then changed it again in
October 1994 by passing P.L. 103-413. In addition. Congress also passed tAvo technical
amendments to the new law, P L. 103-435 and P.L. 103-437, with the final regulations
published on June 24, 1996. These changes were accompanied by the movement toward
the implementation of the tnbal self-governance project and an improved govemment-togovemment relationship between the federal government and the tnbes. Both of these
things had an impact on reservation economies as well as altered the political ecology
linkage of tribes, such as the Cocopahs, at the national level. Nevertheless, economic
development on many reservations continues to be difficult, if not impractical.
Even though some Indian reservations are coming to resemble "enterprise zones"
as Cornell and Kalt (1987:7) claim, many tribes and tribal members find it extremely
difficult to attract capital despite tax advantages and niches in the marketplace. There are
many reasons for this; one being the location of most reservations in rural settings, and
the long distances from the commercial setting which adds to transportation costs.
Another factor that has been a prime structural hindrance to economic development on
reservations is the concept of trust land (McCulloch 1994:104). Reservation lands are
reserved for and owned by Indians but held "in trust" by the federal government for the
benefit of the Indian owners. Congress's intention in creating trust lands was to prevent
them from being usurped by states or by pnvate individuals. Nevertheless, this makes it
difficult for Indian communities to attract industnal development and commercial
enterpnses. As McCulloch (1994:104-105) relates, "Industnes can only lease trust land.
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and banks are often unwilling to lend money for construction on the reservation because
they may be unable to repossess in case of default." Where private enterprise is the norm,
non-Indian entrepreneurs are reluctant to risk their investments to the authority of
governments, both tribal and federal, in which they can have no authoritative voice
themselves.
The challenges that Indian tribes are facing today are monumental. The historical
legacy of federal control, land dispossession, poverty, high unemployment rates, and
health and social problems has often had devastating effects on Amencan Indian
societies. Because Native Amencans are still highly regulated, their recent incorporation
into the national economy and newly invigorated sovereignty status is being threatened
once again by faltering federal policies, negative court decisions, and the political
mobilization of non-Indian constituencies wishing to gain greater access to the resources
that Indian nations possess (Cornell and Kalt I993:v). Yet, there is opportunity as well.
The hard-won fight for self-determination, while still tenuous, has presented Indian tribes
with the first real opportunity in over a century to shape their own futures through their
own actions. This is most apparent in the area of Indian gaming as an economic
development strategy. Indian gaming has become the focus of media attention recently
"because of its power to redistnbute wealth and transform regional politics" (Pasquarena
1994:694). It is Indian gaming that has compelled many Amencan Indians to become
more active participants in both national and state politics as they find themselves
competing with both the states and the federal government over the control of this
important economic resource.
The United States Congress passed the Indian Gaming Regulatory Act (P L. 100497.1. 102 Stat. 2467) in October 1988. The Act recognizes the right of Indian tnbes to
establish gaming facilities on their reservations, providing that the states in which they
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are located already have similar forms of legalized gambling. High-stakes gambling has
now become a leading industry for many tribal economies. In 1994 it was reported that
seventy-two tribes were operating gaming facilities in twenty-five states (Wapato 1994)
and the Indian gaming industry had grossed over $1.5 billion^' per year (McCulloch
1994:99).
Although it has not been without controversy and there are certainly risks
involved, most observers have found that gaming activities on reservations have
successfully provided Indian tribes with numerous benefits, both tangible and intangible,
that might otherwise never have occurred. Indian gaming has provided the economic
development desperately needed by many tribes, such as the Cocopah, where federal
programs have failed. The principal tangible benefits to tribes and tribal members are the
revenues generated and the employment opportunities that have been created. Gaming
revenues are being utilized to provide for immediate and basic needs of Indian peoples,
such as health care, housing, education, infrastructure improvements, social services,
elderly facilities, and community centers, as well as long-term investments in economic
development to secure future opportunities that are unrelated to gaming. Moreover,
Indian gaming has provided tribes and tribal members with the opportunities to acquire
management experience that offers potential both for gaming operations and for other
businesses that may be part of their economic development plans. And lastly, the income
earned by tribal members through employment and, in some instances, per capita

When 1 was given permission by the Tribal Chairman to conduct research on Indian
gaming among the Cocopah I was told that information on gaming proceeds are
confidential and that this information is only shared with the National Indian Gaming
Commission with the provision that they not allow any copying or distribution of this
information.
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payments or revenue shares, has either ehminated or reduced the need for unemployment
and welfare payments.
Gaming revenues have enabled Indian tribes to consider alternative economic
opportunities and given them the power to seek out business enterprises that they feel
would best accommodate their cultural traditions. Indian gaming has been an economic
asset for the Cocopah Tribe which has had limited experience in economic development.
Prior to Indian gaming on the reservation, the Cocopah Tribe depended on income from
reservation land leases to local farmers and program support from the BIA for their
economic welfare, and individual tribal members depended on wages they could earn as
unskilled laborers in jobs that were often low-paying and sporadic.
In the past ten years the Cocopahs have been involved in other types of economic
development, but these schemes have become economic burdens instead of income
generating enterprises for the Tribe. Revenues from Indian gaming have provided new
opportunities, while creating a new set of problems for the Cocopahs to cope with. The
Cocopahs have drawn on their strength as survivors to become central figures in the fight
between the Anzona tnbes and the state to establish and mamtam high-stakes gaming
facilities. Cocopah involvement in the Indian gaming controversy has drawn them further
into other political ecology issues on the Colorado River and state politics. Revenues
from Indian gaming means political power and it is these revenues that have given the
Indian tnbes "access and bargaining power that definitely impact upon local, state and
federal governments" (Thompson and Dever 1993:21).
The Cocopahs have had linle success in their past business ventures with nonIndians. Indian gaming has provided them with the first opportunity to consider new
business investments on their own terms. Unfortunately, this new found income has been
and continues to be threatened by external political forces. As is demonstrated in the
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following overview of the Indian Gaming Regulatory Act and in the reaction of Governor
Fife Symington and the State Legislature to Indian gaming in the state of Arizona,
gaming as the future of tribal economic autonomy and self-sufficiency hinges on fickle
federal Indian policies, an obstinate state legislature that views Indian gaming as a threat,
and a limited market that could become easily oversaturated.
Economic Enterprises on the Cocopah Reservation in the 1980s
The establishment of the North Reservation and the addition of lands to the other
two reservations in 1985 enabled the Cocopah to start several new business enterprises
and increase their land leases. In October 1986 the Cocopah Indian Tribe sent out a press
release to announce the construction of three commercial facilities on tribal lands: a
convenience store, a gas station and a Bingo Hall on the East Cocopah Reservation at the
comer of Highway 95, County Road 15 and Avenue B. Fred Miller, Sr. was the tribal
chairman when these business enterprises were established. I asked his brother and tnbal
elder, Lincoln Miller, how these business ventures came about;
It was someone from the outside. A man named Rose. Rose was a
businessman and he knew how to go about doing this kmd of work. I
believe that the Chairman met him and the Chairman wanted to build
something like that and they needed some money. When he approached
him and talked to him, he said that he was able to help build that. So first
it was him, Mr. Rose and the other guy Jerry London. The two of them
helped with putting up the building and everything. They contracted for
five years to get money out of what they had put in and to give the Tribe
back the Bingo. If the people didn't know how to operate the Bingo then
the Tribe could renegotiate another contract for management.
According to a press release. Easy Comers, Inc. of Colorado would operate the
convenience store and gas station, and Don Rose, Inc. of Palm Springs, California would
manage the bingo operations. Chairman Fred Miller, Sr , was quoted as saymg "When our
tribe speaks of self-sufficiency and self-determination as a sovereign nation, we are
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serious. We desire to build within the Yuma area to accommodate both the populace and
the tourists" (Cocopah Tribal Files). Another major business venture that the Cocopahs
entered into at this time was the establishment of the Cocopah Bend Recreational
Vehicle Park and Golf Course on the North Reservation.
Many of these new business enterprises were developed by the Cocopah Tribal
Council with very little, if any, input from tribal members. Marilyn Hayes recalled that
when the RV Park was being planned, "people didn't know much about what was going
on. Just the Tribal Council decided. Same way with the Bingo." I asked Lincoln Miller
how the decision was made to open up a Bingo operation on the reservation and he said
that "the people didn't want it. but it was up to the Tribal Council and they okayed it, so
that's why it was built." He said that prior to Cocopah Bingo the Tribe got most of its
money "from the leases...and some grants from other sorts of places."
Faye Ortega was serving as a tribal council member in 1985 when several of
these new economic development decisions were made. At the time Sherry Cordova was
vice chairperson, and the other two council members were Bruce Phillips and Don
Villanueva. Mrs. Ortega recalled her initial reaction to the prospect of having Bingo on
the reservation:
In 1985 there were a lot of decisions being made. The RV Park and Bingo
were both coming in. It was hectic and scary and we didn't know if we
were making the right decision or not. My dad and late Lfncle George
were for Bingo, and they wanted to see it in their lifetime. I couldn't vote
because of the influence of the church^- which was very strict about
gambling. I was the only one that voted against Bingo, but after seeing
how things have turned out I have supported it.

--Faye Onega was a member of the Cocopah Nazarene Church in Somenon where her
husband. Will Ortega, was the pastor. Gambling of any form was against church doctrine.
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In 1987, the convenience store, gas station, smoke shop and Cocopah Bingo were
opened as joint ventures between the Cocopah Tribe and private developers. These
businesses were developed to create a variety of job opportunities for Cocopah tribal
members and to assist the Tribe in achieving its goal of self-sufficiency. The Cocopah
Tribe now owns and independently operates the Cocopah Bingo and Casino and it has a
gaming compact with the state of Arizona. The Casino employs about 50 tribal members
and is managed by Bruce Phillips, a Cocopah tribal member.
While revenues from the Cocopah Bingo and Casino operation provided the
Cocopahs with the opponunity to raise their standard of living and to invest in and
develop other economic strategies, not all of their business ventures have been
economically successful. The two economic enterprises that have not been beneficial
economically for the Cocopah are the Cocopah Bend RV Park on the North Reservation
and the Easy Comers, Inc. smoke shop and convenience store on the East Reservation. In
order to understand why these ventures have not benefited the Cocopahs, some
discussion is needed as to how these business ventures came about.
The Cocopah Bend RV Park was started as a joint venture in 1985 and has been
an economic burden for the Cocopah ever since. Initially, the Cocopah Tribe entered into
a twenty-five year lease with Resorts Southwest to build the RV Park. The Tribe
provided the land and put up the funds to build the buildings, golf course, roads, and
infrastructure with a S6.5 million loan from the BIA. In 1988 the developer took out a
new lease and asked the Tribe to sign a note to pay the S6,000 interest on the loan for the
developer. By this time the Cocopah Tribe owed S7.1 million. After three years the
project went mto default (1991) because of lack of payment on the loan. Up to that point
the developer had only paid interest on the loan. The loan was transferred to a bank m
Wisconsin, the developer's home base, and the BIA put S5 million of the original loan on
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the shelf temporarily and refinanced the rest (which now amounted to S2.5 million) with
the bank in Wisconsin.
The loan went into default again in February 1994 and the BIA threatened to
foreclose on the property. Dale Phillips, the Cocopah chairman, and Roben Kennerly, the
Euro-American tribal planner, met with the BIA Area Realty- Office in Phoenix to discuss
possible resolutions to this problem. Mr. Phillips told the BIA that the Cocopah Tribe
wanted to remove the outside managers from the RV Park and place it under tnbal
management. Up to this point the Tribe had not received any revenues from the project.
Michael Smith, legal counsel for the Tribe, met with the BIA solicitor to work out a
process to remove the park's managers. The Tribe wanted to make good its commitment
to the project and the money they promised to pay back, but they would only do this on
the condition that the Tribe take over full ownership of the RV Park. Dale Phillips
alleged, "the BIA has continually been assisting the developer and not the Tribe." The
BIA kept bringing up past tribal mistakes, but Phillips replied that the Cocopahs had
"already demonstrated through the Casino that they can manage a profitable business."
In early 1994 the Cocopahs were prepared to pay the debt and to take over the RV
Park. Finally, the Cocopah won their case and took ownership in December 1995 and
instated a new management team that is employed directly by the Tribe This was a
landmark case for the Cocopahs as it not only made them the sole beneficiaries of the
income from the RV Park, but opened the door for other fX)ssibilities. Ownership of the
RV Park was crucial in terms of the Cocopah being able to move forward with the plans
they had for improving the North Reservation and to demonstrate that they were not an
economic risk in attracting new business enterpnses and insestment to the reservation.
The Cocopahs gained some business sawy during this experience. They are now
more cautious about development proposals that come their way and they no longer use
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the BIA to assist them in business deals. Self-determination for the Cocopahs means
taking control of their economic destiny. They now hire the services of attorneys who
specialize in tribal jurisdictional issues when necessary and rely on Michael Smith, a
local attorney, for local issues. These attorneys carefully read over contracts and provide
the appropriate technical advice so that the Cocopahs are dealt with fairly and will
benefit from new business opportunities. The Cocopahs have now acquired the services
of Glen Feldman, the country's top Indian gaming attorney, to assist them in negotiating a
contract to develop a new casino as part of a luxury resort on the North Reservation. Of
all the economic ventures that the Cocopahs have entered into to date, the present
Cocopah Bingo and Casino operation has been the most successful and the most
beneficial to tribal members.
Indian Gaming: A New Reservation Economy
In the 1970s the first Indian bingo halls opened on reservations. Within a decade
Native Americans found themselves embroiled in legal and political conflicts with state
governments, members of Congress, powerful gambling lobbies, and in some cases,
within reservations between the pro and anti-gambling interests among their own tnbal
members. To eliminate some of these conflicts Congress passed the Indian Gaming
Regulatory Act (Wilmer 1993:2). The stated purposes of the Act are threefold: (1) to
provide a statutory basis for the operation of gaming by Indian tribes as a means for
promoting tnbal economic development, self-sufficiency, and strong tnbal governments:
(2) to provide a statutory base for the regulation of gaming by an Indian tribe adequate to
shield it from organized cnme and other corrupting influences, to ensure that the Indian
tribe is the primary beneficiary of the gaming operation, and to assure that gaming is
conducted fairly and honestly by both operator and players; and, (3) to declare that the
establishment of independent Federal regulatory authority for gaming on Indian lands, the
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establishment of Federal standards for gaming on Indian lands, and the establishment of a
National Indian Gaming Commission were necessary to meet congressional concerns
regarding gaming and to protect such gaming as a means of generating tribal revenue.
The Act acknowledges three forms of gaming. Under the IGRA, "Class I gaming"
includes social games solely for pnzes of minimal value or traditional forms of Indian
gaming engaged in by individuals as part of, or in connection with, tribal ceremonies or
celebrations. "Class II gammg" includes games of chance commonly known as bingo,
pull-tabs, lotto, punch boards, tip jars, instant bingo and other games similar to bingo.
Where they are legal, both Class I and Class II gaming are entirely under the jurisdiction
of the tnbe. "Class III gaming" includes all forms of gaming that do not fall under the
other two categories; any bankcard games, such as baccarat, chemin de fer, or blackjack,
as well as any electronic or electromechanical facsimiles of any game of chance or slot
machines of any kind. It is Class III gaming that is the most controversial because it
includes all forms of gambling, but most importantly, it requires that a Tribal-State
compact be negotiated in states that have not legalized these forms of gambling.
The IGRA clearly states that net revenues from tnbal gaming are not to be used
for purposes other than to: (1) fund tribal government operations or programs, (2)
provide for the general welfare of the Indian tribe and its members. (3) promote tribal
economic development, (4) donate to charitable organizations, and (5) help fund
operations of local government agencies. It also states that net revenues from any Class II
gaming activities (bingo) conducted or licensed by any Indian tribe may be used to make
per capita payments to the members of the tnbe as long as the tribe has prepared a plan to
allocate revenues according to the purposes listed above and stipulates that not less than
60 percent of the net revenues is income to the Indian tribe. This protects the tnbes from
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being taken advantage of in joint ventures with corporate gambling operanons, such as
Harrahs, which by law cannot take more than 40 percent of the revenues.
One area of controversy is the competition between Indian gaming and other
forms of legal gambling in different states. There is no doubt that the entry of new
players into existing markets will take away some of the business already established, but
that is a basic rule of free market competition (Wilmer 1993:8). Some wagering and
entertainment dollars will shift away from those existing businesses such as pari-mutuel
betting operations, for example the dog and horse racing industry, into new businesses
such as Indian gaming. Presumably this is because customers prefer it and are more
satisfied with the goods, services and prices offered by this new competitor. Jobs lost in
one place are created elsewhere, dollars not spent in one place are spent at another
(Wilmer 1993:8). If this is how the capitalist system is supposed to work then why should
Native Amencans be left out']' According to the tenets of such free market economies,
govenunents are not supposed to intervene in these processes unless they might threaten
the well-being of the whole of society, and they certainly should not intervene on behalf
of protecting the advantage of certain players threatened by new competition.
Opposition to Indian gaming, which led to its regulation in the first place, had
three major rationales. First, was the fear that mbes needed protection from corrupt nonIndians; second, were the religious, ethical and economic objections that gaming has
many negative effects; and third, cntics claimed that Indians were not competent enough
to manage gambling. In many cases, Indian gaming has increased tribal authonty which
in turn has produced a strong anti-Indian backlash in many parts of the West and upper
Midwest. As Parman (1994:177) alleges:
Western hostility is hardly new. State officials have always resented the
presence of reservations and their tax-free status. Indians faced senous
problems gaining voters rights and Social Security benefits from Arizona
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and New Mexico until after World War II. Western state courts have been
notably hostile to Indian hunting, fishing, and water rights.
This resentment is sometimes fueled by the persistent mvih that all Indians receive a
monthly government check and do not pay taxes. Unlike past hostility that viewed the
Indians as being in the way of progress and Euro-American settlement, the recent antiIndian backlash is aimed at the increased threat presented by tribal autonomy through
self-governance, economic success and political empowerment, which are perceived as
threats to state sovereignty and local governmental control.
State and local governments have voiced their concern over the loss of revenues
from lotteries and their inability to tax Indian gaming operations. Contrary to the popular
misconception that Indian enterprises are run tax-free, Indian gaming is an important
source of revenue for federal, state and local governments through taxes paid on behalf of
non-Indian employees as well as special allocations made in accordance with the terms
of compacts and agreements between Indian, state and local governments. Each
employee of the Cocopah Casino must be state certified at the cost of SI50 per
employee.-^ If that employee moves to a different position within the casino he or she
must be re-certified at another S150. There is a constant turnover of employees at the
Cocopah Casino requiring the e.Kpenditure of profits going to the state of Arizona to
comply with the certification policy outlined in their Compact. States also gain when
social service programs are replaced by tnbally financed programs, when former welfare
recipients earn wages and these wages are spent in the state, and when Indian gaming
profits are invested in new businesses locally.

^^All employees, including cooks, janitors and the employees of the Bingo, section which
IS not a Class III operation, as well as security, managers, floor money handlers and
machine specialists, must be certified.
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The argument by represematives of non-Indian gaming establishments, in
particular

Donald Trump,

that

Indian gaming

is

economically destructive

is

insupportable. Wilmer (1993:8) argues that Indian gaming "is only destructive to pre
existing gaming business interests if the gaming consumer prefers the services offered by
Indian gaming over other forms. The philosophy of the free market is that more
competition in any market is better for the consumer and, in the long run, more efficient
to the economy." In the case of gambling in general, and Indian gaming in particular, the
overall industry trend has been one of consistent and high growth as a component of the
entertainment market. It is too soon to know what will happen in the next decade but the
prediction is that Indian gaming will boom, crest and then subside. Tribes will either fall
back into the old pattern of under- or unemployment and dependency, or they will have
invested wisely and will have new enterprises and industries that can replace Indian
gaming as a reliable source of income.
So far many Indian nations and tribes have derived numerous benefits from
Indian gaming. It is clear that gambling has had a tremendous potential for becoming a
source for tribal revenues and economic development seed money on reservations often
plagued by unemployment figures of 50 percent and higher (Wilmer 1993:10). Recently
Indian gaming has been referred to as the "New Buffalo" for reservation economies
(Wapato 1994). Some tribes, such as the Mille Lacs Band of the Chippewa in Minnesota,
began to see a significant reduction in alcoholism and crime in the early 1990s
(Mikelberg 1992:57). Indian gaming revenues have been reported in the billions and
therefore it is an economic activity that has undoubtedly improved the prospenty of the
tribes involved. Nevertheless, gaming has also become the battleground for issues
relating to Indian sovereignty and jurisdictional disputes involving the federal, state, and
tribal governments.
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The pnncipal aspect of the IGRA to which some tribes have objected is that it
places the states between the federal government and the tribes. Tribal-State compacts
that are authorized by the IGRA set forth regulatory mechanisms that define the state's
role in regulating gaming which include monitoring the enforcement of compact
provisions, conducting employee background checks, and certifying gaming machines.
Both the state and tribal regulatory roles under the compacts are designed to assure both
the integrity of the games and of the employees of the gaming operations (Arizona Town
Hall 1994:xviii).
Some believe the regulatory role of the state in Indian gaming needs to be reduced
over time to a monitonng function. Indian gaming on the Cocopah Reservation is
currently regulated at three levels. The Cocopah Tribe's Gaming Commission has three
members appointed by the Tribal Council. The Arizona State Gaming Agency is
administered by the State Racing Commission, and the National Indian Gaming
Commission (NIGC) is established at the federal level. Tribes that have established their
own regulatory systems believe their systems are entirely adequate and that there is no
need for the state to regulate their facilities. Nevertheless, the participants of a 1994
Arizona Town Hall recommended that, at whatever level, the state regulatory activity
should be carried out in a manner that respects tnbal sovereignty. Tribal governments
maintam principal responsibility for regulation of gaming activities on their reservations
and it was found that the tribes are doing an effective job. It was also felt that the
regulatory role of the tnbe will expand as the state's role diminishes (Anzona Town Hall
1994:xviii). Yet, it is rather doubtful that the state will relinquish the control it has unless
tribal-state relations show some remarkable improvement.
One area that has been particularly challenging to Indian gaming is the issue of
sovereignty, which has come from state governments. As the definition of sovereignty
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has become more complex and more interdependent, it has become more difficult to
delineate the legal scope of political authority (Wilmer 1993:13). The U.S. Constitution
implies that both federal and state governments are sovereign, although it does not
specifically state this. Adding Indian sovereignty to this mix of powers between state and
federal governments produces a new dilemma. Unlike the champions of state sovereignty
under the rubric of "states rights," defenders of Indian sovereignty have not been, legally
speaking, well-armed until recently. Even today, most tnbes do not have the cadre of
experienced and well-paid attorneys that would enable them to compete on an equal par
with the casino industry when it comes to lobbying Congress and the state governors and
legislators (Wilmer 1993:13). In addition, most non-Indians are not familiar with the
concept of Indian sovereignty. Due to the fact that the very concept of sovereignty is of
Euro-American origin, it is not surprising that there is confusion concerning the status of
American Indians in relation to state governments. Indian gaming is the most recent and
most relevant battleground to emerge requiring yet another defense of Indian sovereignty.
The fact of the matter is that there are several types of governments in the United States
that possess some form of sovereignty. Three of these are consistently involved in the
struggle over tribal matters and the federal government has established itself as the
overriding authority in contests with the state and Indian tribes. What has not been
adequately worked out is the relationship between states and tribes, both possessed of
sovereignty. This has been most clearly contested in the state of Arizona where Indian
gaming has compelled the Cocopahs to become more actively involved in state politics
and in influencing state legislation.
The Cocopahs and the Status of Indian Gaming in Arizona
In Arizona there is a long history of conflicts between the tribes and the state, but
in the defense of Indian gaming the tribes have united and made assertions of tribal
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sovereignty. Besides sovereignty there are three other issues of contention between states
and tribes that form the basis for recent efforts by the National Governor's Association to
lobby for amendments to the IGRA. These are the acquisition of new trust lands used for
casino development, the definition and clarification of "good faith" in negotiating
compacts, and a desire by the states to limit the types of Class III gambling allowed. The
State of Arizona has taken action on all three issues and the Cocopah Tribe's economic
survival has hinged on the outcome of the war waged between state sovereignty and
tribal sovereignty over these issues as well as the control of the revenues generated by
Indian gaming. Both sovereignty and control pertain to the political ecology linkage at
the regional level.
Arizona's response to Indian gaming has centered around the protection of state
sovereignty as provided for in the Tenth and Eleventh amendments of the U.S.
Constitution. The most common defense by Anzona against Indian gaming has been the
Eleventh Amendment. The Amendment reads, "The Judicial power of the United States
shall not be construed to extend to any suit in law or equity, commenced or prosecuted
against one of the United States by Citizens of another State, or by Citizens or Subjects of
any Foreign States." The amendment was ratified in 1795 in reaction to a U.S. Supreme
Court ruling in (liisnlm v. (ieorfiia that allowed a citizen from South Carolina to sue the
State of Georgia in federal court. Fearing a rash of lawsuits, the decision caused a great
uproar among the states. The Eleventh Amendment was rushed through Congress and
then quickly ratified in order to protect state sovereign immunity (McCulloch 1994:107).
The Supreme Court ruled that the Congress had the power to make exceptions to the
amendment and may exercise its delegated powers to make a state waive its immunity.
In other states the Tenth Amendment has been used by non-Indian casino
operators to oppose the competition from Indian gaming. In April 1993, Donald Trump,
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an Atlantic City casino owner, filed suit in federal court against the Secretary of the
Interior, Bruce Babbitt, claiming that the IGRA violates the Tenth Amendment. Trump
argued that the IGRA gave Indians preferential treatment by not making them subject to
the same regulations that govern other gambling establishments and as such
discriminated against him. Trump's interest was spurred by competition from the
Foxwoods Casino of the Mashantucket Pequot in Connecticut and the push by the
Ramapough Indians of New Jersey to gain recognition so that they could open a casino
(NYT 5/4/93:B6). The owners of dog and horse racing operations where pari-mutuel
betting is legal (as m the State of Arizona) argued that Indian gaming was unfairly
destroying their businesses. In reality the racing industry was already in a downward
trend due to media attention to the abuse of greyhound dogs by their owners, and people
were looking for other forms of entertainment. As McCulloch (1994:112) points out, "It
is significant that the Tenth and Eleventh Amendments have been used by the states in
opposition to Indian gaming; both of these amendments were originally intended to
protect the states from federal intrusion."
In addition to sovereignty and jurisdiction, money and ta.\ation are central issues
in the battle between the tnbes and states over gaming revenues. Casinos located on trust
land and run by tribes are not subject to state ta.xation as stated in McClanahan v.
Arizona State Tax (Ommission (411 U.S. 164, 1973). The inability of states to control the
profits from Indian gaming facilities located within their borders, especially in a time of
fiscal constraint, may increase state opposition. Nevertheless, the state helped to bnng
the problem of Indian gaming and gambling in general on itself by adopting a state
lottery as a means of raising revenues. This conveyed a mixed message saying that it
"was acceptable to gamble in order to refurbish the coffers of state government but not
for other reasons, particularly to benefit Indian tnbes" (McCulloch 1994:110). The moral
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ambivalence in Anzona weakens the argument against Indian gaming and as noted in
Seminole v. Buttem'orth, the state cannot have it both ways. Indian gaming is either
prohibited or regulated, and if it is regulated, then it falls under federal, not state,
jurisdiction.
Claims that tribes are not capable of regulating gaming or that organized criminal
elements are involved have been disproved by the U.S. Department of Justice and the
U.S. Department of the Interior. Tribes are not only required to provide local regulatory
controls, they are also subject to the terms of a Tribal-State Gaming Compact, in addition
to the oversight and scrutiny of the National Indian Gaming Commission. Congress, in
passing the IGRA, yielded to state governments' interests by requiring tribes to negotiate
a compact with the state for regulatory terms to ensure proper safeguards to protect the
public.
In compliance with the IGRA, the Arizona tribes made serious attempts to
negotiate compacts with the former Democratic governor. Rose Mofford, in 1988. But
the state was still reeling from the impeachment of the preceding governor, Evan
Mecham. and did not consider the request a pnonty. Tribes had no luck negotiatmg
gaming compacts after Arizona's current Republican governor, Fife Symington, was
elected in 1990. It was clear, however, that the state was stonewalling, and the governor
and the state attorney general were trying to gam support from state Republicans to
oppose on-reservation gambling (YDS, 1/2/92:3). Finally, the week before the IGRA was
to go into effect, the Cocopah, Yavapai-Prescott, Pasqua Yaqui and Tohono O'odham,
filed a "good faith" law suit entitled Yavapai-Prescoit Indian Tribe, et al. v. Anzona
against the state in federal court in an effort to force state officials to negotiate a compact
(YDS. 5/12/92:7). The state motioned to have the case dismissed based on the Tenth
Amendment but this request was denied.
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The controversy over Indian gaming in Arizona came into public view after a well
publicized raid took place on Tuesday, May 12, 1992, one day after the IGRA went into
effect. Under the orders of U.S. Attorney General Linda Akers, armed FBI agents and
U.S. Marshals descended on Bingo Halls on the Fort McDowell reservation near Phoenix,
the Tohono O'odham and Pascua Yaqui reservations near Tucson, the Tonto Apache
reservation in Payson, and the Yavapai-Prescott reservation in northern Arizona seizing
750 slot and video machines (PG, 5/12/92:IA). The Cocopah were not involved in the
raid because they had already voluntarily shut down their operation.
Claiming sovereignty, tribal members of the Fort McDowell Mohave-Apache
Indian Community set up an impromptu barricade of cars, trucks, and construction
equipment, blocking the armed FBI agents after they had seized 358 video machines.
After about five hours Governor Symington agreed to a ten day "cooling off' penod,
bringing an uneasy truce. During this ten day period the governor, state officials and
tribal representatives continued to negotiate gambling on Indian reservations (AR,
5/13/92; 1 A). Shortly after an agreement with the governor. Attorney General Akers came
back and offered to return the machines to four of the tnbes for storage or sale, but not
for gambling purposes. Fort McDowell was not given this offer because they had not
"cooperated" during the raid.
Public reaction to the raids of on-reservation gaming operations was mixed.
Patrons continued to support the bingo halls on reservations, partly because they enjoyed
going to them, but also because they felt that they provided badly needed income for the
tribes. Some felt that the raids were unjustified because other forms of gambling were
legal in the state such as the lottery, horse and dog racing, and off track betting. On the
other hand, charity bingo operators were happy to see the curtailment of Indian gaming
because they felt that the Indian bingo halls were taking business away from them (AR,
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5/13/92;2A). Opposition in Yuma came from the owner of the dog track. The Cocopah
Bingo and Casino did not seem to have a negative effect on local charity bingo nights.
Eric Dahlstrom, an attorney for the four tribes suing the state of Arizona, claimed
that "the raids marked the first time in Arizona history that the United States has accused
any reservation of criminal activity." He also pointed out that it is "inappropriate for the
Justice Department to take criminal enforcement action during a civil case to decide
whether the state has acted in bad faith in refusing to negotiate the compact" (PG,
5/12/92; I A). Indian leaders claimed that as sovereign nations, they had the right to run
gambling casinos on their land (PG, 5/12/92:1 A; YDS, 5/12/92:1, 7). It was noted in the
media that there were no raids reported in other states, even though various tribes were
involved in compact negotiations or disputes with state officials (YDS, 5/13/92:3).
By Saturday, May 16, 1992, the standoff at Fort McDowell had expanded to
include twelve Arizona tribes, all demanding the ouster of U.S. Attorney General Akers.
The Inter-Tribal Council of Arizona (ITCA) drafted a strong resolution requesting Akers'
immediate removal and asked the U.S. Senate Select Committee on Indian Affairs to
intervene in the dispute. The ITCA then organized a two-day march from the bamcade at
Fort McDowell to the State Capital building in order to send a clear message to the state
that the tnbes were serious about the compact negotiations as well as prepared to take
more senous measures. This was the first time in the history of Anzona that the tnbes
united to demonstrate their solidarity and were prepared to take the state on as a group.
The ITCA. which was headed by Dale Phillips, chairman of the Cocopah Tribe, was at
the forefront of making tnbal sovereignty a primary issue in the negotiation of TribalState gaming compacts. The state, on the other hand, claimed state sovereignty over
tnbal sovereignty and used the Tenth Amendment as their rationale for QQI negotiating
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gaming compacts. Finally, on May 21, 1992, Governor Symington and the leaders of nine
Indian mbes agreed to negotiate a gaming compact.
It appeared that state and tribal negotiations were finally progressing smoothly
until an Arizona Senate committee turned around and proposed legislation on February
24, 1993 that banned casino-style gambling in Arizona. The legislation did not ban horse
or dog racing, the state lottery, off-track betting, or bingo, but it did ban charity casino
nights and threatened Class III gambling in Indian casinos. The tribes felt betrayed by the
governor, who they thought was negotiating their compacts in good faith (YDS,
2/25/93:3). As the ban on casino gaming moved closer to passage in the Anzona
Legislature, Dale Phillips claimed that the Indians had been given another "broken
promise" and that the Cocopah would be taking a leading role in initiating a referendum
on the gambling ban if it passed (YDS, 2/27/93:3).
On March 5, 1993 Governor Symington signed S.B. 1001 into law, thereby
banning all casino games, including those on Arizona's Indian reservations. Some
charitable organizations joined with the Indians in opposing the law because it also
banned their casino-night fund raisers. Interestingly, the law allowed the state lotterv' and
wagering at race tracks to continue. This law brought cnticism from Charles Keechi,
chairman of the National Indian Gaming Association, who was quoted in a press release
as saying that Symington's actions were "unfair and clearly racially motivated." Seven
religious leaders from across the state accused Anzona of "arrogance" in dealing with the
tnbes and derided the "sloppy diplomacy" of the state's negotiations with tribal leaders
(AR, 3 6/93:1 A). Rev. Joedd Miller of Central Presbytenan Church, Rev. Jim Proper of
the Lutheran Advocacy Ministry, and the Rev. Arlo Nau of the Arizona Ecumenical
Council were among the signatories on the letter (AR 3'6/93:A2).
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Governor Symington then named Burton Barr""^ as his special advisor on Indian
gaming. His role was to try to "thaw" the relations between the governor and the tribes
(AR, 3/18/93:IB). Originally the governor wanted to limit tribes with populations less
than 4,000, to 250 machines. Many of the Arizona tribes felt slighted by this limitation,
including all four tribes that were negotiating with the Secretary of the Interior, Bruce
Babbitt. It was felt that they had nothing to gain by negotiating for fewer gaming devices.
Clinton Pattea, tnbal president at Fort McDowell was quoted as saying: "That's the
problem. We have nothing to gain by negotiating. We've got nothing to negotiate" {AR
4/22/93:Bl). Luis Ochoa, attorney for the Yavapai-Prescott Tribe, said that they also felt
that the deal asked the tribes to give up a lot without getting much in return. Unable to
reach an agreement with the state, the tribes sent their compacts to Secretary Babbitt, and
asked him to make a final compromise between the State of Arizona and the tribes
requesting gaming compacts. Secretary Babbitt proposed a compromise that would allow
Indian casinos, but they "could not have blackjack, craps or other accouterments of Las
Vegas-style casinos" (AR 4/22/93:BI). The compromise also limited the number of
machines per tnbe based on the size of enrollment. The agreements were not detailed
compacts but were intended to set the parameters for compact negotiations (YDS,
5/13/93). The compacts included the definitions and regulations according to the IGRA
for Class III gaming. In the Tribal-State Compacts the Arizona tribes were authorized to
operate up to but not to e.xceed 500 gaming devices per gaming facility location,
depending upon the enrollment size of the tnbal member population (see Table 7.1).
As an incentive to the four tribes. Secretary Babbitt's compromise would extend
the existing seven-year compacts to ten years with the option to renew them for another

^•^Burton Barr was the Republican House majority leader for two decades in the 1960s1970s.
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five years. A further incentive would require Governor Symington to drop the state's
Tenth Amendment constitutional appeal that was pending in the 9th District Court of
Appeals in San Francisco and he would have to repeal the state law prohibiting casinostyle gambling. Finally, based on Secretary Babbitt's recommendations, the Cocopah,
White Mountain Apache and Pascua Yaqui signed a compromise gambling agreement
with the state in May 1993. At the time the Cocopahs were operating 98 slot, poker, and
keno machines at its bingo hall and casino near Somerton even though there was still
some disagreement over the ceiling of 250 machines allowed. Dale Phillips agreed to this
just to get the compact negotiations moving. Finally, a new formulation was developed
that increased the limit (see Table 7.1). For the Cocopahs this would mean that they
could increase the number of machines allowed to 475 and could build an additional
casino if they desired to in the future.
Table 7.1 Number of Gaming Device per Indian Gaming Facility in Arizona
Number of Enrolled
Number of Authorized
Number of Authorized
Tribal Members
Gaming Devices
Gaming Facilities
I - 4,000
4.001- 8,000
8.001 - 16,000
Above 16,000

475
700
900
1,400

2
3
3
4

Source: Cocopah Indian Tribe and State of Arizona Gaming Compact. 1993. (Cocopah
Indian Tribe).
Governor Symington then called for a special session of the Legislature to repeal
S.B. 1001. Under public pressure to make Indian gaming legal and the threat by the
Arizona tribes to have a referendum on the 1994 ballot that would block the state ban on
casino games at the time of his bid for re-election, the governor asked for new legislation
to regulate charity "casino nights" and to write the population-based limits on Indian slot
machines that had been negotiated in the compacts into law (ADS. 5 29'93:28'). Having
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little confidence in the state's negotiation effons the Arizona tribes followed through on
their earlier threat and turned in over 150,000 petition signatures on June 1, 1993, the day
before the ban on statewide casino gambling would go into effect. The success of the
petition drive to put a referendum on the 1994 ballot essentially froze the law passed by
the state legislature in March 1993.
Symington asked lawmakers to repeal the law but the reaction was mixed and
they were unable to reach a decision. Some Republicans were concerned about the plans
to limit where the casinos could be built. Senate President John Greene (R-Phoenix),
said, "there are lots of members who have concerns about casinos winding up in the
middle of Paradise Valley," a wealthy residential section in the Phoenix area. Legislators
womed about unfair competition to existing businesses, and about a clause in the
gambling agreements that would allow table games on the reservations if slot machines
were approved at dog and horse tracks (ADS 6/2/93:63). The Republicans in the state
Senate and the House of Representatives complained that the Democrats were slowing
down the process, while Senator Pete Rios (D-Dudleyville), assistant mmority leader,
replied that the Democrats were concerned about some of the amendments that were
being attached to the repeal. The amendment that was of primary concern was the
limitation of Indian casinos being permitted only on land acquired prior to 1988. Rios
stated that "if it's something that really tries to put the screws to the Indians, then clearly
we would play hardball" {ADS 6/3/93:63). The special session lasted four days but the
Republican state legislators failed to take action to overturn S.8. 1001.
Shortly after the special session Governor Symington signed ten year compacts
with eight tnbes providing for the joint Tribal-State regulation of the casinos and for
dismissal of all lawsuits related to the gaming dispute at a special ceremony held at the
Heard Museum in Phoenix on June 24th, 1993. Symington said that he hoped that the
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Legislature would act on the repeal before a referendum went on the ballot in November
1994 (AR 6/25/93;A12). Although the ban was on hold until that vote, it had to be
overturned in order for the compacts to remain legal. The eight tribes, including the
Cocopah, proceeded in building and expanding casinos with the confidence that the vote
would go in their favor if their referendum was placed on the ballot. Besides the
Cocopah, the Tohono O'odham and the Pascua Yaqui near Tucson, the White Mountain
Apache in east-central Arizona, the Yavapai-Apache near Camp Verde, the YavapaiPrescott at Prescott, Fort McDowell near Fountain Hills in Phoenix, and the Ak Chin near
Casa Grande also signed compacts with the State (YDS 6 25/93). In the meantime, the
tribes continued to put pressure on the governor and state lawmakers to repeal the ban on
casino gambling.
Cocopeih Chairman, Dale Phillips, who was president of the ITCA during this
time period, discussed the status of S.B. lOOI at a Tribal Council meeting on February
11, 1994. He said that he had met with State Senator Jim Buster (R-Yuma) the day before
and explained to him what was at stake for the Cocopahs if this Bill was not repealed.
Mr. Phillips said that S.B. 1054^^ went to the Senate floor for a vote and that "Senator
Buster voted in favor of the Indians and four Republicans came across the line and voted
in favor of the repeal." They finally stripped the Bill of the amendments that would have
prevented Indians from establishing casinos on newly acquired land, would have given
the state control over revenues which would have been placed in a general state fund, and
would have established a complicated certification process for Casino employees.
Phillips said that the next step was for the Bill to go to the House of Representatives
which would again attach a series of amendments.

-^This Bill was introduced as a repeal of S.B. 1001 but it had a number of amendments
attached. The .Arizona Indians were hoping for a straight repeal of S B. 1001
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Chairman Phillips called a special staff meeting on February 17, 1994 to discuss
the seriousness of the problem that the tribes in Arizona were having in getting S.B. 1001
repealed. He said that if the law was not repealed that the gaming compacts between the
tribes and the state would be illegal and would be null and void. He explained that all
tribal funding was coming from the Casino at that point. With the BIA cutting back and
with the possibility of no revenues from the Casino, the Cocopahs were looking at the
probability of going back to the poverty level they had e.xpenenced previously. It was
obvious that he was under a great deal of stress over this issue. He explained that he was
head of the Indian Gaming Commission^^ for the state of Arizona and that he had just
lost his "right hand man," Albert Garcia of the Pascua Yaqui, who had passed away the
day before. He had also lost Josiah Moore, a Tohono Oodham who had been a strong
worker on the Indian gaming issue, to cancer the year before. Phillips said that he did not
know who was going to replace these two men and pointed out that he "could not go it
alone." He asked the tribal employees and tribal members to call their state legislators
and ask them to vote for a straight repeal of S.B. 1001.
At the Arizona House of Representatives hearings on the Indian Gaming Act
Repeal of S B. 1001 on February 24, 1994, Elaine Richardson (D-11) introduced H.B.
2396 entitled "Gambling, Indian Reservations, Casino Activities" to replace a straight
repeal of S B. 1001. Both Ruben Ortega (D-8) and Benjamin Hanley (D-3) asked for a
straight repeal of S.B. 1001. Mr. Hanley asked the House to pass a bill identical to S B.
1054 which repealed S.B. 1001. Most of the arguments against a straight repeal centered
around the threat of legalized gambling throughout the state, the nghts of the Governor,
and that the proposed amendment would usurp power from the e.xecutive branch to the

^^The Indian Gaming Commission of Arizona was set up as an oversight committee for
the Arizona Tribes by the tribes.
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legislative branch. The H.B. 2396 finally passed with amendments attached. Because the
House did not pass a straight repeal as the Senate did, the Bill went back to the Senate
and the two branches of state government had to meet, discuss the amendment and come
to a compromise over the House Bill. In the meantime, the Arizona tribes started to draw
attention to the fact that the governor and state legislators were stonewalling again.
On March 3, 1994 a Southland Tours bus full of Cocopah tribal members left the
Cocopah Casino at 6;30 a.m. to attend an Indian Tribal Leaders Press Conference in
Phoenix and to show their support for a straight repeal of S B. 1001. The bus, filled to
capacity, traveled with two tribal vans. The press conference started at 11:00 a.m. in front
of the Arizona State Capital Building. Statements were made by Dale Phillips, Chairman
of the Cocopah Indian Tribe; Ronnie Lupe, Chairman of the White Mountain Apache;
and Sylvester Listo, Chairman of the Tohono O'odham Nation. Other tribal leaders in
attendance were Ted Smith, Chairman of the Yavapai-Apache Nation; Fritz Brown,
Chairman of the Quechan Tribe; Daniel Eddy, Chairman of the Colorado River Indian
Tribes; Martin Antone. Chairman of the Ak Chin Indian Community; Octaviana Trujillo,
Chairperson of the Pascua Yaqui; Rupert Alden, Chairman of the San Carlos Apache
Tribe; and Jan Moms of the Fort McDowell Yavapai Tribe.
Dale Phillips read a statement concerning the repeal of S B. 1001. He first
expressed appreciation to the Anzona Senate for passing the simple repeal of S B. 1001
and asked that they continue working with the tnbes in addressing the gaming issue. He
pointed out that the House of Representatives had been elusive in their commitment to
the Indian Tribes and passed H.B. 2396, with amendments attached which invited
litigation and created an environment of mistrust. The Cocopahs questioned the motives
of the House for wanting to legislate areas that were already mandated by the IGRA. The
provisions the Tribes were the most concerned about were: 1) the provision that prohibits
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the Governor from concurring with future decisions to allow gaming on lands acquired
after October 1988, and 2) the amendment introduced by Representative Johnson
regarding the protection of state sovereignty which could impact gaming compacts. Mr.
Phillips pointed out that these provisions could result in expensive and confrontational
litigation in the future and that they also had overtones of unequal treatment for Indians
under the law. The example used was that of a California firm that had purchased
Paradise Hills to be set up as a Class III gaming operation. Phillips claimed, "It seems to
me that a profit-making, white business seeking to expand, is held to less rigid standards
and laws than an Indian Tribe whose desire to expand is only to improve the quality of
life for its members. Now if that isn't discrimination, I don't know what is." He went on to
assert that, "If issues are going to be resolved only on the basis of politics without any
thought to right and wrong or conformity to the law of the land, Indian people will have
to stop trying to deal with the system from the outside and we will have to actively
support and elect people who will properly carry out their elected responsibilities." In
addition, "those holding oflFice should understand that Indian and non-Indian people who
have registered in great numbers to place their referendum on the ballot will exercise that
voting right to elect representatives who will not ignore their requests, fail to meet with
them, or treat them like second class citizens.
Approximately one hundred Cocopah tnbal members and employees attended the
conference and made quite an impression on the press and the legislature. Tribal leaders,
such as Dale Phillips, felt that a strong showing of support by tnbal members would
demonstrate the importance of Indian gaming to the Arizona tribes and confirm that
tribal members support their tribal leaders. In addition, the Cocopah Bird Singers sang

^^The material quoted here is from a copy of the statement read by Dale Phillips at the
Indian Tribal Leaders Press Conference at the Arizona State Capital on March 3, 1994.
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and danced in front of the State Senate while the tribal leaders met with state legislators
in the Senate Minority Caucus Room. The juxtaposition of the moral evocation of
"traditional" Cocopah songs and dancing while tribal leaders were discussing legal and
sovereignty issues with state legislators is testimony to the strength of Cocopah identity.
This was a clear example of what Spicer (1971) meant when he proposed that displays of
a group's identity becomes essential when a group perceives itself as being threatened or
endangered, and that this antagonism is part of the persistent cultural system.
This public demonstration of Cocopahness united many Cocopahs behind the
Indian gaming issue as the full impact of the legislation became a reality as far as their
economic survival was concerned. It also made the legislators pay attention to the fact
that the Arizona tribes, and the Cocopah Tribe in particular, were going to be seriously
impacted economically by this negative legislation. The reaction was strong enough that
the governor, who was out of state, arranged to fly back to Phoenix that afternoon to meet
with the tribal leaders.
The repeal effort was taken up again during the regular legislative session. The
House repeal bill of S.B. 1001. which staned out as a straight repeal, was amended with a
controversial provision that would hinder tribes from moving gaming facilities off
reservations. Under U.S. Department of the Interior policy, a tribe can apply to the
Secretary of the Interior to take non-reservation land into tribal trust for a casino. The
move requires the approval of the secretary and of the governor. The Arizona House Bill
finally passed with this controversial amendment attached, which forbade the governor
from approving such an application now and in the future (AR, 3/4/94:18A). This Bill
was passed back to the Senate who approved the repeal with the additional amendment.
As Dale Phillips points out, this amendment again made the tribes in Anzona wary of the
state legislature:
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Right now Indians have the monopoly on gaming in the state, but...it is
just a matter of time before the state opens for all types of gaming. The
amendment would limit Indian gaming to the reservations only, which is
what the tribes are objecting to because they will be limited to remote
areas while non-Indians will be able to build casinos in metropolitan
areas.
Tribes with gaming establishments estimate that they have a brief window of
opportunity to use their gaming revenues to develop new economic enterpnses. They
suspect that the non-Indian pressure to establish their own casinos in the state of Arizona
will be so great that legislators will finally legalize all forms of gambling. If in fact this
should occur the fear is that the market will become saturated with casinos and the tnbes
will not be competitive enough to derive much economic benefit. If the state of Arizona
should go ahead and open up the state to legalized gambling, the amendment that was
attached to H.B. 2396 would prevent tribes from expanding their operations to nonreservation lands. The reaction of Cocopah tribal leaders to this law was that it was racist
and that the Arizona state legislature had discriminated against Arizona's tribes. In order
for Amencan Indians in Arizona to compete with non-Indian gaming ventures under this
amendment, they would have to give up their tribal identity and compete economically as
private individuals or on a corporate basis.
Although the Indians have been able to look to the federal government for
protection when it comes to dealing with the states, a recent decision by the Supreme
Court took away the one bargaining chip that the tribes held in negotiating gaming
compacts. Until March 27, 1996 the tribes had been able to sue states who were not
negotiating gaming compacts "in good faith" as stated in the IGRA. In a five to four vote,
the Supreme Court reversed this and ruled in Semmole Tribe of Florida v. Florida ei al.
(No. 94-12) that tribes can no longer sue states in federal courts. The faith of the state in
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negotiating compacts must now be decided in state courts. Both Governor Symington and
the state's director of gaming, Gary Husk, immediately reacted to this ruling by saying
that there was a good chance that the gaming compacts with the sixteen Arizona tribes
will not be renewed when they expire in 2003. The governor called the Supreme Court
decision a "clear vindication of state sovereignty" (TC 3/28/96;Al).
Arizona's gaming compacts will expire in about six years, and Governor Fife
Symington has said that he will not re-negotiate compacts with the tribes that already
have them, nor will he negotiate any new compacts with tribes that do not. This 1996
Supreme Court ruling was a blow to the economies of Native Americans nationwide.
This new ruling has been devastating for tribes with cases pending against states, such as
the Seminoles in Florida and the Salt River Pima-Maricopa Indian Community in
Arizona, The ruling is a warning to tribes to invest the capital that they have now in
future-oriented enterprises and sound business deals.
With the positive economic aspects of Indian gaming there is also a downside.
There is significant concern over the special costs that can be brought about by Indian
gaming. These special costs mclude the potential dilution of tribal identity and culture,
and the potential detrimental effect on younger tribal members in terms of preserving
traditional tribal values. Yet, in some tnbes, such as the Cocopahs, gambling has a long
history in their traditional culture. Although the Cocopahs played several types of games
involving skill, strength and prowess, gambling was pnmarily associated with games
such as peon played by men, a women's dice game, and a hoop and pole game played by
both men and women (see Gifford 1933, A. Williams 1974, Kelly 1977, Parezo
1996:232). In the past the wagers were made with cloth belts, hair belts, and beads. After
the Cocopahs moved into the cash economy in 1852 money was used to bet on a favored
team. Today the contest winnings for a team can be as high as SI000 to S5000 in addition
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to the many side bets that are made on individual plays in a game. Peon continues to be a
popular game among both Cocopah men and women. In 1994 the tribal elders taught
peon to Cocopah youths and they now have teams of girls and boys who have become
competitive. Cocopahs compete with teams from Southern California and Arizona. The
youth teams raise funds for their travel expenses and entry fees for peon games through
bake sales and by periodically selling Indian fry bread at the tribal headquarters.
Whenever there is a powwow or celebration on the reservation the Cocopahs host a peon
game and teams come from other tribes to compete. Given the Cocopahs interest in
gambling historically the idea of "gambling" has not negatively affected their cultural
identity; if anything, there has been a renewed interest in peon, the women's dice game,
and a stick game referred to as "shinny." Nevertheless, there are negative aspects of
casino gambling that cannot be ignored and in fact exacerbate some of the social
problems that already existed on the reservation pnor to Indian gaming.
There is no question that gambling, like alcohol and drugs, can become addictive
for some people. The Cocopahs feel a sense of responsibility for the behavior of their
patrons and have a check cashing policy limited to S250 per person per night. The ATM
machine is also set at this S250 limit. Other types of controls are in place. For example,
no alcohol is allowed in the casino, and there are surveillance cameras set up to spot any
illegal money transactions as well as to monitor the patrons for any addictive behavioral
problems. The security staff is specially trained to deal with problem individuals. At one
point there was some discussion among the Tribal Council members about setting up a
program specifically for tribal members who may be addicted to gambling and linking it
to the programs that they already have for dealing with alcohol and drug addiction. This
program still had not been implemented by December 1994 although there are counselors
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available at the Cocopah Tribe's Alcohol and Drug Abuse Prevention Program (ADAPP)
office to provide assistance.
Other tribes are trying to curb gambling addiction. The Tohono O'odham Nation's
Desert Diamond Casino sponsored a Public Seminar on Compulsive Gambling Issues on
September 7, 1996 and covered such topics as: an overview of the compulsive gambling
issue; identification of addictive behavior; what the gaming industry is doing to address
this problem; and where to go for help. This seminar was presented by Dr. Durand
Jacobs, vice president of the National Council on Problem Gambling and Randy Brooks,
certified compulsive gambling counselor at Jorgensen Healthcare Associates (ADS
9/l/96;B5).
The Cocopah Casino: New Opportunities and Problems
The grand opening of the newly remodeled and enlarged Cocopah Casino took
place on Apnl 9, 1994. Revenues from the old Cocopah Bingo and Casino were used to
remodel and expand the old building. The interior of the new Casino resembles most
other casinos but the exterior was changed from a warehouse appearance to a Spanish
colonial style architecture. Bright neon signs, the new appearance of the building, and the
additional slot machines have attracted more customers. It was anticipated that gross
revenues would increase by 300 percent with the casino expansion. Recently a non
smoking area was set aside in the casino with additional slot machines and an electronic
blackjack table.
Although the demographics of the casino customers change seasonally, business
is steady all year round. During the winter months the customer base is made up of
retired "snowbirds"^^ and Mexican migrant workers. Bingo is more popular with the

^^Yuma is a destination for retirees from the northern states and Canada between
November and April.
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winter visitors and slacks off during the summer months. On the other hand, the slot
machines are going all the time with local customers from Yuma and Somerton, as well
as Winterhaven and El Centro in California, and Mexicans who come up from San Luis
del Rio Colorado, Sonora. Some Cocopahs and Quechans play the slot machines and
bingo but for the most part the customers are non-Indians. Slot machines are changed
periodically to encourage repeat customers and no alcoholic beverages are served as the
Casino is located on the reservation.
The Cocopah Casino has provided employment possibilities for the tribal
members who want to work. However, only about 50 percent of the employees are
Cocopah. Since the Casino requires that all employees be high school graduates or have
obtained a GED and have some skills such as counting money, knowledge of computers
and management, the Cocopah vocational training program is concentrating its efforts on
providing tribal members with opportunities to complete their education and to learn
these skills. Many Cocopahs who come out of training enter the Manpower program and
work in the tribal offices where they are able to gain some hands-on experience. They
often become full-time employees as positions open at the Casino or in the tribal offices.
Indian gaming has been the single most successful and beneficial, albeit
controversial, economic enterprise for a number of tribes. For the Cocopah, who have
limited natural resources, the revenues from the casino have not only raised the standard
of living for tribal members, but it and other business ventures have given tribal leaders
the knowledge and background to assess the "opportunity costs" of new economic
possibilities. Casino revenues enabled the Cocopah to pay the litigation costs and the
total BIA loan to gain full ownership of the Cocopah Bend RV Park. Now that the Tribe
owns and operates the RV Park it has become another source of employment for tnbal
members. The Cocopah Bend RV Park is one of the more pleasant and popular RV parks
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in Yuma due to its location along the Colorado River and its golf course. The Park is
generally full of winter visitors between late October and early May and generates
income that goes toward Park improvements and tribal operations. Since 1996 was the
first year that the Cocopahs had full ownership of the park it is not possible at this time to
assess the full economic impact of this business in terms of the overall tribal economy.
Agricultural leases continue to be an important source of revenue for the Cocopah
economy, with about 2,400 acres of irrigated land on the reservation. All of the lands are
fanned through land leases to non-Indians. Income from agriculture amounts to about
$250,000 per year (Arizona Department of Commerce 1994). The median Cocopah
household income of $15,536 is still barely above the state poverty level of $13,000 and
is far below the median household income of $23,635 for Yuma County (U.S.
Department of Commerce 1993:139). Compared to the rest of Yuma County the income
levels for the Cocopahs are considerably lower in all categories (see Table 7.2.). These
statistics are based on 1990 census data. Since the Casino expansion in 1994 Indian
gaming has brought down the unemployment rate on the reservation, increased salaries
for tnbal employees, and revenue shares have increased the general income of
households. These statistics are not yet available, but shall certainly be reflected in the
next census.
Table 7.2 Cocopah Income Characteristics Compared to Yuma County
Cocopah
Yuma County
Type of Income
Income Amount
Income Amount
Median Household Income
Median Family Income
Median Nonfamily Income
Per Capita Income

$15,536
$15,179
$8,500
$4,988

Source. U.S. Departmem of Commerce, 1993.

523,635
$25,648
SI4,570
511,490
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According to the Cocopah Gaming Compact the allocation of gaming revenues
are distributed to the various programs and for individual revenue shares for tribal
members. The expenditures of the revenues from the Cocopah Bingo and Casino have
been established by the Cocopah Tribal Council and are fixed. Eighty-seven percent of
the net profits are allocated accordingly, revenue shares are distributed to all enrolled
tribal members 18 years and older (10%); educational scholarships, vocational education,
etc. (10%); tribal operations, salaries, and benefits (10%); elderly program, care and
meals (10%); construction and remodeling (20%); and debt service and investment
(40%). The Cocopahs decided to use a revenue sharing process to make moneys available
to tribal members instead of the system of per capita payments adopted by some tribes.
This was due to the fact that the Cocopahs did not want the BIA handling their gaming
revenues. Per capita payments are distributed by the BIA while revenue shares are
distributed by the Tribal Council. The revenue shares are based on a percentage of total
casino revenues and then divided into equal shares among eligible tribal members.
Revenue shares for the past four years were distributed in the following amounts: S200 in
1993, $1,400 in 1994, S3,400 in 1995, and $5,000 in 1996. The steady increase in
revenue shares is an indicator of the increased revenues generated overall from Indian
gaming.
Obviously, based on this formulation, the smaller the number receiving these
shares the larger the payments. Several Cocopahs continue to live off the reservation m
Yuma and the Phoenix area even though they are currently enrolled. This is partly due to
the shortage of housing on the reservation as well as higher paying jobs in urban areas.
There is a feeling among some of those Cocopahs who endured the hardships of living on
the reservation all their lives that they should be the only beneficiaries of this new found
wealth. This issue has caused some tension between the reservation Cocopahs and those
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living off-reservation. As more employment opportunities open up on the reservation
there is more competition between reservation and ofF-reservation Cocopahs. When the
Cocopahs who have been living off-reservation want to come back they have a distinct
advantage because they tend to be more highly educated and have more employment
experience. When they compete for jobs on the reservation they are often more qualified
and are hired, causing resentment among reservation tribal members who also apply for
those jobs. As the Cocopah economy has become a tribal affair, the allegiance of
individual Cocopah families has shifted fi-om extended family camps and bands to a tribe
in the past thirty years.
Overall, gaming has been positive for the Cocopahs, but there has also been
dissension as Cocopahs have adjusted to this rapid economic change. At first there were
some Cocopahs who were against the development of Indian gaming on the reservation
and there have since been accusations of money being stolen or used for other purposes
by tribal leaders. Not all tribal members agree with the way the casino revenues are
distributed and there is a prevailing difference between common interest versus
individual interest in how the revenues should be allocated. The Tribal Council must
look out for the best interests of the tribe as a whole, while some individual tribal
members would rather have higher revenue shares and complain about money going into
projects such as the museum and cultural center complex.
Although the Tribal Council is faced with the decision every year as to how much
to raise the revenue shares, allocation is always difficult and is often viewed as a political
issue in particular if it is an election year. A substantial increase in revenue shares can
almost guarantee the re-election of a Tribal Council. The amount is often determined by
examining what tnbal members spent their revenue shares on in the past. Although the
revenue shares have increased steadily the Tribal Council has some very practical reasons
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for minimizing the individual amounts for tribal members and appropriating more for
programs. One is the fact that individual revenue shares often go toward the purchase of
drugs and alcohol. Furthermore, revenue shares may put some Cocopahs, especially the
elderly and single mothers, over the income ceiling for the general assistance that many
of them receive. The revenue shares are not enough to live on, and for many, general
assistance is their only income. Depending on the amount of the revenue share, some
tribal members are denied general assistance for months at a time, and have to reapply
when revenue-share money runs out. In a generation of Cocopahs who have lived from
day to day and hand to mouth the concept of saving and budgeting are foreign ideas,
especially

when

there

is

so

much

uncertamty

about

their

economic

future.

Understandably, tribal members tend to spend their revenue checks on consumer goods
and short term needs.
After discussmg the impact of Indian gaming with tribal leaders who were
involved in the Casino operations, regulations, budgets and investments, much like a
board of directors would be in a company or corporation, I asked my Cocopah
consultants what they thought of the Casino. The responses were a mi.xed bag of the
positive and negative effects of Indian gaming on the reservation. All centered, however,
around the change in the reservation economy and not the issue of "gambling." More than
likely the problems that e.xist today on the reservation would e.xist if some other
economic development was providing similar amounts of economic input as Indian
gaming. Many of the social and health problems that have always existed on the
reservation continue even with a relatively steady cash flow Many of the problems such
as diabetes, alcohol and drug abuse, high rates of unemployment and high school drop
outs are the result of many factors that are embedded m a history of discrimination.
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povem-, low self-esteem, and the changing political ecology of the lower Colorado River
delta-not simply a lack of money.
The more positive aspects of this new infusion of capital from Indian gaming on
the Cocopah reservation is evident everywhere. For example, Eddy San Diego has
noticed a big change on the reservation since the Cocopah Bingo started and now with
the Casino: "A long time ago there wasn't any work out here, there wasn't anything. When
the tribal office came about then there was work here and there, and people were doing a
little better. Now there are police and the roads are better." In the short period of time
that I was on the Cocopah Reservation a new social services building was established, the
Casino was remodeled, educational programs were e.xpanded and new ones developed,
improvements were being made to the housing areas, street lights were installed,
transportation improved with the purchase of family cars, and the planning, construction
and staffing of a new museum and cultural center complex began, all due to the revenues
generated from Indian gaming.
Although she was against Indian gaming at first Faye Ortega has witnessed its
great impact on the Tribe. She said that gaming revenues have enabled the Tribe to grow
with the building of Clarlen Home to take care of the elderly, the establishment of the
Alcohol and Drug Abuse Prevention Program, and other social services and educational
programs. She noted that "there is much more going out to the people." The Tribal
Council uses Casino revenues to sponsor an annual Christmas party for the children in
which they give each child a brand new toy. This is one of Mrs. Ortega's pet projects and
she said that in the past she had to go to thrift stores to find gifts for the program. She
said that the Tribal Council now provides funds from the Casino to purchase school
clothing for Cocopah students at the beginning of the school year so that each child can
go to school with a new set of clothes and shoes.
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Like many other Cocopahs Marylin Hayes felt that the Bingo and Casino had
"done a lot for the tribe...It has helped money-wise and especially with jobs. It is a good
deal. It has helped everyone out." She thought that more Cocopahs would stay on the
reservation if they could get employment that pays as much as similar jobs in Yuma and
Phoenix. Ms. Hayes noted that when Cocopahs move back to the reservation after being
raised in Phoenix and other urban areas that it affects those living on the reservation;
They come here and get a job real fast and the ones that have been living
here applying for jobs for so many years can't get anything. When
someone comes down from there [Buckeye] and jumps into a job that's
when it effects them. But, if they come and wait with the rest of us then
that is how it is. A lot of people say that they have lived here a long time
and they still don't have a job.
Although employment was sometimes problematic Ms. Hayes felt that enrolled tribal
members in Buckeye and elsewhere should receive revenue shares from the casino. She
said, "it is for all enrolled members. Most people on the reservation feel this is okay as
long as they are enrolled." She added that the tribe should be putting revenue shares in a
trust fund for children now to be distributed when they reach a certain age. She would
like to see funds set aside for Cocopah students to go to college, or to use for housing or
cars, instead of giving it all to the adults now. She said that "they bring this up every
year" but so far the percentage of Casmo revenues that has been set aside for education
goes to higher education, scholarships, and so on.
Some of the negative effects of the Casino were expressed by Lincoln Miller who
observed that the Cocopahs "never had the opportunity to have any source of income and
we are getting some now. But for a lot of them it is just a handout and they don't actually
work for it, so they spend a lot of money on things they really don't need." He observed
that a lot of Cocopahs spend their money on dnnking and drugs; "it really shouldn't be
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that way. Maybe in the old days when we were uneducated it was understandable, but
today it should be more understandable what it does to you. Like taking drugs and
drinking. But that still remains the same. It doesn't change, the way I see it."
Rudy Hayes observed some of the other effects of this major economic change
among the Cocopah. He said that the Casino had been "both good and bad" for the Tribe.
He recalled what it was like before the Cocopahs had their Bingo and Casino;
They had to go out and get jobs somewhere else and they had a lot of
problems. Now there are more jobs and anybody can work anywhere. The
jobs are great. You can go to the Cocopah Vocational Training Center
(CVT) to see about finding a job and you don't even need to have a car
because they will transport you. Its good, but then, there are more drugs
and alcoholism because people can afford it. That's the bad part.
He felt that the tribal administration was not doing enough to stop this vicious cycle and
argued that, "if the administration could get the law behind them 100 percent they could
really control this. Rather than slappmg them on the hand, hit them in the back pocket.
Nobody wants to cough up any kind of bucks for anything and if you do that it hurts more
than hitting them over the top of the head." He claimed that other than a few jobs Indian
gaming had not done much except put the Cocopahs " in a bigger tax bracket."
An additional problem has to do with the employment of tribal members at the
Casino. Bruce Phillips, the manager of the Casino reported at a February 12, 1994 Tribal
Council meeting that there was a high turnover among tribal employees who were not
adjusting well to a regular forty-hour work week. He expressed concern that only a few
Cocopahs had proven to be dependable employees, especially since the Casino was seen
as a way to raise economic standards in the tribal community. Tribal employees had been
dismissed for reporting late for work and failing to complete a regular work week. He
requested that the Tribal Council set standards for re-hiring tribal employees who went
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through a special training program on good work habits. He stressed that they needed to
develop good tribal work skills if the Tribe expects to build a reliable work force.
Now that the Cocopahs have economic development it was clear that they needed
to develop their human resources to go with it. When those human resources remain
undeveloped (partly due to frustration and giving up too soon) alcoholism often follows
as an anesthetic against demoralization. The tribal leaders, administrators and the
personnel director were trying to develop an appropriate job training program based on
Cocopah values and traditions that could be incorporated into work schedules and that
would be more effective than applying the Euro-American work ethic. It will take time
for some Cocopahs to adjust to this new way of life where there are other incentives
besides money for someone to go to work. Another factor that must be examined is the
work environment in terms of management and employee relationships, and non-Indian
attitudes towards their Cocopah co-workers and vice versa.
The Cocopahs are attempting to improve their relations with the local
communities At the April 1994 Tribal Council meeting. Bruce Phillips, the Casino
manager, noted that the Cocopah Bingo and Casino had become a part of the local
business community and that it donates funds to charities and causes as part of its public
relations component. For example, they were using one machine every weekend to
donate funds to the Rainbow Center for Exceptional Children. Dale Phillips commented
that there was a "strong push in the Indian gaming industry to increase their public
relations with the local communities involved. Some tribes donate money to local fund
raisers such as local medical centers." He added, "it is important to get local suppon by
returning something to the local community. For example, the Cocopah Casino is
sponsoring baseball teams in Yuma and a little league team in San Luis."
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Even though there are drawbacks with such a rapid change in their economy Dale
Phillips claims, "gaming is the backbone of tribes such as the Cocopah Tribe. It enables
tribes to move forward and plan for the future." The Cocopah are working on plans for
future development but even for tribal leaders this has not been an easy process. They
have never been presented with the opportunity to develop plans for the future which is a
relatively new concept for a tribe that has lived from day to day. As the pressure to
survive on a daily basis has become less important more time goes into other areas of
consideration, such as economic development, cultural preservation, care for the elderly,
health care, and to cure the social ills of the reservation.
Economic and Cultural Impact of Indian Gaming on the Cocopah Tribe
Despite the downside, the gaming industry is providing the Cocopahs with
positive economic benefits. The revenues from the Casino have enabled the Cocopah
Tribe to consider new economic development possibilities, as well as to engage in and
employ the professional and technical expertise necessary to move forward with their
development plans. In 1994 the Cocopah Tribe was in the process of developing plans for
the North Reservation. These plans included the construction of a bndge to the north of
Algodones, Baja California, Mexico that would connect the North Reservation to
Interstate 8 in California. Plans mcluded the construction of a new resort with a hotel and
recreational facilities. Although these plans emphasized the resort there were other
activities associated with its development, such as a theme park, water park on the river,
horse trails, and the casino, which are viewed as smaller components of the overall plan.
These plans have been ongoing for three years and were still being negotiated in late1996.
Originally, the Cocopahs started negotiating a joint venture with Grand Casino
from Minnesota to develop a new casino on the North Reservation but the Cocopahs had
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problems with the way the negotiations were going. They then found that Grand Casino
had been involved in some questionable dealings and would be contracting through the
BIA. Given the Cocopahs' experience with the RV Park, they had no desire for the BIA to
be part of the negotiation process. Shortly before Peter Soto died the Cocopah Tribe had
cut off all negotiations with Grand Casino. The Cocopahs have since been working out a
development plan with Southwest Casinos of Minnesota and Primadonna Casino Resorts,
Inc., of Las Vegas, Nevada. Southwest Casinos is developing the proposal that will go
directly to the NIGC for approval, thus bypassing the BIA, and Primadonna would
provide the seed money to build a casino and restaurant and provide the management for
both. Primadonna would also provide the training at their own facility in Nevada for
tribal members in management and services.
In the meantime, the Quechan Tribe, on the other side of the Colorado River,
opened a large casino in August 1996 which became a major competitor for the
Cocopahs, especially with the plans for a new casino on the North Reservation. One of
the reasons that the Cocopahs have been behind in developing this property is due to the
negotiating process with Southwest Casinos and Primadonna. Every time a new contract
has been drawn up new conditions, with which the Cocopah disagree, have been added:
gaming attorney Glen Feldman keeps sending the contracts back with the Cocopahs'
demand for changes.
It is doubtful at this point that there is much advantage in building another casino
unless they are able to build the bridge connecting the North Reservation to Interstate 8
in the near future. This would require access to land owned by a Quechan tnbal member
with whom Peter Soto was negotiating at the time of his death. Mr. Soto was also in

-''This information was provided through personal communication with Gordon Krutz
who was a consultant on the project in the early phases of the negotiation process.
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contact with vanous financiers to fund the hotel resort. He was strongly encouraging
foreign investment, especially with Asian capitalization, and was interested in attracting
international tourism to the reservation. The addition of foreign investment coupled with
the possibilities of international tourism on the reservation has drawn the Cocopahs into
the new political ecology linkage at the global level. Other economic development plans
that were under consideration for the North Reservation include the construction of an
industrial park, an outlet mall, a truck stop, convenience stores and gas stations, which
will have an impact at the local and regional levels. These were all planned under Peter
Soto's watch and to date have not gone beyond the preliminary planning and negotiation
stages.
Plans for the East Reservation include some land clearing and preparation with
some earthworks and landscaping. Because of the high rate of diabetes among the
Cocopahs the Tribal Council is discussing the possible construction of a medical center
which would include a dialysis facility on this reservation. Recently there has been some
discussion of building a new tribal headquarters on the section of reservation where the
present casmo and powwow grounds are located. This is an area that would be suitable
for the construction of light industry and potential commercial development including an
anchor store and discount-house facilities. The Cocopahs own the landfill located on the
East Reservation and have made recent improvements in its access, thus alleviating some
of the congestion on the highway where the old tumoff used to be. This landfill is used
by Yuma County as it is the only one in the county that is open at this time.
Manlyin Hayes said that many tnbal members would like to see a gym and
recreation center on the West Reservation so that they can start their own basketball and
baseball teams. Other Cocopahs, such as Lincoln Miller noted, "What we really need is a
hospital or a clinic. Today the Cocopahs have to travel 12 miles in order to go to the
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clinic. All that money we got really should be used for their health." There is no doubt
that there are many needs among tribal members and many uses for the casino revenues.
With such a sudden infusion of capital and so many needs to be dealt with, tribal leaders
struggle to make the right decisions for all tribal members. The Cocopah Tribal Council
is making effective economic decisions on how to spend gaming revenues and is
choosing investment strategies over consumption strategies while under constant pressure
from family and relatives to put personal interests ahead of common interests. But they
have managed to allocate funds according to the different areas already decided upon and
now dramatic and fundamental economic improvement is underway.
Indian gaming is generally viewed as a short-term component of long-term
diversified tnbal economic development. The Cocopahs have already mvested, and
envision continuing to invest, gaming revenues into diverse economic activities,
including the consideration of commercial and industrial development activities. While it
is wise for all tribes involved in gaming to treat their capital infusions as short term and
to try to take care of the numerous health and social problems on the reservation, tribes
also should do everything possible to succeed economically in the long term. Investment
of long-term capital will be required to remain competitive over time. Ultimately, the
decision whether to view gaming as a short-term or long-term part of the reservation
economy is one that must be made by the Cocopah Tribe, using projections of
profitability and long-term viability based on location and other competitive factors. The
Cocopah are presently undertaking efforts to create a diversified economy and are using
gaming revenues to develop long-term growth and stability outside of gaming. However,
the Quechan casino may have squelched some of these plans and they may be forced to
reconsider the plans they already have and invest in other possibilities.
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Summary
The passage of the Indian Self-Determination and Education Assistance Act of
1975 has resulted in a resurgence, or at least a recognition, of native peoples as social
actors in the decision-making processes that pertain to their communities. The Tribal
Self-Governance Demonstration Project was enacted in 1988 giving some tribes, such as
the Cocopah, the opportunity to control their own funding allocations directly from
Congress, instead of funds being managed by the BIA. Self-determination, the possibility
of being self-governing, and the revenues generated by Indian gaming are breaking the
bonds of dependency that have characterized Indian-White relations for most of the
twentieth century.
Unless there is a resource to sell there will never be enough jobs on reservations.
What holds tnbes back is money. Indian tribes are always faced with the challenge of not
having enough venture capital. Indian gaming has provided the economic leverage
necessary to enable some Native Americans to participate in the national economy An
example of this is the recent donation of $10 million by the Mashantucket Pequot to the
new National Museum of the American Indian which is to be located adjacent to the
Capital Building in Washington, D.C. In contrast to the Mashantucket Pequot's donation
and other tnbes involved in Indian gaming who distribute most of their profits to tnbal
members through revenue shares or per capita payments, the Cocopah are concentrating
their economic resources on the preservation of their language and culture and creating
business enterprises that will provide a future economic base for the tnbe.
Now that the tnbes themselves are becoming more self-sufficient economically
they are asserting more political power. The ongoing struggles over the control of Indian
gaming have served to unite the tribes in Anzona as never before. Through the ITCA and
the networking developed as a result of the fight to have Indian gaming on their
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reservations, the tnbes in Arizona have begun to understand what self-determination
means in terms of their economic and cultural survival, and they are finding creative
ways to maintain and strengthen their sovereignty. As the federal government continues
to layer Indian Gaming regulations on top of state and tribal regulations, sovereignty
begins to dissipate or at least become more obscure. Dale Phillips pointed out, "the
Cocopah Tribe has gained recognition through its efforts of working on the gaming issue.
Gaming has played a big role in the economy of the local communities such as Yuma and
Somerton as well." The Cocopahs have been at the forefront of the fight against the state.
It is the first time that the Cocopahs have fought back since the earlier years of warfare
with the Quechan league.
The political ecology shift from competition over resources directly associated
with the control of the Colorado River delta to competition over Indian gaming revenues,
has once again brought the Cocopahs and Quechans in direct opposition to one another.
This new economy has also required that the Cocopahs become political actors in state
government. The Cocopahs' linkage at the regional level was especially clear when they
asserted their political power and identity in convincing the state legislature to repeal
S.B. 1001. The stakes were too high to take a chance of losing in the battle over Indian
gaming. Their past e.xperience of neglect and poverty was still fresh in the collective
memory of tribal members and they had no desire to return to it.
It is predicted that individual Cocopah tribal members will play a larger role in
the economy as they gain experience and education. As the participants (Indian and nonIndian) in the 1994 Anzona Town Hall agreed; "individual business development by
tribal members should be actively encouraged. Some tnbal governments expect that
enterprises that originated as tribal enterprises may be pnvately owned over time.
Individual enterprise by tribal members also is expected to increase over time." One of
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the concerns of the Cocopahs is that young tribal members leave the reservation for a
higher education, but find better economic opportunities off the reservation so they do
not return. Today, they are encouraging those young people who are educated in and
exposed to free enterprise approaches to return to the reservation in order to incorporate
these ideas into tribal economic development efforts. All of the Cocopah tribal leaders in
the past four years have stressed education to their youth in hopes that Cocopah students
will go on to college, learn different professional skills and return to the reservation
where they can move into the positions presently filled by non-Indians. At a community
meetmg m 1993 Dale Phillips stated:
The Cocopahs can go into the twenty-first century with their eyes closed
or with their eyes open. I don't know about you but I plan to go into the
next century with my eyes open. Education is the key to going successfully
into the next century and I encourage all Cocopah youth to finish high
school and to go on to college and come back and help your people.
The "casinoization" of American Indian reservations has precipitated debate on
many levels, the most basic of which involves the nature of Indian identity itself. Because
of its enormous profit potential, reservation gambling has heightened the importance of
maintaining a strong Indian identity. However, the question remains as to whether Indian
tribes such as the Cocopah will be able to maintain their sovereignty and independent
life. TTie most recent and most important development in terms of Cocopah cultural
identity is the construction of a museum and cultural center complex that tribal leaders
and elders view as a mechanism for preserving their language and culture into the next
century.
Cornell (1988:212) claims, "If there is a normative issue here--if the concern
should be with cultural preservation—it is one for the Indians to decide. As long as Indian
communities of some sort survive, there will be Indian cultures as well, whether in new
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or old forms." There is a concern that as the dominant American society becomes more
completely reproduced and firmly implanted in Indian communities through economic
development that it may become more difficult to sustain tribal identities beyond the
realm of political rhetoric. Nevertheless, economic progress in Indian Country will
always be perceived as a threat as long as culture is defined in static terms as White
(1990:276) posits;
The mind of mainstream America bears its Native citizens back
ceaselessly into the past. Whereas many feel that economic progress is
fine for every other ethnic group (thinking the quicker the better) too
many of us non-Indians prefer our Natives as living museum pieces, in the
saddle of the dugout, living out some version of 'natural' subsistence. In
this view, economic progress is corrupted into a fall from aboriginal grace.
It is just this attitude that has enabled the dominant society to exclude Native Americans
from participatmg in the regional and national economies.
The living standards on most reservations today are well below the national
poverty level and opportunities to change the situation have been limited to what the
federal government is able to provide through the BIA and IHS. I do not argue that Indian
gaming is the solution for all tnbes to pull out of this ongoing existence, and not all tribes
who have established casinos on their reservations have been successful, but for the
Cocopah there have been remarkable improvements in the standard of living of tribal
members and the services that they are now able to provide for themselves. Although it is
too early to assess what the final outcome of Indian gaming will be, the Cocopahs have
found a way to successfully use Indian gaming to empower themselves politically and
economically while assuring that future generations will have a strong sense of who they
are and that their Cocopah identity will survive and endure well into the twenty-first
century.
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CHAPTERS
PLANNING THE COCOPAH MUSEUM, CULTURAL CENTER,
AND HERITAGE PARK
Today the kids watch more TV cartoons. So we are in different directions.
1 don't think that a lot of children today might want to know about this, but
some of them are interested in learning. If one learns then one can pass it
down the line. If nobody learns, it stays. But, I believe that some of the
younger generation would like to know. It could be interesting to learn
about what they did. So if one learns then it will go down the line. If
nobody leams, then it dies nght there (Lincoln Miller, Cocopah Tribal
Elder. 1995).
The Cocopah. like many American Indians, are attempting to maintain a balance
between economic development efforts and the perpetuation of their cultural hentage and
identity. This has resulted in some disagreements between tribal community and
individual interests concerning the dispersal of casino revenues. While some tnbes
involved in Indian gaming prefer to provide individual tribal members with larger per
capita payments or revenue shares, others have selected to allocate more funding for
social, health, education and cultural programs, to use the revenues to acquire land, and
to invest in other economic development strategies.
Once a fierce and independent people the Cocopahs are now adjusting to a
different mode of living that has brought with it a whole new set of problems and
opportunities. Add to this the high rates of under-and unemployment on the
reservation,^® alcohol and drug abuse, and the continuing loss of the Cocopah language
and traditional cultural and moral values, the trend toward cultural disintegration seems
inevitable. Their competitive spirit and ability to adapt, however, has enabled them to

^®In May 1995 the unemployment among Cocopah adults was estimated at 60 percent
(Cocopah Grants Office).
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survive and endure a century of political ecological change in the lower Colorado River
delta. As the political ecology linkage to the Colorado River has taken on an abstract and
legal dimension, the Cocopahs' identity with the river has shifted to a symbolic
orientation through the development of museum.
Under pressure to increase revenue shares for individual tribal members and with
gaming revenues already pledged toward economic development projects, the Tribal
Council gave pnonty to the development of a museum as soon as the Casino began to
show a profit and it appeared that the state was not going to close them down. Fuller and
Fabricius (1994:655) propose, "the idea to actually start a cultural organization in a
community only emerges at that moment when heightened sensitivities intersect with
critical local events and financial opportunities." The plans for a museum were fueled by
a deep concern that the Cocopahs were slowly losing tribal elders and that it would soon
be too late to take advantage of their collective memory, knowledge of traditions and
stories, and histoncal experiences, and the funds were available to go forward with the
project.
After three decades of rapid change and adjustments to modernization and
economic development on the reservation, the Cocopahs in the U.S. were in a position to
reassess what was happening to their culture. For one hundred years all of their energy
had gone into surviving. Suddenly they were presented with the opportunity to evaluate
their history and incorporate a cultural revitalization process into the enculturation of the
next generation. The Cocopahs are presently attempting to preserve and revive some of
the symbols of their cultural identity such as their language, songs, dances, games, moral
values, and matenal culture as well as a renewed sense of connection to their land and
the Colorado River Revenues from Indian gaming have given the Cocopahs the freedom
to develop this new reflexivity concerning their culture and histor\'
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I spent many afternoons in the late Peter Soto's office, when he was the Tribe's
economic facilitator, discussing the museum plans and his vision for the future of
Cocopah culture and identity. He was as convinced in the 1990s as he was in the 1970s
(see A. Williams 1974), that the Cocopah were undergoing a cultural revitalization
process and he felt strongly that a museum would play a significant role in facilitating
that process.
Cocopah tribal members had been discussing the possibility of having a tribal
museum for almost twenty years. During this time period they had planned for three
museums that never came to be. The first museum was to go into the small building that
was the original tribal headquarters in the 1960s, but the space was taken up immediately
with tribal offices and the building eventually became the Cocopah police station. The
second plan was to have a small museum and gift shop in the octagonal-shaped tribal
headquarters that was built in the 1970s, but that space was immediately appropriated as
the office of the tribal chairman. The third plan was developed by Robert Yarwood, a
local farmer, who designed a turtle-shaped museum that was to be built on the West
Reservation in the mid-1980s The Cocopahs held a dedication for this museum but there
were funding problems and the elders were not pleased with Yarwood, so the plans were
dropped. During the planning stages for the "turtle museum." Gordon Coyote, a Cocopah
tribal elder, constructed a small shack by the railroad tracks which served as a small
museum and gift shop for the tourists who arrived by a train that ran between Yuma and
Gadsden.
Given these past failures, it is no wonder that some tribal members were
somewhat skeptical about plans for yet another museum. I have to admit 1 was not too
sure that this project would be successful myself But, the mere fact that the same core
group of Cocopahs, now mostly tribal elders, who had worked on the plans for the other
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museums came together to plan this one was a clear indication that a museum was of
great importance to the Cocopah people. The Cocopah Museum and Cultural Center
Complex (CMCC), which includes facilities for a museum, cultural center and heritage
park was the first major cultural program to be supported by Indian gaming revenues.
Planning for the CMCC included a variety of cultural programs, such as, language
preservation, oral history recording, arts and crafts instruction and production, and youth
programs that include the elders teaching traditional songs, dances, and games to
Cocopah children.
The planning process for a museum raised interest among tribal members m a
cultural revitalization process and encouraged them to reexamine their cultural and
historical linkages to the Colorado River. A museum could provide a place for tnbal
members to participate in language and cultural education programs and to gather for
other purposes such as celebrations, banquets, contests, and intra-tribal games. Just as
tribal chairman Robert Barley viewed enrollment as a unifying factor in 1971, in 1994
the late chairman, Peter Soto, viewed the museum as "a crucible for unifying the
Cocopah Tribe." Mr. Soto felt that a museum would bring the Cocopahs together,
especially the tnbal elders who were considered the culture bearers of the tnbe, to
preserv.'e the Cocopah language and cultural values and beliefs that would ultimately
reinforce a stronger cultural identity for tribal members, in particular the young people.
The role that the museum was to play in this juncture of Cocopah history was to be an
important sv-mbol of their cultural identity-even though some aspects of this identity had
to be redefined in the process. The ongoing support and final push by Peter Soto in 1993
made the Kwapa Nt/wet^ U'as llusuuw (Cocopah Museum) and \Va Kwapa Klcheewnap
(Cultural Center) possible.
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Tribal Museums
Museums, by definition, are often contrary to Native American cultural beliefs
and practices. Even though all cultures collect and save things, the distinction is in what
and how they are collected and preserved. While collecting material objects in the past to
preserve them for future generations was well intended by members of the dominant
society, generally the cultural knowledge associated with these objects was lost by the
time they reached many museum collections. Unless scientifically collected by a museum
or university-sponsored expedition, most collections that have ended up in museums
lacked information about provenience, tribal affiliation, and/or the name of the
artist/maker of the object. On the other hand, well documented systematic collections in
mainstream museums have proven useful in the revitalization of artistic endeavors, as
well as the re-creation of ceremonies that have fallen out of use.
Maijorie Lambert,

retired curator of archaeology at the Laboratory of

Anthropology (LAB) in Santa Fe, New Mexico, recalled a time when a group of Zuni
spiritual leaders visited her and requested information on a ceremony that they were
interested in reviving. They came to the LAB to see some of the material objects that had
been associated with this ceremony and to read an old report on this ceremony that was
published by the Bureau of Ethnology in the late 1800s. In this case a mainstream
museum played an important role in assisting with the revival of a ceremony that restored
a part of the Zuni culture.
Tribal museums may choose to play a similar role in reviving cultural traditions
and ceremonies within their own cultural milieu. For e.xample, the Ned Hatathli Museum
at Navajo Community College in Tsaile, Arizona is acting as a repository for Navajo
medicine bundles and "jish" that are available for Navajos to borrow while apprenticing
with medicine men. The primary purpose of this collection is to encourage traditional
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healing among the Navajo and to preserve the ceremonies through a collection of
recordings. Today, the Navajo are concerned about their fxiture well-being because only a
handful of the ceremonies are still done and there are few who can perform them any
longer. The museum is encouraging young Navajo men and women to take up the long
and arduous process of training and apprenticeship through their lending and recording
program. Many mainstream museums have implemented programs to return items from
their collections to tribal museums. For example, the Wheelwright Museum of the
American Indian in Santa Fe, has been active in returning medicine bundles from their
own collections, as well as acting as a liaison for other museums and private collectors
for the repatriation of Navajo medicine bundles to the Ned Hatathli Museum.
In the past it was the anthropologists who were concerned that the Native
Americans were "vanishing;" today, it is the Indians themselves who are concerned that
their culture is disappearing. Recent legislation^' and ongoing demands by Native
Americans for the repatriation of their cultural patrimony is forcing mainstream
museums to redefine their collecting practices and to establish a dialogue with the native
peoples represented in their collections. Access to museum collections has provided
another avenue for tnbal elders to share their special knowledge with younger tnbal
members. At the same time it has given museum curators an opportunity to work with
tribal representatives and to learn more about the collections under their care.

^'The Native American Graves Protection and Repatnation Act of 1990 (NAGPRA) was
passed in response to Native American requests for the rertum of human skeletal remains
and sacred matenals from museums. Many of the items that have been repatraited to date
have been rebuned by the affiliated tribes, however, some tnbes have arranged to have
items returned to their own museums where they can control access to the collections and
protect them based on tnbal customs. For example, ceremonial masks in museum
collections may be ritually fed by initiated tribal members who visit the museum on a
regular basis. Also, ntual objects may be loaned out to appropriate tnbal members for
ceremonies instead of being allocated for reburial.
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As tribes were seeking methods for "making sense out of their changed
environment and maintaining their distinct identity," and they were realizing the "effects
of research into community history" by federal programs and the Indian Claims
Commission, the notion of tribal museums took hold (Fuller and Fabricius 1994:655).
Today, many Native Americans are taking on the challenge of creating tribal museums
that are linked to their own worldviews and cultural systems. Tribal museums are as
unique and diverse as the peoples they represent. Each one is distinctive due to differing
socio-historical circumstances and their embeddedness in cultural systems. At first they
may replicate mainstream museums in terms of policies and procedures and collections
management, but then they often take on their own individual character as the tnbal
museum incorporates cultural values into its mission statement, statement of purpose,
goals and collection policies. In other words, they are transformed by the tribal culture
and take on their own unique museum identity.
Fuller and Fabricius (1994:655) suggest two concepts important to the
establishment of Native American operated museums:
..first is the basic democratic principle that groups have the right to define
their own identity, and elements of culture are among the distinguishing
factors; second are the social welfare responsibilities of government,
which hold that modem nations have an obligation to identify and
preserve their culture, and to utilize it in ways that benefit all community
members.
Tribal museums perform a broad range of functions which involve many community
members. Like mainstream

museums, tribal

museums, benefit

from

having a

professionally trained staff, but they also require the input and participation of
community members, especially tribal elders, if they are to succeed. Some of the basic
functions of museums include the identification, preservation, documentation, and
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analysis of collections, and the presentation of public programs and exhibitions. In
addition to these functions tribal museums and cultural centers often include archives
associated with a tribal records management program and facilities for language
preservation and educational programs, oral history recording, transcribing and archiving,
photographic collections, and cultural resource management. Tribal museums may
include ethnobotanical gardens, farms and heritage parks, as well as a space for
ceremonial gatherings. The purposes for which the museum was created and its resources
determine the degree of involvement in each activity (Fuller and Fabricius 1994:656).
Cocopah Education and Identitv Todav
Today, among the Cocopah, all formal education takes place off the reservation.
Cocopah students rarely finish high school due to fhistration with the school system, lack
of support in the home, and a sense of being caught between two worlds. The tendency is
to reject their Cocopahness and take on the identity of the outside world, which is
generally the regional Mexican identity. When public schools do include Native
American information in their curriculum they discuss the Quechans, Navajo, and Hopis,
but rarely mention the Cocopahs. even though there are many Cocopah students in their
classes.
In the fall of 1994, I went with the museum staf!^^ to give demonstrations of
Cocopah material culture and to show a short video about the Cocopah to classes at
Orange Grove Elementary School in Somerton where most Cocopah children go to
school. These children expressed a lack of awareness of their own cultural hentage and

^-At this time I was training the Cocopah museum staff, which included the director and
the curator/collections manager, m museum management and procedures. The museum
building was under construction, the collections were being stored at the Cocopah
Vocational Training Center, and the three of us shared an office in the tribal
headquarters.
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wanted to leam more about being Cocopah. They wanted to know more about the role of
the Cocopahs as navigators on the steamships that traveled up and down the Colorado
River which was demonstrated in the video. They wanted to know more about the games
that Cocopahs used to play and how the women wore the bark skirts and the men used
the war clubs that were part of the demonstration. They were curious about the model of
a Cocopah summer house and how it could be built from arrowweeds. They wanted to
know what the Cocopahs ate in the old days. Apparently they did not have many
opportunities in the home or on the reservation to leam about these traditional activities.
It was clear that based on the needs of the community and the desires of the tribal elders,
a museum and cultural center could fill this void through exhibits and cultural programs.
Mr. Soto, like many other outsiders, (the group in which he was identified by
many Cocopahs) was raised off the reservation and was enrolled in 1971. He received an
MBA from Harvard University Business School and worked for the BIA unnl 1994 when
he retired to run for chairman of the Cocopah Tribe. He experienced the impact of the
loss of cultural identity first hand and recognized the signs of this happening to other
tribal members. He felt very strongly that it had become cntical to preserve the Cocopah
language and culture and that a museum was the appropriate format for doing this. He
felt that, no matter how much change occurred on the surface, the Cocopahs would
always have a sense of who they are, and a museum would serve to strengthen that
identity and could even become a central symbol of Cocopah cultural identity. It would
be a place where Cocopahs could bring their children and grandchildren to leam about
their cultural heritage through exhibits and educational programs. Even if the language is
no longer spoken, there would be a place where tribal members could go to hear it and
leam it if they so desire.
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Peter Soto often said, "Our culture has not died out." Instead, he argued, "It has
always been present but covered over with layers of acculturation." He felt that a
museum would be a tool for removing those layers and it would provide a means for
tribal members to revive important cultural values. He also argued that it was time for
tribal members to feel proud of who they are and of their heritage because the Cocopahs
played an important role in the development of the Yuma Valley. Up to this point, the
local historians, Euro-American residents, and the public school system had done little to
acknowledge the importance of the Cocopah to the early development of agriculture in
the Yuma Valley or the sacrifices that they made as a people for the industry to be what it
is today. In an effort to educate both tribal youth and the general public about who the
Cocopahs are, the tribal leaders decided that a museum would play an important role in
interpreting this heritage and would connect their nibal past to the present.
As with any new idea or project there are naturally going to be objections, and
this was true of the Cocopah museum project. One of the primary objections was the
amount of money allocated for the museum and cultural center. Many tribal members felt
that the gaming revenues should be spent on more pressing needs such as health care and
alcohol and drug abuse prevention programs, as well as on higher revenue shares for
individuals. On the other hand, there were many tribal members who felt that the reasons
the Cocopahs had such a high rate of social and health problems was due to a decrease in
the understanding of cultural values and the overall lack of pride among tribal members.
They believed that a museum and associated educational and cultural programs could be
linked to other tribal programs as pari of the rehabilitation process.
Although enactment of the Native Amencan Graves Protection and Repatnation
Act (NAGPRA) is important to the Cocopah, as it is to other tribes, this was not a
compelling factor in the planning of their museum. Because of the Cocopah's funerary
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practice of cremation, in which they also burned the personal belongings and the home of
the deceased, there are not many old cultural relics left. Most of the Cocopah material
objects found in museums today were collected at the turn of the century when several
scientific expeditions were carried out in the lower Colorado River delta. The Cocopah
collections in mainstream museums consist primarily of secular, utilitarian-type objects
which do not necessarily fall within the legal parameters of NAGPRA. However, the
possibility of negotiating the repatriation or the long-term loan of some of these items
was certainly a consideration of the museum planning committee. Therefore, NAGPRA
was not the driving force behind the establishment of the Cocopah museum. Instead, the
Cocopahs were primarily concerned with the potential loss of their language and cultural
traditions. Both cultural preservation and education became key elements in the planning
process. Because the facility would be used for a variety of functions beyond the storage,
curation and exhibition of the collections, a multi-purpose complex that included a
museum, a cultural center and a heritage park was designed to accommodate both
interpretive and educational functions. Another factor was the economic development
possibilities of a museum for the Cocopah Tribe through tourism and the sale of their arts
and crafts.
The mythic ideal of the Native American West continues to encourage both
national and international tounsm on Indian reservations. Many Amencan Indian tnbes
are weighing the advantages and disadvantages of tourism in the context of both the
economic value and the promotion of their self-image. They continue to control when
and where tourists can go on the reservation and what they are permitted to see. Tribal
museums and cultural centers are being built to provide a place for tounsts to go to learn
about the tnbe's culture and hentage; the tribal community, in turn, will have an outlet
for the sale of their arts and craft items. Tourism on Indian reservations can benefit tribes
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and tribal members by providing access to part of the proceeds and by assuring the
dissemination of accurate information—at least the type of information the tribe wants the
tourists to know. It also enables the tribe to control access to sensitive areas.
The Cocopah Museum entered the political ecology linkage at the global level
when international tour operators contacted Mr. Soto about adding the museum to their
itineraries in 1998. With the establishment of their museum the Cocopahs are hoping to
generate income from tourism and small-scale reservation economic development, such
as a cottage industry in arts and crafts production with sales through the museum, as well
as publications, T-shirts, coffee mugs, and other tourist items. Nevertheless, tourism is
often a double-edged sword. It can be a significant and growing source of revenues for
the museum and tribal members if planned and managed well, but it also thrusts tribal
members mto dealing with visitors, who can violate individual privacy. With this in mind
careful planning went into the location in order to assure privacy for tribal residents as
well as a facility design that could handle several bus loads of people at one time.
The museum staff has been working with local community groups, such as the
Yuma Convention and Visitors Bureau, to promote a regional tour guidebook that
includes the Cocopah Museum along with the Quartermaster Depot at Yuma Crossmg,
the Yuma Territorial Prison, the Quechan Museum, and the Yuma Arizona Historical
Society, thus strengthening their political ecology linkage at the regional level. A tourist
train runs from Yuma to Gadsden on Friday and Saturday and the Cocopahs are
negotiating with this organization to have the train stop at the West Reservation for tours
of the Museum during the winter months, when the population of Yuma increases with
the winter visitors.
The Cocopah view their museum as serving many purposes and the participation
and input of the tribal community, in particular the elders, in the planning process was
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central to its success. Throughout the planning process I was guided by Peter Soto as to
how to proceed with sensitive questions and in building a consensus among the members
of the planning committee. There was never any question whether the Cocopah Tribe
wanted a museum. Because they approached me for the technical assistance the seed had
already been sown. All I needed to do was to nourish it and encourage it to grow. This
was clearly the Cocopah's project and my role was to provide them with the technical
assistance to carry the project through and to act as the liaison between the Tribe and the
outside world.
Initial Contact and Introductions
In November 1992, the Cocopah Tribal Council decided to move forward with
their plans for a museum. Gordon Krutz, retired program coordinator for American
Indian Programs at the University of Arizona, was contacted by Peter Soto, the enterprise
development specialist for the Cocopah Tribe at the time, to discuss the possibility of
involving the university in the museum project. Mr. Krutz then met with students and
faculty at the University of Arizona to discuss the project. Because of my museum
training, background in museum development, and e.xpenence working with Native
Americans, I was selected to meet with a Tribal Council representative and a committee
of tribal members who had asked to be involved in the planning of a museum.
The first meeting was scheduled on June 2, 1993 and Mr Krutz and I met with
Will Ortega, a tribal councilman, seven tribal elders, three community members, Peter
Soto, and Edmund Dominguez, a translator, to discuss the project. The West and East
Reservations were well represented at this meeting but there was no one from the North
Reservation. This may have had to do with the elders from the first two reservations
having more mterest; most of them had been involved in previous museum plans. The
following Cocopahs attended the first meeting, from the East Reservation were Bessie
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White (Mr. Ortega's mother), Nick Thomas, Faye Ortega (Elderly Program Coordinator),
and Gordon Coyote, and from the West Reservation were Clara Brown (former tribal
Chairwoman), Dora Tucker, Rosie Rivers, Frank Twist, Eddy and Josephine San Diego.
The purpose of this initial meeting was for the tribal elders to meet me and for me to
determine if I could do the project. While I was there many individuals expressed a
concern over the rapid loss of the Cocopah language and culture, in particular, among the
children.
Gordon Krutz and I met with Peter Soto, Will Ortega and the same committee
again on July 13, 1993 to discuss the different possibilities that could be considered for
plannmg a museum. I explained that there were several different types of cultural
institutions, each differing in purpose and function that could be considered in planning
their own facility. I presented four possible models or concepts based on the differences
among museums, cultural centers, visitor-information centers, and eco-museums that
could be linked to the issues and concerns that they expressed at the prior meeting as well
as other concerns such as, cultural tourism, research and interpretation, and economic
development. We discussed all of these possibilities in detail and although the committee
members grasped these concepts at a basic level, I subsequently realized that many of the
committee's tribal elders had never been to a museum, thus it was impossible for them to
comprehend the different options I was discussing. I also realized that a museum, to
them, was related more to economic development, in that many of the committee
members were looking for a place to sell their arts and crafts. This may have resulted
from Robert Yarwood's use of the craft work of the elders to raise money for the "turtle
museum." (This problem was resolved, once I started working on the project, by taking
the committee members on site visits to different tribal, pnvate and public museums).
After this meeting I was asked by the Tribal Council to submit a consulting proposal.
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This was accepted in mid-July and I moved to Yuma, Arizona^^ and started working on
the Cocopah Museum Project in August 1993. For seventeen months the Cocopah tribal
elders, leaders, staff, community members and I collaborated in successfully planning a
museum and cultural center complex on the West Cocopah Reservation. Because the
community-based planning process itself was of prime importance in the success of this
project I provide a detailed discussion of this here.
Planning the Cocopah Museum and Cultural Center
At the first planning meeting in August 1993 I made it clear that my role in the
planning process was to provide technical assistance based on community input to plan
and develop a museum for the Tribe. At first this was difficult for the tribal elders to
comprehend because they had not been asked for input on projects in the past. A
preliminary planning committee was established, meetings were scheduled, and museum
site visits were arranged on an ad hoc basis; eventually arrangements were made to meet
regularly on the second Thursday of every month. Although invitations were sent out to
all tribal elders every month it was usually the same group who met and eventually
formed the core planning committee.
The core planning committee^"* was made up of twelve Cocopahs including;
Clara Brown, Emma Hayes, Edith Miller, Josephine and Eddy San Diego, Frank and
Nina Twist, Willie Phillips, Gordon Coyote, Betty Thomas, and Nick Thomas who were

^^It would have been preferable to live on the reservation to facilitate my fieldwork, but
as I have indicated in previous chapters, lack of housing was a major problem for tnbal
members and I did not feel that I should be given housing instead of a Cocopah.
^"^There were several Cocopahs, other than this core planning committee, who worked on
the museum project. They all put in a tremendous amount of time and effort into the
planning and construction of this facility. This process was not only important in terms of
community involvement but it was important to the self-esteem of those Cocopahs who
worked on the project.
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mostly tribal elders; Will Ortega, a member of the Tribal Council; and Peter Soto. Later
other elders such as Rose Wilson, Ida Estrada, Lincoln Miller, Mike Bann, Flora Davis,
Mary Waters, along with younger tribal members, joined the planning committee
meetings at various times to provide their input. The members of the planning committee
continue to meet as an advisory group every month to plan the educational and cultural
programs with the Cocopah Museum and Cultural Center staff
The meetings served as a setting for innovation as we accumulated ideas and
concentrated on a number of concerns. During the early planning meetings it became
clear that the tribal community needed more than a museum. At the beginning of the
planning process the committee discussed the many needs of the community. Several
items were discussed besides the preservation of language and culture. These included
the need for a place on the reservation where; 1) tribal wide meetings and special events,
such as the Miss Cocopah Contest, could be held, 2) the elders could teach tribal youth
the traditional Cocopah arts and crafts, songs, dances, and games, 3) after-school classes
could be held for language training, 4) the language, stories and oral histories could be
recorded, 5) the interpretation of the Cocopah culture and history could be exhibited, 6)
they could sell their arts and crafts, 7) special ceremonies and fiestas could be held and
foods could be prepared, 8) a heritage park with historic-type Cocopah structures could
be built, 9) a botanical garden with interpretive information on traditional foods could be
installed, and 10) tribal records, histonc documents and photographs could be stored and
retrieved. These were concerns and needs that had obviously been discussed by tribal
members for a long time as there was no hesitancy in raising these needs or with
discussing them. Based on this needs assessment it became apparent that there was the
need for a multi-purpose facility that could provide for the preservation, interpretation
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and education of the Cocopah language and culture as well as provide economic
opportunities for tribal members involved in the production of arts and crafts.
During the first six months the planning committee traveled to several museums
(tribal, public, and private) throughout the state of Arizona and discussed what they liked
and disliked about each one in terms of building layout, collections storage, exhibits, and
location of the tribal museums in the context of reservations. The tribal museums visited
included; the Gila River Arts and Crafts Center, located off Interstate 10 between Casa
Grande and Phoenix; the Ak Chin Him Dak Museum, near Maricopa on the Ak Chin
Reservation; the Hoo-Hoogam Ki Museum, on the Salt River Pima-Maricopa Indian
Reservation in Scottsdale; the CRIT Museum on the Colorado River Indian Reservation
in Parker, and the Fort Apache Heritage Museum of the White Mountain Apache in
Whiteriver. The planning committee also visited the Heard Museum in Phoenix, the
Arizona State Museum at the University of Arizona in Tucson, and the University of Baja
California Museum in Mexicali, Mexico.
TTie Cocopahs were not overly impressed with the eco-museum concept in the
purest sense, like the one they had visited at the Ak Chin Community (see Fuller 1992),
nor did they want a tourist oriented museum like the Gila River Arts and Crafts Center.
As much as they liked the Ak Chin Him Dak building, they found the museum to be too
isolated and rural for what they had in mind. The Gila River Arts and Crafts Center was
too commercial and they felt that Cocopah tribal members would not go to a museum if
it was only onented toward tourists. They also pointed out that they were not impressed
with the quality of the exhibits at either museum. The tribal museums that they did like
were the Hoo-Hoogam Ki Museum and the CRIT Museum. Both were community
oriented museums with small displays and dioramas, and with gift shops selling ans and
crafts from their reservations. The planning committee wanted their museum and cultural
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center to be primarily oriented towards use by the Cocopah tribal members, but they also
wanted to encourage tourists to visit and learn about Cocopah cultural heritage. In
addition, they wanted a facility where they could carry out education, cultural and
ceremonial activities specifically for Cocopah tribal members. They liked the Heard
Museum but did not feel that they learned much about the people, although the material
culture was interesting. The planning committee got very excited when they visited the
"Paths of Life" e.xhibit at the Arizona State Museum and expressed an interest in having
similar exhibits in their museum. They were amazed at all the Cocopah materials on
display in the University Museum in Mexicali and commented on several objects that
they had never seen before.
Based on these site visits and conversations with tribal museum directors 1 drafted
a mission statement and statement of purpose, and prepared a set of preliminary goals
that were presented to the planning committee for discussion and approval before taking
them to the Tribal Council. There was little discussion about these and the planning
committee approved them. The Mission statement. Statement of Purpose and Goals were
presented to the Tnbal Council who, on January 14, 1994, passed a resolution to accept
them. The Mission Statement reads:
The Cocopah Museum and Cultural Center is dedicated to providing a
museum-standard facility and cultural programs that promote a better
cross-cultural understanding of the Cocopah Tribe. The Cocopah Museum
and Cultural Center supports the continuity of the Cocopah language and
culture, and serves as a resource center for all tnbal members.
TTie Statement of Purpose stated more specifically the purpose of the CMCC:
The purpose of the Cocopah Museum and Cultural Center is to collect,
preserve, mterpret and exhibit matenals that illustrate the cultural history
of the Cocopah Tribe. The cultural and educational programs provide the
basis for the continuity of the Tribe's cultural heritage.
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The museum's collections will contain materials that best depict this
cultural history in terms of Cocopah settlement patterns, subsistence,
trade, transportation, warfare, education, and social and cultural change.
These materials shall be interpreted and exhibited to provide the
background for a better understanding of who the Cocopah are, where we
came fi-om, and where we are going.
The Goals of the CMCC include the following;
a) To maintain the highest standards throughout the museum and cultural center
with a professional staff, creative programs, ongoing operational support, and
high quality facilities.
b) To maintain an active program of collection, documentation and research.
c) To encourage understanding and appreciation of the Cocopah language,
history, and continuing cultural traditions, beliefs and values.
d) To broaden and strengthen the base of financial support for the museum and
cultural center complex.
e) To be a unique educational resource that reflects and broadens interest while
fulfilling Cocopah tnbal needs.
[t was very clear from the beginning of the project that the tnbal leaders wanted a
professionally organized museum, so I started wntmg a policies and procedures manual
for the museum that was continually revised and updated throughout the project. Since I
would not be managing the museum myself, and tribal members were not professionally
trained or experienced, my goal in developing this manual was to provide the museum
staff with some guidelines for managing the museum and its collections. The manual was
designed to also serve as a training manual for both the administrative and curatorial
staff The manual includes sections on museum governance, collections management,
long range planning, cultural programs, personnel, budgeting, and potential funding
sources.
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In the meantime, the planning committee spent about two months discussing the
location for the CMCC. They weighed the pros and cons of locating the facility on each
of the reservations before deciding on the West Reservation for the site. The planning
committee decided that the North Reservation was too far away from the majority of the
tribal population and that the RV Park was located there. Since, the Tribal Council was
already involved in plans for the economic development of the North Reservation, it was
not clear how a museum could fit into these plans. There was discussion concerning the
possibility of building the CMCC next to the Casino and Powwow Grounds on the East
Reservation but it was decided that tnbal members would not go to this location due to
the casino traffic. The argument was that it would be like the Gila River Arts and Crafts
Center which they had decided they did not want for their facility. Finally, it was decided
that the West Reservation would be the best site for the CMCC.
There were many reasons for selecting the West Reservation as a favorable site.
These included; 1) the land adjacent to the tribal headquarters had already been dedicated
m April 1987 for a museum; 2) the tribal headquarters and other service onented
facilities were located there; 3) Clarien Home for the elderly was located across from the
site, providing easy access for the elderly tnbal members to participate in cultural
programs; 4) the old Southern Pacific railroad tracks still run through this part of the
reservation and the tourist tram that runs between Yuma and Gadsden twice a week could
stop for passengers to visit the museum as it did in the 1980s; 5) the site has relatively
easy access for tourism providing appropriate signage is placed on Highway 86 in
Somerton and on Avenue G with directions to the museum; and, 6) the site is located
away from the residential area and traffic can be directed to and from the museum
without violating the privacy of the tribal members living there. Although some tribal
members provided valid arguments for locating the CMCC on the other reservations the
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West Reservation location appeared to be more beneficial in ail respects and the planning
committee voted unanimously to use this site.
A 1.5 acre area located to the south of the tnbal headquarters on the West
Reservation became the site for the CMCC. A site survey had been done by Paul Homer
in the 1980s for the planned "turtle" museum and I did an environmental and
archaeological impact assessment that I submitted to the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA)
and the State Historic Preservation Office (SHPO).^^ Even though the Cocopah tnbe was
using their own flinds from Casino revenues to build the museum on tribal land and no
federal action was being taken, the Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) was done m
keeping with proper cultural resource management practices. I recommended that,
although it was not necessary for the Cocopah Tribe to do this, it should be considered as
a part of the cultural resource management program that they were planning to develop,
and it would establish a positive relationship with the SHPO office. Also the Tribal
Council had said that they would fund the museum, but that outside funding would be
required to build the cultural center. If in fact the Tribe did receive federal funding for
the cultural center, they would have to provide an EIS before funds would be released.
With the EIS already written the Cocopah Tnbe would be ready in the event that they did
receive federal funding for construction. Although it was not required of the Tribe, a
copy of the EIS was sent to both the BIA and the SHPO for their records. As it turned out
the Cocopah Tribe did receive funding from the Department of Housing and Urban
Development (HUD) for the construction of the cultural center and the EIS was required
since there was federal action being taken.

I discussed this with the BIA and the SHPO and both said that since I had a
background in archaeology and had been a member of the Society of Professional
Archaeologists that I was qualified to do the EIS.
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Now that the location had been decided upon and the EIS was completed, the
next step was to decide on a design concept for the building. I drew three different
building designs based on the museums the planning committee had visited and the needs
expressed earlier. One building design was modeled after the Ak Chin Him Dak, a
second design was a round, two story building similar to the Gila River Arts and Crafts
Center, and the third was a generic design with the appropriate space allocated for
collections and archival storage, offices, auditonum, classrooms and exhibit space. The
"turtle" design was also discussed and immediately eliminated because it was designed
by Robert Yarwood and the committee said that it did not have any significance to them.
One tribal elder replied that "a turtle is a turtle. We used to see them all the time and we
make them in our beadwork, that is all."
The planning committee discussed each design from

the perspective of the

utilization of space and the aesthetic qualities of the building. These ideas were discussed
at some length by the committee members during the meetings. I was unable to get a
consensus on any of the designs and I noticed that only three people had said anything
and they were clearly in disagreement. I often found that some of the tnbal elders did not
express their opinions during the meetings but were willing lo discuss questions and
concerns on an individual basis when I would visit their homes and talk to them
pnvately After discussions in meetings and the home visits I could often reach a
consensus concerning decisions at the following meetings.
In early October 1993 some of the committee members wanted a round building
and others preferred the other traditional designs, so we made a compromise and
attempted to incorporate both types of design ideas. Peter Soto. Gordon Krutz and 1 met
with Fred Matter, a professor in the School of Architecture at the University of Anzona,
to see if the Cocopah Museum could be used as a class project. He suggested that the
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Tribe contact Warren Hampton, an assistant professor of architecture, who was also
affiliated with the Center for Desert Architecture in Tucson. Hampton had worked with a
group of students designing a community center for the Salt River Pima-Maricopa Indian
Community. Since there was not enough time to utilize the Cocopah museum as a class
project Hampton took it on as an individual project and developed the architectural plans
based on the information supplied by the planning committee. I told him what museums
the committee had visited, and 1 conveyed to him the design ideas that had emerged in
committee discussions and I also left the examples of the preferred floor plan with him.
On October 15, 1993 I sent the architect information on the estimated space
dimensions per specific area and function (see Appendix C). On November 23, 1993 the
architect provided a schematic plan for an 8,395 square foot museum and cultural center
(see Fig. 8.1). Since the elders expressed the desire for a round building the architect
attempted to incorporate this into the first schematic design. Based on the pnorities of
language, arts and crafts and cultural preservation and education already set forth by the
committee and funding constraints it was decided that the building would be constructed
in two phases and that the first phase would include the classrooms for language and
cultural educational programs, a room set aside for the teaching and production of
Cocopah arts and crafts, and a sewing room where the women could make clothing for
funerals and special ceremonies. This phase also included a multi-purpose room for
community meetings, lectures, films,

storytelling, a room for temporary collections

storage, an area for exhibit preparation, and exhibit space. One of the classrooms could
be closed off for temporary staff offices until phase two was completed. Phase two
included the administrative offices for the museum staff, the collections storage area,
receiving and exhibit construction area, gift shop and the tribal archives and records
management area. The planning committee was in the midst of discussing the schematic
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Figure 8.1 Schematic Plan for the Cocopah Museum by Warren Hampton, 1993.
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drawing that the architect had provided when I found out that the reason the elders liked
the round structure was because it was a two story building and they wanted to go on the
roof to see the Colorado River. After considering the liability involved, the Tribal
Council asked us not to plan a t\vo story building.
The committee was considering other design concepts when I had a conversation
with Clara Brown in late December that literally turned the design concept in a
completely new direction. I was having my lunch at Clarlen Home with a couple of
elderly Cocopah women^^ when Clara Brown and I started talking about the type of
housing that the Cocopahs lived in histoncally. We were discussing this primanly as a
possibility for the Heritage Park and afterwards I researched the literature at hand and the
copies of photos that I had obtained

from the National Archives and the National

Anthropological Archives in Washington, D.C. to see if there was a way to incorporate
traditional Cocopah housing into a final

design concept. I made copies of the

photographs I had found^^ and presented these to the planning committee along with
some rough design sketches of these historic housing structures translated into a museum
and cultural center. This was the first design concept that the planning committee
expressed any signs of excitement about and they reached an immediate consensus after
the presentation and some discussion of details. The important point was that the
museum design would now be culturally significant, in that the building itself would be a
modem version of an histonc Cocopah type of home where extended families gathered

•^^Clarlen Home prepared hot lunches for the elderly Cocopahs dunng the week. Lunches
were delivered to the home-bound, and other elderly Cocopahs either drove themselves
or were picked up and brought in to have their lunch.
^^Some of these photographs had been published in A. Williams (1974:13;1983:106107), Kelly (1977:46-47), and others were copies I had obtained ft"om the National
Anthropological Archives.
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during the winter months. The winter home was selected as a model over the Cocopah
summer home because it was a more permanent structure and was used on a regular basis
in the past, whereas the summer home was considered to be a temporary shelter. Based
on the use of a traditional Cocopah winter home as the design concept for the CMCC, the
Cocopah Indian Tribe won the 1994 Prototype Cultural Design Award from the
Department of Housing and Urban Development. This was awarded to the Cocopah for
designing a building that had cultural significance to tribal members.
The planning committee decided that two buildings would be appropriate for their
goals and programs. The reasoning behind this decision had to do with access, security,
and privacy. It was felt that most of the educational programs and community activities
would be taking place in the cultural center in the evenings, on weekends, and, for
activities such as peon games, even on some nights. The committee felt that this posed a
potential security nsk to the collections and exhibits since the Cocopah police did not
have the e.xtra manpower to handle museum secunty every evening and on the weekends.
Having separate buildings would provide easier access for tnbal members to attend
classes and meetings, and the facility could be used as a resting place for non-Cocopahs
attending funerals. A second factor was pnvacy, a major concern for the elders who did
not want tourists and museum visitors to disturb them while they were making dresses for
funerals or teaching arts and crafts or language classes. As these issues were discussed it
became apparent that there was a distinction between public space and pnvate space and
that each type of space held different meanings for the Cocopahs. Two separate buildings
would support this feeling of private versus public space in that the museum would
provide for the public dimension by which Cocopah identit>' could be expressed through
the collections, archives, exhibits and gift shop, and the cultural center would provide a
private domain that centered around Cocopah identity in terms of language and cultural
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preservation programs. The Heritage Park would be a public/private area depending on
its use by visitors during the museum hours or by tribal members for ceremonies and
cultural events. Although each structure would have a specific function, the museum,
cultural center and heritage park would be intricately linked, and they were viewed, by
the planning committee, as a whole complex.
A third factor that supported the concept of two separate buildings had to do with
funding. What started out as a small museum project blossomed into a major project with
the addition of the cultural center and a heritage park as the needs assessment was
completed. Cocopah leaders also agreed that the Tribe needed more than a museum;
however this had not been budgeted for and I was told by tribal leaders that I would have
to seek outside funding for one of the buildings. In eady November 1993, the Tribe's
grant wnter and I submitted a grant proposal to HUD for a Community Development
Block Grant (CDBG) to seek funding for the construction of the museum and cultural
center complex. Because HUD-CDBG funding is set at a certain amount based on tnbal
population size, a large portion of the construction funds would have to be matched by
the Cocopah Tribe, a condition to which the Tribal Council agreed. 0\ er the next couple
of months the planning committee continued to fine-tune the building design ideas. The
Cocopahs did not receive the HUD-CDBG grant submitted in 1993 because, as it turned
out, HUD would not fund museum projects though it would fund community centers.
Under the onginal HUD-CDBG grant we had planned to build one building in two phases
based on the earlier architectural schematic design in Fig. 8.1. The fact that funding was
turned down further supported the idea of building two separate buildings.^^ This

After spending a great deal of time going through the various publications on funding
sources, I came to the conclusion that funds for museum construction were no longer
available. However, there were numerous sources for funding programs and multi
purpose facilties.
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concept of two separate buildings serving different functions was proposed to the Tribal
Council, who then replied that they would provide full funding for the museum
construction and at least panial funding for the cultural center. Funds had already been
set aside for a heritage park. With the approval of the Tribal Council we proceeded with
the planning of two separate buildings and the architect provided detailed floor plans (see
Figs. 8.2. and 8.3), an overall site plan (see Fig. 8.4), and cost estimates. Finally, plans
were developed to complete the project in three separate construction phases as funding
came available.
Phase I involved the construction of the 7,323 square foot museum building (see
Fig.

8.2). The building was designed

with state-of-the-an technology, energy

conservation, and solid construction that could sustain the extreme temperature
fluctuations and seismic activities of the lower Colorado River delta. This building
provides environmentally controlled collections and archival storage space, museum staff
offices, exhibit space, non-circulating reference library, construction area and loading
dock, darkroom, and a gift shop.
Phase II involved the construction of a 4,724 square foot multi-purpose cultural
center. Because the oral history project and the recording of the Cocopah language were
the top priority of the planning committee a specially designed sound-proof recording
room and language laboratorv' were included in the design of the cultural center. The
cultural center would also serve as a community center where the elders could pass on
their knowledge of the language, stones, songs, dances and the traditional arts to tribal
members of all ages, and particularly to Cocopah youth. The cultural center design
included an activities room where tnbal members could engage in arts and crafits
projects; an auditorium for lectures, films, special tnbal programs, ceremonies, and
cultural presentations; and a kitchen for use during special ceremonial occasions and
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tribal cultural events. Phase III involved the creation of a heritage park located within the
complex, where historic Cocopah housing structures were constructed with traditional
materials. The knowledge and skills of the tribal elders were utilized in constructing the
historic structures and designing the landscape.
My role as consultant was not to develop the final plans for the e.xhibits or the
heritage park, which should truly be expressions of Cocopah identity as they perceive it
themselves. Many projects and programs are being planned that provide an opportunity
for the elders to work with tribal youth to pass on some of the Cocopah traditional
building methods and knowledge of the use of plants for food and medicinal purposes.
Since the hentage park, exhibits, and cultural programs come under the supervision of
the museum administration, it is difficult to predict whether these will eventually be
neglected as has been witnessed at other tribal facilities, like the one at the Gila River
Arts and Crafts Center. The whole complex is designed to relate architecturally to the
surrounding desert environment and to the other buildings in the tribal administration
complex (see Fig. 8.4). It will no doubt be kept up provided that funding is available to
support ongoing maintenance and refurbishing and that the tnbal community feels it is
important to their cultural survival. The minimal outside influence, and the fact that the
facility is representing the Cocopahs to the outside world, means there is more at stake
for keeping it maintained.
The construction of the museum was originally estimated to cost Si .4 million, but
the Cocopah Tribe was able to save about half that amount by using their own m-house
Euro-Amencan contractor and employing Cocopah tribal members through the
Manpower Program to do the construction. The Cocopah tnbal members who worked on
the museum construction crew were Christopher Galvan, Brandon Phillips, Edward
Davis, Ysmael Valenzuela, Arnold Valenzuela, Dale Hayes, Roderick Wilson, Darryl
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Miller and Herman Cesina, all Manpower employees. This reduced labor costs and these
men were given hands-on training by licensed contractors under the supervision of Walt
Brooks, the Cocopah Tribe's in-house contractor. This project has enabled tnbal
members to leam new construction skills that were also used to build the cultural center.
Overall these new skills have provided these men with opportunities to work on other
tribal construction projects, and to obtain higher paying jobs off the reservation. The
Cocopah construction crew is presently building a concrete block building to be used as a
tribal court house.
While the museum building was under construction the planning committee
continued to meet to decide on interior decorations such as flooring, carpeting, wall
covering and so on. I showed the committee a number of tile, carpet and paint samples.
They wanted the floor to be representative of the earth so they selected saltillo tiles for
the foyer and entryways, and a brownish red carpeting, which matched the earth outside
of the museum, for the exhibit hall and offices. The architect and 1 decided to use sealed
concrete in the collections storage areas and for the loading dock. The paint selected for
the walls throughout the building was "Navajo white."
When I went to select the tile and carpet samples the store had a red and black
diamond design made of ceramic tiles on the wall. This caught my attention as this is a
design I had seen quite often in Cocopah beadwork, and I knew that red, black and white
were significant colors to the Cocopahs. I asked if I could take a sample back to the
planning committee and the owner cut the pieces of tile so that they could be laid out in
this diamond design. The diamond motif developed by the museum staff has also been
used in the museum and cultural center logo (see Fig. 8.5). When I showed this to the
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planning committee they were very excited and I suggested that a tile band of red and
black diamonds could be placed around the top of an ivory colored wainscot in the
bathroom. This they liked very much and it was done. The idea of adding some color,
especially the red, black and white was carried out into the hallway where young
Cocopah artists have painted the museum's suppon poles with red, black and white
designs. The interior of the cultural center has been left to the present museum staff and
the planning committee where they have selected to use different shades of blue
throughout.

Figure 8.5 Diamond Motif in the Cocopah Museum and Cultural Center Logo.
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Construction of the museum was completed in May 1995, but, prior to
construction of the building, the Cocopahs had to do some major upgrading of their
infrastructure in order to handle the new building. It was necessary to replace the old
water pipes with new and larger pipes, a project that had been necessary for a number of
years as the tribal administrative complex continued to grow. The construction of the
museum finally forced the Tribal Council to take some action and get this project going.
Another problem was that the amount of voltage coming into the tribal offices was based
on residential requirements and there were constant electrical surges and blackouts
playing havoc with computers and the phone system. The museum and cultural center
required more voltage so the public service company provided new underground
electrical power to the new construction area. Although this added substantial costs to the
project there was not much resistance on the part of the Tribal Council as they had just
been through similar problems with the new Casino renovations and expansion.
The Cocopah name for the museum, Kwapa ^^awee (fas llusaaw, loosely
translated as "a place where important things are kept" was mtroduced at the opening
ceremony for the museum on July 4, 1995. The museum opening was specifically for
tnbal members and special guests and was held out of doors adjacent to the museum
entrance under a large Palo Verde tree that was preserved as part of the overall site. I
attended the opening along with Gordon Krutz and Warren Hampton. After the Cocopah
Color Guard presented the flag. Will Ortega, tribal councilman, said a prayer to bless the
museum. The museum director made a few introductory remarks and then asked me to
make a few comments. I thanked the Tribal Council for their support of the project and
the planning committee for their hard work and commitment. 1 had made an exhibit
detailing the project plans that I had earned to Washington, D C. to accept the HUD
design award with Chairman Peter Soto, in June 1995. 1 presented this exhibit to the
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museum along with a copy of William Kelly's Cocopa Eihnographv for the museum
library. Warren Hampton thanked the Tribe for giving him the opportunity to work on the
project. Peter Soto gave a speech about the importance of the museum to the Cocopah
community and he talked about the honor that had been bestowed on the Cocopahs for
winning the HUD Design Award, which he presented to the museum. Dale Phillips gave
a speech about Cocopah cultural values and the significance of the Cocopah colors of
red, black and white. He also pointed out the importance of preserving this type of
information for future generations. After the presentations a catered breakfast by the
Yuma Crossing was served and then the Cocopah Bird Singers sang and the Cocopah
ladies, dressed in long colorful dresses made especially for the celebration, danced in
front of the museum.
For the Cocopahs, the Museum has taken on a special meaning beyond its
function as a place to keep objects; it is a living museum and reflects the needs of the
community and not the expectations of the outside world. Nevertheless, in keeping with
the Tribal Council's desire to have a professional museum, the building was designed and
constructed within the framework of museological standards, and the staff, which is all
Cocopah. use the policies and procedures manual as a guide to museum administration
and collections management. The staff attends training programs offered by the
Smithsonian and the Arizona Council for the Arts whenever possible and has said that
these have been extremely helpful. The curator attended a collection management
workshop and she said "they said the same thing you have been saying all along" (in
reference to the one-on-one training in collection management that I had provided), A
museum such as this is never complete; it will constantly change as the needs of the
community change. The basics of museum operations and management are in place, but
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it will be the Cocopah themselves who will continue to redefine what their museum is in
their own time and within their own cultural system.
A Dilemma: Museum Collections and Cocopah Cultural Traditions
One area of museum practice that came into conflict with Cocopah cultural
traditions was that of collections. The matter of collections and the problem of amassing
a collection of Cocopah materials was discussed at length by the planning committee.
This was necessary in order to determine the amount of floor space to be allocated for
collections storage, as well as for developing the collections policies for the different
types of materials to be collected, such as, material objects, photographs and archival
materials. The Tribal Council also asked that space be set aside for a tribal records
management system and archives. When the planning committee visited the University of
Baja California Museum in Mexicali they saw a large collection of Cocopah items on
display. They also had seen the Cocopah collections at the Arizona State Museum, and I
had reported on the collections at the Smithsonian Institution in Washington, D C. This
was the first time that many of these Cocopahs had seen some of their cultural materials
and they all expressed surprise that there were so many Cocopah objects in museums.
The first decision the planning committee had to make concerned the collections.
Did they want to have a collection of Cocopah matenal objects, and if so, what types of
items should the Cocopah Museum collect? Because it was a tribal museum, it was
perfectly understandable that most of the members of the planning committee felt that
only Cocopah materials should be in the collection. Marilyn Hayes, the museum's curator
said, "the museum shouldn't have anything but Cocopah things...If you want to learn
about Cocopah things this should be the place to come. We should have more
information on the Cocopahs. Even the PaiPais, because some of the people here are pan
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of that tribe...They are part of us. Not Apache or Navajo stuff because if you do that you
might as well call it an Indian Museum instead of the Cocopah Museum."
The committee decided that the Cocopah Museum would be a collectmg museum
and that they should try to have some of the cultural materials in other museums returned
to them. Funhermore, they agreed that tnbal members could make things for the museum
as a well as donate materials of cultural and historical significance. The museum
collection began with 130 objects that had been produced by the arts and crafts program
for the Cocopah elderly, which Robert Yarwood administered during the mid-1980s. I
attempted to contact Mr. Yarwood on a number of occasions to discuss this program. 1
was told that he was out of town and finally that he had moved to another state. When the
program closed down the building was locked up leaving everything as it was.
Shortly after the museum plans started in 1993, I was taken over to this building,
referred to as the CITE Building, on the East Reservation where these items were being
stored, and I asked if they could be part of the museum collection. The items included
beadwork, bows and arrows, rattles, clothing, quail traps, models of historic Cocopah
housing structures, dolls, and war clubs that belonged to the Tribe. The idea did not
present a problem to the tnbal elders as the objects were all made to be sold as part of the
program or were purchased by Yarwood for the "turtle museum." Many members of the
planning committee had participated in this program and were able to identify and
document the makers of most of these objects.
The planning committee recommended to the Tribal Council that these arts and
crafts items form the basis of the museum collection. This was approved and I started an
inventory of the collection with two assistants from one of the Cocopah work programs. I
started working with Becky Stevens and Irene Sharkey, who I had hoped would continue
working with me so that I could train them for the museum, but they both found
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permanent employment before approval was given to hire the museum staff. The items
that were in the CITE building have subsequently formed the basis of the museum
collections along with the archival materials that I brought back from Washington, D.C..
Nevertheless, what would be added to these collections in the future was a different issue
and presented a cultural dilemma for the planning committee.
The concept of museum collections is often antithetical to traditional cultural
practices and beliefs. Some native peoples have had to redefine aspects of their cultural
and religious beliefs in order to have tribal museums and collections. For the Cocopah
the concept of museum collecting was contrarv' to their cultural beliefs and funerary
practices. The personal belongings of deceased Cocopah tribal members are placed on
the cremation pyre to assist them on their journey home. It is also a taboo for family
members to mention the name of the deceased or to see their photographic images after
the cremation. Since the focus of the museum collections would be on these types of
items, this dilemma was presented to the tribal elders who discussed it among themselves
and with relatives and community members for about two months. They essentially re
examined their concept of personal property ownership and determined that since it is
customary to give some personal belongings away pnor to one's death it would be
appropriate to give such items to the museum. They agreed that not all tnbal members
would do this nor would they agree to have photographs of deceased Cocopahs displayed
in the museum. The tribal elders decided that the collections committee and the exhibit
committee would have to deal with individual families on a case-by-case basis.
In March 1994, when I asked the elders on the planning committee how tnbal
members might feel about donating items to the museum, one elder immediately replied,
"the people will want to be paid for anything they bring :o the museum." Tribal elder
Gordon Coyote explained that Robert Yarwood used the money received from selling
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arts and crafts and food at the train stop, to purchase beadwork from tribal members for
the museum. I said that I was concerned about traditional Cocopah concepts of
ownership and that an individual's possessions are cremated along with the deceased. I
asked the elders if they thought that this might create problems with family members
concerning the donation of family photos and so on to the museum. Gordon Coyote
replied, "This is changing. People would give things to Yarwood and they said they
would give things to a museum if one existed because they felt it is important to the
future generations."
We also continued the discussion of the use of names and photographs in
exhibits. The elders said that in the past they never would have allowed names and
photographs to be used. Now they feel that it is important to recognize Cocopah
individuals for their efforts and that such recognition is part of the preservation process. 1
then asked how they would feel about having their own names on exhibit labels. Tribal
elder, Clara Brown immediately responded that she wanted her name to be in the
museum because she wants her grandchildren and great-grandchildren to see her
beadwork and to know about the things that she has done. The other elders attending the
meeting felt the same way about their own names being used.
After further discussion of the use of photographs and names in exhibits the
committee members discussed the possibility of reviving some of the Cocopah cultural
traditions that are no longer being practiced, such as the Keraiik ceremony, and a House
Blessing ceremony for the museum. It was decided that these issues were too important
to be decided by the committee alone and they asked that a meeting be scheduled to
discuss this with all tribal elders. On April 12, 1994 twenty-five tnbal elders from all
three reservations and three members of the Tribal Council came together for a special
meeting for the museum plans and to discuss some of these issues. Dale Phillips greeted
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everyone in Cocopah and Will Ortega described the history of the museum project on the
reservation and then explained the museum plans up to that point. After I discussed the
current plans for the museum, which were further elaborated on in the Cocopah language
by Irene Sharkey, Will Ortega explained that the planning committee was in the process
of developing policies for the museum and that some important issues had come up at the
last meeting that the planning committee felt should be addressed by all tribal elders. He
explained that donations to the museum would be permanent and that family members
will have to discuss this before bringing things to the museum. Mr. Ortega then asked the
elders how they felt about having photographs and the names of their ancestors m
exhibits, videos and publications. Dale Phillips then brought up the fact that the
committee had also been discussing the possibility of having a House Blessing Ceremony
for the museum. It was decided that a Kerauk ceremony would not be appropriate around
the museum since it commemorates the dead and would normally be held at the Cry
House. The tribal elders concluded that they needed time to discuss this among
themselves and with family members.
This question was picked up again at a meeting the following month and one
elderly woman remarked, "it is true that in the past the practices are that they do get nd
of things, or they give it away or they sell it." She added, "now times are changing and
things are changing and 1 realize that and I go along with the museum and donating
things." Another elder expressed his concern that many of the elders were not shanng
their opinion on this issue. Even though those who had spoken up were in agreement with
the idea of giving things to the museum he felt that because this is important more elders
needed to speak up about it He was concerned that some things being discussed and
decided upon could lead to a dispute in the future and that this would cause problems for
the people on the planning committee. He agreed with the idea of giving things to the

327

museum and recommended that a policy should be written so everyone knows what is
going to happen to these items. He said that people want to make sure the items are not
going to be sold someday.
Collections generally form the basis of museums. Because of the reluctance of
tribal members to donate items to the museum and the fact that the Cocopah are not
going to be seeing many items repatriated under NAGPRA, they are looking at
alternatives for building up a representative collection which directly mvolves tribal
members through their production of arts and crafts. This process started in the Spring of
i 995 when a Native American potter taught a pottery-making workshop on the Cocopah
Reservation. About five Cocopahs participated in the workshop, producing a variety of
shapes and demonstrating various levels of technical skill. The museum is planning to
continue this program in other media, utilizing the knowledge of the Cocopah elders on
both sides of the border to teach these arts and crafts through a series of artist-inresidence workshops and classes.
The policies established to deal with donations and loans, and the legal
documents, such as gift and loan forms (that were developed), were examined by the
tribal attorney before being presented to the Tribal Council, who approved their use by
the museum. Tribal members have the right to place any restrictions on their donations
that they wish; for e.xample, the photographs or oral history tapes may be restricted to
family members. On the other hand, it is made clear to the donor that once the donation
IS

made to the museum a family member may not request its return in the future. Since

this has not been tested, 1 am unable to describe the process or the eventual outcome. The
decisions are ultimately up to the museum's collection committee, who may decide to
revise the collections policies as the museum grows. Should a tribal member demand the
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return of an item its deaccession from the museum collection will be decided by the
Tribal Council which acts as the governing board for the museum.
Exhibits have created another problem in relation to Cocopah cultural practices.
When there are few objects for exhibits, photographs and photomurals can often depict as
much, if not more, than an isolated object about a culture. Along with building a
collection the Cocopahs are faced with the dilemma of how to deal sensitively with the
display of photographs, especially in exhibits, as well as with identifying the individuals
in the photo. Some of the elders on the planning committee considered the names and
photos to be necessary if they were going to teach the young ones about their past. Clara
Brown, the oldest member of the committee, said that she wanted her name and
photographs to be in the museum. As a matter of fact, Clara volunteered to have a live
caste made of her that is being used in a diorama in the center of the museum exhibit
area. Live casts would seem to raise even more questions than the use of photographs and
names. It is impossible to know what the overall reaction is going to be to this. At this
time very little is being said about it. What is normally done in mainstream museums has
created all sorts of dilemmas for the Cocopahs. The irony of the establishment of a tnbal
museum is, that in many ways, it has become necessary to change some of the basic
values of Cocopah cultural identity in order to preserve their cultural hentage. As the
world keeps changing more rapidly each day it may be that future generations of
Cocopahs will no longer have the taboos associated with saying the names or seeing
photographs of their deceased relatives and what is encapsulated in the museum may be
their only connection to their collective past.
At a July 1994 museum planning meeting where the planning committee was
discussing the development of an oral history project and how the cultural center was
being designed with a sound proof recording room, one of the elderly men talked about
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the Cocopah veterans and asked if there would be a meeting place for them and an
exhibit about them. I suggested that they may want to have a meeting with all of the
Cocopah veterans to decide what they would like to do in terms of the exhibits and
holding meetings, and again reiterated that the museum and cultural center was there for
the Tribe to use as they wished; I was there only to assist them in achieving their goals.
By August 1996, the museum was working with a veterans committee in deciding
what to do for a veterans exhibit. All were in agreement that they wanted an area set
aside for a veteran's exhibit, but they still had not reached a consensus as to what this
should be because of the taboos concerning names and photographs which was still a
cultural issue for most of the veterans. The issue was not resolved by the time of the
grand opening but a space had been set aside for them in the exhibit area. Actually, a
blank space on the wall with an explanation of why the names and photos of veterans are
not there may be more educational and in line with cultural preservation than having a
display set up. It would also resolve the dilemma the veterans are facing with this issue.
It would be premature to predict what implications these decisions will have since
funerary practices have always been and continue to be an important symbol of Cocopah
cultural identity

As 1 have already argued, the Cocopahs have constantly made

adjustments in their cultural symbols to make room for change, [n this case a re
definition of personal property was considered important in the conte.xt of cultural
preservation and the perpetuation of Cocopah cultural identity. Within the dynamics of
culture change, cultures also persist. The important issue here is that a group of Cocopah
tnbal elders decided to make an adjustment in their cultural system; it was not one
imposed on them by external forces.
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Cultural Programs and Cocopah Cultural Identity Today
Today, Cocopah children, like children everywhere, get a large part of their
education from the television set. When I asked Lincoln Miller what type of programs he
would like to see in the CMCC he replied;
The programs should be singing for one of them. Back in the old days
there were a lot of stories. That should be in there so they won't miss their
stories. More or less singing and stories and maybe they can pass them
down the line. Right now the stories are fading away because there were
no people able to write them down and they are not used anymore.
Mr. Miller's concern was expressed by most of the tribal elders with whom I spoke. There
was no mechanism for passing on traditional knowledge even to those young people who
were interested. The prevailing attitude of the elders toward the adult generation (their
children) was that it was too late for them and they had no interest in teaching them
anything. This may be due to the high rates of alcoholism and drug abuse^^ that are
evident in this particular age group (25-50 years of age). The Cocopah elders are pinning
their hopes of perpetuating their culture on the ne.xt generation, their grandchildren. This
is a common attitude of many tribal elders on other Indian reservations.
Very little has been written about the historic changes that the Cocopah have
witnessed and expenenced since the early establishment of their reservation. Through the
collective memory of the tnbal elders much can be learned about the recent history of the
Cocopah and how change through time has affected their lives. Presently there are only
about five Cocopah elders who speak the language fluently. The recording of these elders

^^The most common forms of drug abuse included the use of inhalants, cocaine, heroin
and marijuana. A Quechan man m his forties was reported to have died of an overdose of
heroin while 1 was working with the Cocopahs. He was the traditional (not legal)
husband of a Cocopah woman and was living on the Cocopah Reservation at the time of
his death.
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is a priority as the language is rapidly disappearing and language preservation is one of
the Tribe's long-range goals. Language is not a necessary condition for the maintenance
of the identity system, but it is important to the Cocopahs. When I asked Marilyn Hayes
what kinds of programs would be good for the museum and cultural center she
emphatically replied, "Language. We need someone who can teach the language. That is
the main thing to teach the language. It is gone!" She grew up listening to the Cocopah
language but she still feels that she does not know it. She said that there are a lot of
words that she does not know and that sometimes she does not understand a lot of what
the elders say and would get embarrassed when she had to do the interpreting at the
plannmg meetings.^® Marilyn said that they should start with the young Cocopahs
because they learn faster than the older students. She suggested that "they start teaching
the Cocopah language in Day Care and Head Start where they have an hour or two of just
talking." Today language education in the Cocopah Head Start program is limited to
teaching the different body parts, colors, and numbers in Cocopah.
Language among Native Americans is often perceived as a major part of their
identity system. Even though it is argued that many tribal members may live far from
their reservations and may use English as their primary language, they continue to be
identified with the "we-group" that they are from, whether it be Navajo, Hopi or Yaqui
(Spicer 1972:25), Yet, it is argued repeatedly by Native Americans themselves that many
of their myths and legends cannot be translated into English and cultural loss has been
directly linked to the loss of their native language. Language loss has been perceived as

had a tnbal member act as interpreter at all of the planning meetings so that the
Cocopah elders were able to understand all that was being discussed. Throughout the
year and a half of planning committee meetings. Will Ortega, Irene Sharkey and Manlyn
Hayes translated what I said into Cocopah and comments in Cocopah into English for my
benefit.

especially detnmental to the continuation of cenain religious and cultural practices.
Although language is important it is not a universal essential in terms of defining cultural
identity. An identity system can persist with the loss of language as long as some of the
symbols of that culture continue to be used (Spicer 1972). Most often the language
changes from its original form yet continues to be used to identify specific places and
things even when English has become the dominant language.
When, at a May 12, 1994 elders meeting, the subject matter came around to a
discussion of language preservation, there was much discussion among the Cocopahs in
attendance. Nick Thomas mentioned that he has eleven kids at his house and that he
teaches them the language. He said they understand Cocopah but they speak to each other
in English. Another elder commented that her parents did not go to school and they only
spoke Cocopah in their home. Since that was the only language spoken that was what she
learned, but when she went to public school she learned English and started using that as
her primary language. She also commented on how much easier it is to say things in
English as compared to Cocopah. She said that "it takes a long time to say things in
Cocopah and often times we do not have a lot of the same words in the Cocopah
language."
The elders discussed the possibility of teaching some of the Cocopah language in
the Head Stan program and possibly as an after school program at the museum and
cultural center. When they discussed these programs and the possibility of a full-scale
language preservation project another issue surfaced that posed a problem for language
preservation. One of the elders pointed out that everyone speaks Cocopah a little
differently. She commented that probably Clara Brown spoke the most correct form and
that the rest of them mix English with Cocopah as a form of slang. She suggested that to
preserve the language correctly, "a couple of people who know the language well should

get together and hash out the words to come up with a common form of the language."
She noted that if different people teach the language without some form of
standardization that they would all be talking differently. Another elder agreed with her
and pointed out that "we all come from different directions: East, West, and so on." Some
of the elders had met Emory Sekaquaptewa, from the University of Arizona, and learned
about the Hopi Dictionary Project. When they visited the Arizona State Museum, they
had also seen some examples of the bilingual children's books that the San Carlos
Apache had done, and they asked if these could be used as models for their own project. 1
suggested that a lot had already been done with the Cocopah language by James
Crawford, and that the Hualapai, who spoke a dialect of the Yuman language, had also a
language curriculum for their schools that may also be a model for their language project.
It was very clear from this meeting that the elders did not want to have just a written
language, they also wanted an oral language, so there was some discussion of the vanous
techniques that could be used for teaching the language. Suggestions included, "talking
circles" with an elder telling stories in Cocopah to young children; an after school
cumculum using multi-media computers where the students could read the word, see a
picture of the subject matter and hear it pronounced: and bilingual labels for the museum
exhibits and publications.
I later found that Tom and Carol Nevers, two missionaries for the Evangelical
Free Church, had been living m Somerton for thirty years and had dedicated their lives to
translating the New Testament, Psalms, and the rest of the Old Testament into the
Cocopah language.' ^ They started out as Wycliff bible translators for the Summer

^'The following information on the work that the Nevers' did with the Cocopah language
is from an interview 1 had with Carol Nevers that had been arranged by Willie Phillips
who was still working with them on the translations and wntten information that she
provided as some background information on their project.
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Institute of Linguistics in the mid-1960s and then became Evangelical Free Church
missionaries and stayed in southern Arizona. Their work in Arizona was originally
supported by the Faith Bible Church of Northridge, California. They used the
international phonetic alphabet at first but had problems with it and in turn developed an
orthography with the help of Cocopah tribal members who belonged to the Cocopah
Nazarene Church in Somerton. They based their orthography on what the Cocopah
people chose and that is what they have used since.
Carol Nevers explained how they developed their orthography for the Cocopah
language. She said that the orthography was worked out between 1964 and 1967 with the
Cocopah language teachers at the time (that group included nine Cocopahs). She said
that many others helped a great deal, including at least another thirty-five Cocopahs that
she had listed, some of whom had also worked as William Kelly's informants. Most of
these were outsiders, although some enrolled Cocopahs such as Clara Brown, Joe San
Diego, and Lena San Diego worked with the Tom and Carol Nevers. Two Cocopahs
attended the Summer Institute of Linguistics summer school at the University of North
Dakota in 1965 and two other Cocopahs attended a month long linguistic workshop in
New Mexico in 1967,
After these Cocopahs received some formal training, a meeting was held on
Mission Hill, next to the Nazarene Church in Somerton, where the Cocopah attendees
voted for the letters of their choice. The alphabet that was selected was chosen by those
who were at least thirty years of age. Mrs. Nevers said that for the most part it was the
elders who put their check-marks on the papers. She said that there were at least 25 to 30
literate voters, which she felt was a good number for those years. Since there was so
much material to go over they held a second meeting to vote on the material that did not
make it into the first round. Each letter choice was presented as it would look m a word.
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and where possible, in word initial, in word medial, and word final positions, in order to
provide them with a better over-all picture. Then, to assist them in picking out any
discrepancies as they settled on a choice, they reintroduced the letter in another word, in
reverse order of choices to see if they preferred their original choice.
Carol Nevers said that the vote was by no means unanimous on each letter,
sometimes not even consistent, but the Final product reflected by far the majority opinion.
She pointed out, "there was one consistent difference of opinion based on nationality
Those living on or fi-om the other side of the border would have preferred a lengthened
"i" to be "ii" rather than "ee." Some of the dialect insisted on a retroflexed "r" but they
could find no contrast. Mrs. Nevers noted that Cocopah teenagers were beginning to use
letters more approximating English pronunciation rather than Cocopah, which in fact
alarmed and influenced some of the elders to want to quickly choose their own and
different orthography, Carol Nevers provided some details about the difference m letters
and made an interesting observation about the choice to add the "h" to the end of Cocopa
as their official name She said, "after the vote, the only use of "h" was when it was part
of another letter and later in the English word 'Cocopah;' where it doesn't indicate length
of vowel, but only 'looked good' because the height of the letter matched the height of the
initial C, making for a more 'masculine-looking' word."
To preserve the Cocopah language as it is spoken by the tribal elders today, the
Cocopahs initiated an oral history project with the objective of tape recording as much of
the language as possible. A pnmary objective of the oral history project was to assist the
Cocopah tnbal community in preserving their language in recorded form and to increase
the awareness of the importance of the collective memones of the tnbal elders m re
writing their own history of the lower Colorado River delta. The Cocopah Oral History
Project began in conjunction with the final planning and development of the CMCC. The
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Cocopah tribal leaders and tribal elders felt that a tnbal oral history project would be the
catalyst for preserving the Cocopah language, stories, and songs. It would also provide
the opportunity to record the more recent history of the Cocopah Tribe. Because
traditional cultural knowledge is no longer being transmitted through oral tradition in the
Cocopah language it was time to seek an alternative so the language and culture would
be preserved for future generations.
A grant from the National Park Service (MPS) provided the funding for the
Cocopah Indian Tribe to develop and implement a pilot oral history project. Funding was
provided to; a) establish a two-person Oral History Project Team and provide the team
with training and research time in preparation for interviews; b) conduct oral history
interviews with selected elders, resulting in approximately 100 hours of recording that
would become the foundation of the Oral History Collection in the tnbal archives; and, c)
acquire computer, photographic, video and audio recording and playback equipment
necessary to conduct, record, and transcribe oral history mterviews.
The Cocopah Oral History Project Team set out to accomplish a series of
objectives that included; 1) developing a systematic recording program to record
historical information on the three Cocopah reservations; 2) assisting the Cocopah tnbal
community to be more fully aware of the purposes and uses of oral history; 3) enabling
the staff of the Cocopah Museum to generate recordings within the community that
would be the foundation of the Oral History Collection in the Cocopah Tnbal Archives;
and 4) developing themes and storylines, based on the information m these recordings,
for exhibits that convey the historical and cultural perspectives of the Cocopah people
The Cocopah Museum developed a systematic oral history recording program
with tnbal elders and community members through four training sessions that I provided
as the project consultant. These training sessions were carried out between January 1995
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and April 1996. I also developed an oral history training manual specifically for the
Cocopah Oral History Project that was continuously revised as the project moved
forward. Prior to the training sessions the project team, which mcluded the museum
director, curator, and a museum aide, spent approximately four months becoming
familiar with the archival information I had copied from the archives in Washington,
D.C. and the BIA office at Fort Yuma, as well as published historical and anthropological
sources in order to gain an overview of the Cocopah Tnbe's history. Questionnaires that
would fill in the gaps in the information from these "outside" sources were developed and
the questions were structured so that they were culturally appropnate and sensitive to
Cocopah values and beliefs.
Four training sessions of four days each were held throughout the two year period.
The first training session was held January 10-13, 1995, and I met with the project team
at the Cocopah Tribal headquarters because the construction on the museum was not yet
completed. The first day I presented a workshop to provide introductory information
about the purpose of tribal oral histories and to discuss ways in which to implement the
program as outlined in the NFS grant proposal. The second and third days we discussed
the potential topics that should be included in the oral history project; for example, land
and natural resources, tribal government and leadership, education, economic change,
and information on tnbal veterans. These categories were based on the previous research
of the project team and areas of interest that had surfaced dunng the planning meetings
for the CMCC. The project team then designed a preliminary questionnaire based on
these categories and tested them among themselves. On the last day of the training
session the project team went over the questions with the elders attending their monthly
meeting and made revisions to the questionnaires according to their suggestions.
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The second training session was held February 6-9, 1995 and I had arranged for
the purchase of both recording and transcribing equipment (see Appendix D). On the first
day, I trained the project team on how to set the equipment up and how to use it. On the
second day, the project team went over the questionnaires again and made some
adjustments. On the third day, the project team conducted practice recording sessions on
each other using the equipment and the revised questionnaires. Further adjustments were
made to the questionnaires to correct the sequencing and phrasing of some of the
questions. On the fourth day, the project team introduced the recording equipment to the
tribal elders and explained how it worked, and then conducted a demonstration interview.
TTiis was extremely important because the project team could show how an oral history
recording session would be conducted and what the equipment was like. This put the
elders at ease and some volunteered to have their oral histories done right away. At the
end of the meeting the museum staff made up a schedule for recording sessions and
started signing up tribal elders for their interviews.
The third training session was held May 15-18, 1995, in order to assess the oral
history project to date, to address any problems the project team was having with the
equipment and the questionnaires, and to train the transcribers. The project team was
trained in the theoretical and practical aspects of transcribing oral history interviews The
first day we discussed different ways in which the oral history tapes can be transcribed,
what should be included in the transcnptions, and what should be edited out of the final
transcriptions. We also discussed the methods for indexing the interviews in terms of
subject categories and by the names of the individuals being interviewed. The staff and I
developed a preliminary list of subject headings. The purpose of the indexing was to
make the interviews more accessible and easier to retrieve. This indexing and access to
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specific information has been especially important m developing the interpretive
information for the museum exhibits.
The second day of this training session I trained the museum staff and transcribers
in the use of the transcribing equipment. Since some of the recorded interviews are in
Cocopah, the transcribers are bilingual. Instruction was provided on how to set up the
transcribing machines and then the team members practiced transcribing and typing the
information into the computer. [ also provided training on methods of editing and
indexing transcriptions The project team utilized the rest of the training session for
"getting the bugs out;" to become better acquainted with the recording and transcnbing
equipment, and to further refine the questionnaires.
The fourth training session was held April 23-26, 1996. The purpose of this
training session was to do an overall evaluation of the project to date and to provide
training to new team members. I met with the project team as a group and individually to
discuss any problems or concerns that they were having with the oral history project in
general, and to answer specific questions concerning various aspects of the recording and
transcnbing of the oral histones. I also met with the museum director and the curator to
go over some of their questions and to brainstorm about future possibilities for the
project.
The Cocopah Oral History Project is the first cultural preservation program to be
successfully earned out under the new museum and cultural center and has formed the
basis for the community to understand the importance of recording history today for
future generations. It also addressed the concern of the elders for language preservation
as attempts were made to conduct interviews in Cocopah whenever possible. This pilot
project has broken down many of the psychological bamers and distrust that Native
Amencans often have concerning the use of recording equipment and how the
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information would be controlled. Once it was understood that this was a "tribal project"
the elders, in particular, as well as the majority of the tribal members, felt more at ease
and supportive of the overall project.
To date the staff of the Cocopah Museum has generated approximately 100 hours
of recording with the tribal elders, in both the Cocopah language and in English, which
are currently being transcribed, indexed and archived using professional archival
techniques and materials. The pilot oral history project has been a great asset to the
Museum staff in developing themes and storylines for the exhibits. As the tnbal elders
are further engaged in telling "their story," the oral history project, and other projects that
will stem from it. will embody the enduring connection of Cocopah cultural identity with
the Colorado River, along with the knowledge of their traditions, beliefs and values that
are part of the past, represent the present, and will be carried into the future.
The oral history project enhanced the educational opportunities for Cocopah
youth. Because of the support and participation of the tnbal elders, more community
members of all ages, especially tribal youth, have taken an interest in learning about their
tribal hentage. The museum is in the process of archivmg the oral history recordings so
the oral histones that do not have any restnctions applied to them will be available for
tribal members, students, teachers, and researchers. Primanly the oral history project has
assisted the museum staff in preserving the Cocopah language, songs and stories that are
rapidly disappeanng. The CMCC eventually plans to use some of the results from the
oral history project to develop educational presentations and cumcula that can be utilized
in the public school system. The oral history project also provided specialized training
and employment opportunities for tribal members. The cultural awareness that resulted
from this project has led to discussions concerning the protection of tribal cultural and
natural resources and has stimulated the development of a cultural resource management
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program. Although the overall representation of the Cocopah Tribe in the museum
exhibits is still being determined and will no doubt evolve as the oral history project
continues to add new information, it is taking shape as the elders, youth and museum
staff work together in developing exhibit themes.
Summary
Tribal museums are faced with particular challenges. Because their primary
purpose is to understand, practice and transmit Indian culture and traditions they are
often marginal to the societies they profess to represent. Fuller and Fabricius {1994:657)
suggest the following reasons for this: I) the adoption of policies and organizational
models codified by mainstream institutions, 2) modes of communication that do not
resonate with native people's worldviews, 3) reliance on scholarship lacking in Indian
perspectives and collections developed by non-Indians, and 4) the perception of culture
as a function to be funded by nontribal sources. As with any project that is in conflict
with the norms and values of particular cultural systems, these problems must be worked
out by the tribal community. Each tribal museum is as unique as the culture it represents
and the role of museums in general is being defined by the needs of individual tnbal
communities. For the Cocopah Tribe, this has been a learning expenence and it has
brought tnbal politics, education, and economics together in an effort to preserve their
language and cultural identity.
Some Native Americans, such as the Cocopah, are seizing the opportunity to tell
their own history and to express their particular worldviews through their exhibits and
educational programming. So when I asked Lincoln Miller what he thought would be
important to have in the museum he replied, "I would say that whatever we used back
then in the old days. Some of the games they played and used from way back then.
Including women's games and men's games." 1 then asked him what kmds of exhibits he
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would like to see and he answered. "How they dressed. What they eat. How they provided
themselves with what they eat. All that should be in there. The other generation comes
out and says this is what we did back there, not today. I would like to see that there.
Where they come from and where they are going."
The Cocopah museum, like other tnbal museums, is under the control of the
Cocopah tribal government. I was unable to convince the Tribal Council that it would be
advisable to have a separate Board of Trustees that would set policy, hire the museum
director, and be responsible for raising funds to support the museum and cultural center's
operating costs and programs. The Tribal Council did not want to consider this at the
time and also found that having people from the outside making decisions about the
museum may pose a threat in their future, especially in terms of tribal sovereignty.
Unfortunately, this leaves the museum staff vulnerable to tribal politics that may threaten
the stability of its staff and programs.
The July 1996 election is a case in point. The museum staff expressed fear of
losing their positions in the museum if certain tribal members were elected to the Tribal
Council. They were afraid that they would be replaced by the family members of a new
Tribal Council. This type of insecunty, stemming from the nepotism that is common
among tnbal governments, causes problems m the continuity of programs as well as job
performance if workers feel they may only have two years to work toward certain goals.
The museum is not the only program that faces this dilemma every two years, every
program has to deal with tnbal politics as I discussed in Chapter Six.
The Tribal leaders have, for the most part, demonstrated their support in the
museum project from the beginning. However, the year before 1 started the project. Vice
Chairperson Sherry Cordova felt that a museum was not a pnonty and that Casino
revenues should be allocated to other programs. After the first six months of input from
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the tnbal eiders she, along with several other tribal members, was convinced that the
museum was important to the Cocopahs' cultural survival. By the time that Mrs. Cordova
became acting chairperson she was in full support of the museum project and as
chairperson, continues to be today. Nevertheless, projects such as this are vulnerable to
tribal politics and powerful family pressures. This points to the important need to have
institutional safeguards among people organized along family lines and lineages in the
attempt to maintain socio-political stability.
The Cocopahs held a Grand Opening Celebration for the Kwapa Nawee Was
llsaaw and H a Kwapa Mcheeweep on October 26, 1996. The Dedication Ceremony and
ribbon cutting for the cultural center was held between 11:00 and 11:30 a.m. for tnbal
members and special guests. After Lisa Wanstall, the museum director, made some
introductory remarks, Pauline Allen, tribal councilwoman gave the opening prayer.
Sherry Cordova, tribal chairperson, gave a welcoming address and talked about the
importance of the CMCC to the preservation of Cocopah tribal identity, including the
language and culture. She gave a brief overview of the history of the Cocopah attempts at
establishing a museum, descnbing the efforts of Robert Barley and Fred Miller, Sr., and
how Peter Soto was the one to finally make it a reality. She mentioned that even though
they were not present she was sure they were looking down upon the Cocopahs that day
and were no doubt happy with what they saw. Lincoln Miller, the tnbal elders'
representative, talked about the CMCC programs that they already had underway and
were planning. TTie Mayor of Somerton, Vivian Robinson, said a few words about how
the Cocopahs were a part of the Somerton community and how the museum and cultural
center were an asset to all the people in the Somerton area. It was clear at this point in
the opening ceremony that not only was the CMCC important to the tribal community, it
was also linked to the activities and growih of the local and regional communities. The
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political ecology linkages at both the local and regional levels are most evident in the
role that the Cocopahs would play in bringing tourists to the Somerton and Yuma area in
particular.
Gordon Coyote, Sr. then provided the dedication of the facilities, and Sherry
Cordova and Clara Brown cut the ribbon. TTiroughout the rest of the day the Master of
Ceremonies, Robert Super, kept everything moving in terms of entertainment, raffles,
announcements and jokes. A meal was served in the large community room in the
cultural center and the museum was open for tours of the archival storage area, library,
offices, gift shop and the exhibit area. The exhibits cases had many items that had
recently been made by some of the Cocopahs in Mexico and by tnbal elders, specifically
for the exhibit. The exhibits were far from done but were very impressive for a
beginning. Marilyn Hayes said that the museum staff was still there at 2.30 a.m. the
morning before the opening, putting some of the finishing touches on the exhibit cases.
There was a large number of Cocopah tribal members of all ages in attendance
and all were excited about the facility. There was almost a carnival atmosphere with
clowns, face painting, balloons, Dino Jump and Pocohantas Jump for the children. One
of the teachers in the Cocopah Head Start said that Tribe was planning to hold the
graduation ceremony for this year's students in the cultural center. She said that the Tribe
plans to hold it there every year and to take a class photo that can be framed and placed
m the hallway. Last year the Head Start students put their handprints in wet concrete
along the wall of the museum entrance. It is this generation that is the target audience and
the museum staff and tnbal leaders provided a positive and fun experience for everyone,
myself included.
The museum planning committee and the oral history project gave the tnbal
elders the opportunity to strengthen their relationships m the tnbal community and to
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start preserving their heritage. It also reunited the elders on the reservation and
strengthened the relationships of those who participated in the museum planning process
which is now trickling into the other sectors of the community, especially among the
tribal youth.
Despite some of the original objections to spending Casino revenues on a
museum, once tribal members began to realize the importance of this project to their
cultural survival, there was an increase in support and interest. Even some of those tribal
members who were opposed to the project at the beginning have become involved in the
planning and development of the cultural programs. The tribal elders on the planning
committee played an essential role in establishing this increase in community support.
Because Cocopah tribal members were involved in the planning, construction and
staffing of the CMCC they have been empowered by the process as well as the end
product. It is one of the few tangible things that tribal members can claim ownership of
and as more people, especially the children, become involved in the programs so do the
parents. So far, the Cocopah museum project has been successful in achieving the
origmal goals set forth by Peter Soto and the other tnbal leaders.
There were many practical benefits of the project. For example, Cocopah men
learned new construction skills that can be applied to other projects on the reservation as
well as employment opportunities off the reservation. The museum and cultural center
created a whole new profession that tribal members can go into as well as creating
employment opportunities in education and cultural programming. This has provided the
incentive for some young Cocopahs to stay m school and seek a higher level of education
since most of the CMCC positions require at least a high school education and some
require a bachelors degree. These standards were set by the Tribal Council in order to
encourage young Cocopahs to continue with their education. Peter Soto said, "Without an
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education we are going to go nowhere." Mr. Soto understood the value of an education,
but he also claimed that, "You cannot forget who you are and you should use that
education to help your Tribe." He anticipated that the museum and cultural center would
be a part of this educational process.
One major change that Peter Soto had witnessed before his death was the fact that
Cocopahs were talking to each other again. The museum planning process and the oral
history project were reinforcing kin relations. He said he knew of one incident where two
tribal members disliked each other and were constantly arguing and fighting until, one
day, an elder finally spoke up and told them that they were related and that they shouldn't
fight so much. Mr Soto was hoping that the re-recognition of kin relations would be a
factor in reducing some of the conflict among tribal members. Lineage relations were
important in the past in terms of recognizing certain obligations but these have smce been
forgotten. Unfortunately, genealogies are difficult to re-create among the Cocopah due to
their practice of not mentioning the names of deceased relatives, thus, retracing lineages
may prove impossible. He felt that with the strengthening of kinship among tnbal
members that there would be a stronger support system for battling the social and health
problems many Cocopahs were dealing with and that the Cocopah values of honesty,
respect, and shanng would once again be part of everyday life. There is an assertion here
of a moral identity that is also being lost due to social conditions. The museum was being
viewed as a vehicle for retaining this moral identity in addition to the other factors that
make up the Cocopah identity configuration.
The Cocopahc are having to deal with some tough issues that reflect directly on
their cultural identity. In order to preserve their identity they are having to breach some
important cultural taboos and values. Even though these issues create dilemmas for the
Cocopahs, for example the question of collecting and displaying objects and photographs
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of their ancestors in the museum, the decision-making process has provided a forum for
tribal members to discuss these issues and to express their opinions. Now, the dye has
been cast and tribal members are becoming more involved in the preservation process
and fulfilling Peter Soto's vision.
My role as an applied anthropologist was enacted along a continuum. As a
participant analyst 1 elicited and articulated ideas and plans with the Cocopah museum
planning committee in developing a design concept that could then be interpreted for the
architect. As a participant advisor, I presented the museum and cultural center plans,
projected budgets, and construction costs to the Tribal Council for the planning
committee, and as a participant advocate, I encouraged a relationship between Cocopah
tnbal members and other tribal museums and the Arizona State Museum at the
University of Anzona.
As an anthropologist, I had the benefit of the tradition of strong and enduring
working relationships between scholars and Native Amencans. The history of EuroAmencan-lndian relations gave me the knowledge of current policy guidelines for
fostering Indian self-determination. That translated into the real difference between the
approach to design a facility far, whereas I was determined to design a facility with, the
Cocopahs that would ultimately have cultural significance after it was constructed. Here
the anthropological difference was most clear. Examples of HUD housing and
community buildings on the reservation had obviously been done without the
involvement of the Cocopah people. I adhered to the principle that Cocopah community
members should be involved in the decision-making process for the design and that tribal
members should be involved m the construction of the facility. They were, therefore,
making this truly a community-based project. The self-knowledge that the Cocopah
people gained about their unconscious patterns of behavior enabled them to know better
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their own needs. Some of the tnbal museums that we visited were planned by EuroAmericans who had little understanding of the needs of the tribal community and
subsequently, the museums were not being utilized by the peoples for which they were
designed. For this reason it was important to assess the needs of the Cocopah community
prior to planning the museum. With that awareness, the Cocopahs were in a position to
make decisions about what they wanted. Yet, this was only the beginning of the
challenge that the Cocopahs had before them.
There may be another side to this small tribe's predicament: they have a great
ability for adaptmg to new situations and challenges; but the children are not learning the
language or the Cocopahs' values of respect, honor and integrity. Although language is
important for transmitting this knowledge, the tribal elders' position that the loss of the
Cocopah language is correlated with the loss of culture may not be the only obstacle.
Meanings are transmitted from one generation to the next if someone is willing to take
the time to do it. Cocopah cultural values will be carried on, but the medium may not be
the elders m the tnbal language; instead it may be through the exhibits and educational
programs at the Cocopah Museum and Cultural Center. It may be that in the future the
museum will take on the responsibility as the culture bearer. Possibly if a Cocopah tnbal
member should decide to seek answers concerning his or her identity in the future the
museum will provide some of the answers.
As with any culture that is in transition, a steady dialogue has been directed to the
future instead of concentrating only on immediate needs. This is new for the Cocopahs.
who have always been more concerned about daily survival. It is too difficult to know
what the future of the museum will be. A lot will depend on their future economic
situation. Although tnbal politics may affect the staff I would wager that the museum
itself and the cultural center's programs will survive as long as the elders maintain their
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participation and support of the facility. If the CMCC can partially suppon itself through
the economic development of a cottage industry in arts and crafts and tourism, it may
take some of the burden off of the Tribal Council. Although a major part of the CMCC's
success has been dependent on Indian gaming it would be a mistake to continue to
depend on this as the only form of suppon. The museum director, grant writer and Tribal
Council are presently seeking other sources of support. Ultimately the success of the
museum as it is currently defined will depend on a number of these factors.
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CHAPTER 9
LOOKING TO THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY
...Since the advent of European contact the indigenous peoples of North
America have been compelled to negotiate their identities with hostile
colonists, federal commissions, and state governments. The negotiation
has taken a heavy toll on both individuals and groups; nevertheless, by
engaging dominant categones and structures (that is, Indianess, tribalism,
and capitalism) their descendants have cultivated opportunities to reclaim
a measure of their Native inhentance (Pasquaretta 1994:714).
In this study 1 have brought together ethnicity and political ecology in order to
gam a better understanding of both the internal and external forces behind Cocopah
culture change. Where political ecological studies have focused primarily on land use
and settlement patterns under the rubric of a "human-environmental interaction" (Bryant
1992) or a "bio-environmental interaction" (Greenberg and Park 1994), 1 add Sheridan's
(1995) "interplay benveen global political and economic forces and local cultural,
demographic and ecological factors" and Spicer's (1980) "identity configuration" to the
examination of Cocopah survival in the ongoing historical, social and environmental
changes in the lower Colorado River delta. By going beyond the basic relationship of
humans to their environment and examining the role of humans as actors in a web of
relationships that are interconnected and multi-directional we begin to understand the
flexible nature of identity systems.
The last decade of the twentieth century is rapidly emerging as a time of critical
importance for the Cocopahs. Having succeeded in wresting control over their own
affairs from the federal government in the 1960s and 1970s and increased economic
independence in the 1980s and 1990s, the Cocopahs are now facing the task of
converting their limited, but significant, powers into lasting benefits for tnbal members
well into the twenty-first centurv'. .^s the Cocopahs pursue economic development, they
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will have to maximize tribal self-determination while making more elaborate the multi
directional linkages between the tribal community and the regional, national and global
economies. This can be a tricky proposition for anyone or any group of people not
experienced at negotiating through the quagmire of politics and economics on such a
grand scale.
One of the major concerns for scholars and native peoples alike is how to make
Indian communities economically viable without destroying either their communal
character or their cultural integnty. As Cornell (1988:211) points out, economic
development "tends not only to link Indian nations more closely to forces they cannot
control, but also to produce divergent sets of interests within the tribal community and
thereby to fragment it. It also tends to reorganize those communities on the basis of
market needs and criteria instead of shared cultural practice or perception." The
Cocopahs are at this critical juncture today and have taken drastic steps to maintain their
identity. A museum and cultural center were planned and designed to assure the
preservation of their cultural values and beliefs as they become more involved in those
external arenas that may eventually threaten their cultural integnty and shake the
foundations of their identity. As they meet these new challenges the Cocopahs will
continue to adapt to changes as they always have while maintaming a strong sense of
who they are.
Life on the Cocopah Reservation has become more complex in the past thirty
years. In an earlier era tribal members possessed a home by simply building and
occupying it. Nowadays, however, a Cocopah family must contend with the confounding
intncacies of "rentals." "home ownership," "deeds." "turnkey housing," "mutual help,"
and "sliding equity payments" to maintain a place to live.

A complex bureaucracy

referred to as the "Cocopah Housing Authority," which is often viewed with suspicion
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and mistrust, has emerged to manage housmg on the reservation. Separate reservations
and the present housing sitiiation make communication of information in this face-to-face
community difficult. Consequently, impromptu gatherings are less frequent, and people
often complain that they are uninformed of community events. What survives from the
past grows more and more fragile. The Cocopah see themselves still moving in the flow
of history and culture, but they do not depend on any one facet of their culture for their
identity.
The concept of Spicer's (1980) "enduring peoples" provides a means for a broader
understanding of the Cocopahs and their history. The Cocopahs have struggled to survive
and maintain their identity despite almost overwhelming pressures to submerge it; a
recurrent theme in the experience of many American Indians. Nevertheless, as Spicer
(1980:359) makes abundantly clear, the "spirit of many peoples has been forged in the
crucible of such struggles." As these struggles are recognized, the Cocopahs' histories are
being written from their own viewpoint, thus taking their own values into consideration.
The role of nondominant peoples in the making of world history is indeed a hallmark in
the late twentieth century scholarship as documented by Wolf (1982) and Spicer (1980).
As the Cocopahs are undergoing a revitalization in their identity they are also
emerging as economic and political actors in the future of the lower Colorado River
delta. The Cocopahs may no longer depend on the Colorado River for their livelihood but
the ties are still there and it continues to be important in the context of their identity
system-it is where the Cocopahs live today and it is where the Cocopahs have always
lived. As the Cocopah's economy becomes more stabilized with Indian gaming and other
economic development, they will be able to concentrate on their rights to Colorado River
water and to assess the best use of their allocation for tnbal use, as well as, the economic
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potential for marketing their water rights through leases to non-Indian users and the
states.
CocQpah Identity ConPguration
Although the Cocopah identity configuration is an anthropological construct it has
proven a useful tool in examining how the political ecology of the lower Colorado River
delta and recent economic development, in particular Indian gaming, have affected
Cocopah identity. Throughout this work Spicer's (1980) concept of an identity
configuration has been used to demonstrate the symbolic dimensions of Cocopah
identity. As a set of svTnbols, the identity configuration speaks to the cultural dimension
of ethnicity. Although individual portions of the configuration may be shared among a
number of peoples (e.g., religion or language), the configuration is unique for a given
ethnicity. The concept of an identity configuration is useful in understanding behavior
and social interactions, for people act in patterned ways in accordance with and in
response to a set of symbols that are recognized as having meaning. Finally, the idea of
an identity configuration speaks to the interactive nature of ethnicity and political
ecology as identities are transformed by human-environmental interactions and political
power.
Like all symbols, those which make up ethnic identity configurations are double
edged. On the one hand, the symbols themselves are so strongly associated with
Cocopahness that whenever they appear, they invoke a sense of ethnic difference and
group identification. On the other hand, people consciously use them to represent and
focus their ethnic distinctiveness, as was the case when the Cocopahs sang songs and
danced in front of the Anzona State Capital Building when legislators and tribal leaders
were discussing the repeal of S.B. 1001. As people discover what they consider to be
distinctive about themselves and as they understand how they communicate their identity
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both to themselves and to outsiders, they begin to recognize those symbols that constitute
and maintain their group identity.
The Cocopah identity configxiration consists of shared symbols observed in daily
behavior and community rituals. These include ties to a particular geographic area, a
belief in a common origin and a shared history with other Yuman-speaking groups, a set
of "sacred laws" for dealing with death and conscripted funerary practices that include
specific songs and dances, and a recognition of Cocopah as the ancestral language. In this
regard, [ suggest that several characteristics of today's Cocopah identity have become
symbolically important precisely because they are endangered by encroachments from
the dominant Amencan culture. For instance, the Cocopah language is tenaciously
maintained as a symbol of Cocopahness. Despite the fact that the Cocopah language is no
longer—or rarely—spoken by young Cocopahs and English has become the Imgita franca
on the reservation, Cocopah continues to be invoked and utilized in both ritual and game
songs and the attempt to preserve and teach the language through the museum. The
language continues to be a periodic reminder and reinforcement of Cocopah identity.
Political Ecology and Cocopah Identitv
In answer to the first question posed in my introduction as to how the political
ecology of the Colorado River has affected Cocopah identity, I would have to reply that
although the Cocopahs have experienced change in almost every aspect of their hves
their sense of being Cocopah has endured. Adaptation for Native Amencans implies not
only the modification of tribal institutions but the development of new ones to meet the
demands of an industrial economy and urban way of life. Throughout history the political
ecology linkages changed fi-om being predominantly a local web of relationships
spanning 1,000 years to predominantly a regional one by the mid-1800s. In the early
twentieth century the Cocopahs were drawn into a broader political ecology, primanly
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mediated by the U.S. and Mexican nation-states, as they gained recognition and were
provided with a reservation in 1917. Recent interest in their economic development plans
has compelled them to enter the global economy. Although some of the surface aspects
of Cocopah identity have been altered throughout this historical process, their moral
identity, that largely tacit knowledge of what it is to be Cocopah, has remained intact
even though it was constantly threatened by regional and national politics as well as by
internal conflict between the enrolled Cocopahs and the outsiders.
In the course of 150 years of contact the economic life of the Cocopahs was
profoundly altered. The Cocopahs were forced to interact with the non-Indian invaders
and it is their long history of adaptation to a constantly changing ecology that no doubt
enabled them to survive as a recognizable indigenous group. The persistence of warfare
among the

tribes in the region

precipitated

numerous

population shifts and

amalgamations, but the four Cocopah bands continued to maintain a strong presence in
the lower Colorado River delta. Warfare no doubt played an important role in the early
political ecology of the region. Although there were no nation-states to contend with,
there were localized struggles for dominance being earned out among the Cocopahs and
their enemies and temtonal boundary mteractions reflected tribal alliances. Cocopah
involvement in the alliances and enmities that characterized the relationships among
tribes in the lower Colorado River no doubt had an influence on the ability of the
Cocopahs to develop coping strategies as their world was transformed. The battle lines
have been drawn again between the Cocopah and the Quechans in their competition over
Indian gaming dollars. In a region with a limited population size and relatively poor
economy, the new Quechan Casino has no doubt taken customers away from the
Cocopah Casino as a new political ecological dimension emerges that is centered around
another limited resource-- people with money who like to gamble
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The

economic

base

shifted

from

subsistence

floodwater

agriculture,

supplemented by varying amounts of hunting and wild food gathering, to wage work. The
scene of daily life changed from

economically independent bands to interdependence

with the growing Euro-American communities that were part of the industrialization of
the regional and national economies. This shift to interdependence took place largely
during the first half of the twentieth century. The Cocopahs found themselves in small
impoverished communities in the midst of a frontier expansion based on irrigation
agriculture. The households that were previously isolated on individual family plots are
now concentrated in ejidos and colonia.s in Mexico and pseudo-reservation suburbs in the
United States. The shift from subsistence farming to wage labor on the local EuroAmerican farms was a natural extension to a mode of production with which they were
already familiar. When this was no longer economically feasible, the Cocopahs entered a
period where they were unable to adapt due to the lack of economic alternatives
generally found within the political and legal structures that shape Indian life.
Despite the changes in the lower Colorado River delta the Cocopahs have
managed to persist. The re-emergence of the Cocopahs began with the establishment of a
constitution and the adoption of a formal tribal government in 1964 and continued with
increased enrollment in 1971. The Cocopahs had to invent new ways of generating
mcome and in the 1980s started investing in new economic enterprises which, except for
their bingo operation, unfortunately did not benefit the Cocopahs. Since the Cocopahs
have become involved in Indian gaming their economy has turned around completely and
the Tribe as a whole has begun to prosper economically as well as culturally.
The political ecology approach that I use in this study does not have a linear or
evolutionary dimension. Instead, I examine how the linkages among the different levels
are interrelated, multi-directional and often times operating concurrently throughout
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history. Each h'nkage within this political ecology milieu is made up of several
components, each affecting Cocopah identity in a different way. While local and regional
linkages have worked to destroy the Cocopah as a people, the national and global
linkages have operated to sustain them. On the other hand, when national and global
linkages were destructive, local linkages have offered a measure of protection.
At the local level I examined the changes that have occurred in the Cocopah land
base, economy, and socio-political organization as they relate to the regional economy
and international relations. At the regional level the role that the Cocopahs played in the
economic development of the Southwest and southern California and their struggle to
maintain an identity in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands come into focus. The political
ecology linkage at the regional level is most clearly reflected in the commoditization of
the Colorado River in the twentieth century and Indian water rights within the context of
a constantly changing and controversial political, economic and environmental
landscape. The linkage of the Colorado River to Cocopah identity has shifted most
drastically fi"om one of "real" and direct access to the nver for subsistence purposes to
one based on abstract water rights and legal status in which the relationship is more
symbolically onented and is politically articulated at the regional level.
Political ecology at the national level has centered around the establishment of
the reservation and the struggle of the Cocopah outsiders to obtain access to land and
water. Access to economic resources, particularly via Indian gaming, has drawn the
Cocopahs into state politics where a battle has ensued over tnbal versus state sovereignty
and the control over gaming revenues, both of which have been influenced by decisions
at the national level. Recently the Cocopahs formed a linkage at the global level through
the potential of foreign investment and international tourism on the reservation, however.
It is too early to know what affects this will have.
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In answer to the second question posed in my introduction concerning how
economic development based on Indian gaming affects Cocopah identity, I contend that
overall it has had a positive effect. Economic development through Indian gaming, for
the Cocopah at least, has been the catalyst for a re-examination of who they are. It is
interesting to note that during a century of economic hardship and the attempted
manipulation of their identity by the nation-state that they always considered themselves
to be Cocopahs. Even the outsider distinction seems to be linked more to access to
resources and regional politics than to any cultural differentiation. The outsiders who did
not have access to the benefits provided by the government adapted to new situations and
survived the challenges of ongoing adversity. As the Cocopah economy develops, the
tribe's far-flung members, even those bom away from the reservation, are being drawn
toward home. Some of this is due to the increased employment opportunities as well as
part of an underlying feeling of unrootedness that is being experienced in /^me^can
society in general, that leads people to try to reestablish that which may be regarded as
pnmordial.
Cocopah Identity in the Future: Some Concluding Remarks
In the last century, the Cocopahs have been compelled to restructure nearly every
aspect of their traditional social and economic institutions. Contemporary Cocopahs
provide an example of how North American indigenous communities have transformed
themselves to meet new challenges. The phenomenon is largely unrecognized and little
understood. Throughout this ongoing transformation the Cocopahs have never lost sight
of who they are as a people
Spicer (1980) dealt with change in ethnicity which resulted when subordinated
minorities adjusted behavior or self-definition to deal with their positions in a multi
ethnic system. I have described a number of such changes in Cocopah culture and
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identity and the contexts in which they arose. But there is another point to be made about
ethnic expressions: the creative nature of ethnicity. Not only do people react to external
forces in portraying and shaping their ethnicity, they are also active participants in
determining the nature of their ethnic identity and in deciding how that identity will be
perceived by outsiders. The core elements in the Cocopah identity configuration have
changed over time as people accommodated existing social and cultural practices to new
pressures from outsiders. Today's Cocopahness has its roots not in a distinct and
consciously recognized ethnic identity but in a common historical experience.
The real difficulty for tribal members is balancing the past (removal and
destruction of a way of life) that still exists in social memory with the promise of a
brighter future. Those caught in the frustration of this challenge turn to alcohol and drugs
to numb the memories. This has led to increased rates of spousal abuse and child abuse
and abandonment on the Cocopah Reservation. The Cocopahs have prevention and
counseling programs, but they have not proven to be enough to stop this vicious cycle.
Peter Soto argued that the root of the problem was much deeper than a lack of education
and employment skills. He felt that many Cocopahs had lost their self esteem and a sense
of who they are. "They are caught in a dilemma between the past and the present" he
said. Both Mr. Soto and Dale Phillips felt that if tribal members, in particular tribal
youth, had a better sense of where they came from they would have a better idea of where
they are going. The museum and cultural center was part of the plan to assist tribal
members in coming out of this haze of despair and to continue their struggle to survive
and to be proud of their heritage.
Cornell (1988:212) argues that the "political resurgence of the last few decades
has been a cultural resurgence as well." The museum is at the heart of the cultural
revitalization process that the Cocopahs are presently undergoing and will contribute to
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the efforts by tribal members attempting to regain their unique cultural identity. As the
Cocopahs continue to be concerned with the preservation of their language and culture,
they are building a framework in which their cultural identity can be maintained,
strengthened, reconstructed, redefined, or completely transformed, but in their terms.
Cocopah cultural identity has not been destroyed with successftjl economic
development. On the contrary, it is the new-found economic success through Indian
gaming that enabled the Cocopah to plan a museum and cultural center as a medium for
language and cultural preservation. Cocopah cultural identity has certainly been
transformed due to historical circumstances and their incorporation into the nation-state;
however, they maintain a strong sense of being "Cocopah" first and "Indian" second.
Some Cocopahs may take on a "pan-Indian" persona for social or political purposes,
especially when dealing with the outside world, but this is superficial and disappears
when back in the face-to-face interactions with other tribal members. Certain symbols of
Cocopah cultural identity have persisted while others are undergoing the process of
revitalization and/or redefinition as a result of the museum planning and development
process.
A lot of credit needs to be given to the strength of the Cocopah people. They are a
small group struggling to hang on to their culture and heritage. They may have
acculturated somewhat into the mainstream society but they have not assimilated. They
have survived as a cultural group. Their culture may not be glamorous and romantic to
the non-Indian outsider, since they do not have elaborate ceremonial dances and artifacts,
but they continue to exist with their own unique tribal identity. They are masters at
adaptation and survival. A new emphasis on cultural preservation and revitalization go
hand in hand with economic development and a new spirit of change for the Cocopah.
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An improved economy that has steadily raised the standard of living for the
Cocopahs has enabled them to concentrate on activities other than their day-to-day
survival. It appears that as improvements are being made in their economic, social and
psychological well-being that their cultural survival seems more imminent. This
strengthened identity and sense of who they are, will give the Cocopahs the confidence
they need to continue to be important political actors at all levels in the political ecology
of the lower Colorado River delta.
Former tribal chairman Dale Phillips stated, "The Cocopah Tribe must be ready to
move into the twenty-first century and we must do it with our eyes open." I predict that
the Cocopah will move into the twenty-first century as stronger political actors in the
political ecology of the region and they will once again depend on the Colorado River, by
banking and marketing their water allocation and using their water more for their own
economic development. As they develop their reservation lands their ties to the river will
become more important for commercial purposes that will place them directly in
opposition to the power brokers of the past. The lower Colorado River delta was at the
center of Cocopah warfare in the past; no doubt it will agam be the arena of conflict as
the competition over the Colorado River water escalates in the future. The Cocopahs are
much better prepared for the fight as they enter the twenty-first century than they were a
century ago. As their role as social, political and economic actors in the multi-directional
linkages in the political ecology of the Colorado River grow stronger and their identity
remains intact the next century should look much different for the Cocopahs.
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APPENDIX A
EXECUTIVE ORDER
It is hereby ordered that the west half of the south-east quarter of section twelve
and the west half of the north-east quarter of section thirteen, township ten south; Lots
two, four, five and six, together with such vacant, unsurveyed and unappropriated public
lands adjacent to the foregoing described subdivisions and between the same and the
waters of the Colorado River as would, upon an extension of the lines of existing surveys,
constitute fractional portions of the north-east quarter and the north-west quarter of
Section thirty, township nine south of range twenty-four west of the Gila and Salt River
Meridian, Arizona, be, and the same are hereby withdrawn and set apart for the use and
occupancy of the Cocopah Indians, subject to any valid prior existing rights of any
persons thereto, and reserving a right of way thereon for ditches or canals constructed by
the authority of the United States
WOODROW WILSON
The White House
27 September, 1917.
[No. 2711]
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APPENDIX B
CONSTITUTION
of the
COCOPAH TRIBE
SOMERTON, ARIZONA
PREAMBLE
We, the Cocopah Indians, all of whom are members of the Cocopah Tribe and whose
names appear on the Cocopah Rolls, June 10, 1958, and approved by the Commissioner
of Indian Affairs on July 30, 1959, do hereby voluntarily join together in order to
establish a legal Tribal Organization for exercising certain powers which wll promote
the common welfare of our membership, and do hereby adopt this Constitution.
ARTICLE I - TERRITORY
The territory to be administered by the Cocopah Tribe shall consist of all the land
specified in Executive Order 2711, dated September 27, 1917, and Public Law 85-150 of
August 17, 1961, and any other land in which by virtue of purchase, gift. Act of
Congress, or otherwise, the Cocopah Tribe acquires an ownership, management, use or
occupancy interest.
ARTICLE n - NAME OF ORGANIZATION
The name of the organization shall be the Cocopah Tribe.
ARTICLE III - MEMBERSHIP
Section I. The membership of the Cocopah Tribe shall consist of
(a) All Cocopah Indians whose names appear on the official census roll of June 10, 1958,
and approved by the commissioner of Indian Affairs on July 30, 1959, provided such
persons are not enrolled as members of some other tribe, band, or community of Indians;
and provided further, that within five years from the adoption of this Constitution,
corrections may be made in the roll by the governing body, subject to the approval of the
Secretary of the Intenor or his authorized representative.
(b) Any child of one-fourth degree or more of Cocopah Indian blood who is bom to a
member of the Cocopah Tribe, provided a certified copy of the child's birth certificate or
other satisfactory evidence of birth or parentage is forwarded to the Secretary-Treasurer
of the Cocopah Tribe within one year from date of the child's birth or the approval date
of this constitution, whichever is later.
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Sec. 2. The Tribal Council of the Cocopah Tribe shall have the power to adopt
resolutions covering the adoption of new members subject to approval of a majority of
eligible voters, voting in a regularly called tribal meeting, and subject further to the
approval of the Secretary of the Interior or his authorized representative, except that no
person shall be adopted into the Cocopah Tribe who is not a citizen of the United States
or who is a member of some other tribe, band or community of Indians unless that person
relinquish that membership and all such persons desiring tribal membership must have
had on file, with the Cocopah Tribe, an application for membership for at least one year.
ARTICLE IV - GOVERNING BODY
Section 1. The governing body of the Cocopah Tribe shall be the Tribal Council
composed of five (5) members, consisting of the Chairman, Vice-Chairman, and three
other members. Three of such members shall constitute a quorum.
Sec. 2. The membership of the Cocopah Tribe shall elect from its own membership, at a
meeting called for this purpose, by secret ballot a Chairman, and Vice-Chairman and
three council members to serve on the Tribal Council. First elected under this
Constitution shall be held within sixty (60) days following approval of this Constitution,
and elections shall be held thereafter at two year intervals on the month and day set forth
in Article V Members of the Tribal Council may succeed themselves.
Sec. 3. The Chairman, or a majority of the Tribal Council, or twenty-five percent (25%)
of the qualified voters may, by written notice, call tribal meetings of the Cocopah Tribe.
Twenty-five percent (25%) of the qualified voters of the tribe shall constitute a quorum at
any tribal meeting.
Sec. 4. All members of the Cocopah Tribe who have reached the age of twenty-one (21)
years of age shall be qualified voters at any meeting or election.
ARTICLE V - ELECTIONS
Section 1. The General Meeting of the Cocopah Tribe for the purpose of electing the
Tribal Council in all subsequent elections shall be held in even numbered years on the
second Friday in July. The meeting and voting place shall be on the Cocopah Reservation
as designated by the Tribal Council. The Tribal Council shall cause notice to be posted of
such meeting and election in at least two places on the Cocopah Reservation fifteen (15)
days prior to the meeting and election.
Sec. 2. Special meetings and elections may be called by the Tribal Council for electing a
Tribal Council member to fill the unexpired term of a deceased member, a member who
has resigned, or been removed for other cause, provided that notice of such meeting and
election shall be given as in the case of regular election meetings.
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Sec. 3. Nominations for the Chairman, Vice-Chairman, and three other members of the
Tribal Council shall be made from the floor at the General or Special Meeting of the
Cocopah Tribe.
Sec. 4. The elections shall be by secret ballot. The Tribal Council shall prescribe rules for
the casting and canvassing of ballots, including the procedures for handling absentee
ballots. They will also prescribe the necessary details of election procedures covering the
election of Tribal Council members and referendum elections.
ARTICLE VI - POWERS OF THE TRIBAL COUNCIL
Section 1. Enumerated Powers. The Tribal Council representing the Cocopah Tribe shall
exercise the following powers, subject to any limitations imposed by the Constitution or
the Statutes of the United States applicable to Indians, and subject further to all
expressed restrictions upon such powers contained in this constitution. The Chairman of
the Tribal Council may veto resolutions or ordinances of the Tribal Council, within three
days of date of passage, however, upon reconsideration by the Tribal Council, a majority
vote of those present at a duly constituted meeting will over-ride the Chairman's veto.
A. powers not subject to approval of the Secretary of the Interior to his authorized
representative;
(1) To represent the Cocopah Tribe and act in all matters that concern the welfare
of the Cocopah Tribe and to make any and all decisions which are consistent with this
Constitution and the Statutes of the United States.
(2) To veto any sale, disposition, lease, or encumbrance of tribal lands, interests
in land or other tribal assets.
(3) To advise the Secretary of the Interior or his authorized representative with
regard to all appropriate estimates or Federal projects for the benefit of the tribe prior to
submission of such estimates to the Bureau of the Budget and to Congress.
(4) To regulate and license and/or issue peddlers' permits to members and nonmembers to do business on the reservation in a maimer not consistent with traders'
licenses issued by the Commissioner of Indian Affairs.
(5) To engage in any business that will further the economic well-being of the
members of the Tribe or to undertake any activity of any nature whatever not inconsistent
with law or with any provision of this Constitution.
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(6) To make and perform contracts including loan contracts and agreements of
every description not inconsistent with law or with any provision of this Constitution
with any person, association, corporation, municipality, county. State or with the United
States.
(7) To pledge or assign chattel and crop mortgages as security for Loans, or
approve individual assignments.
(8) To regulate its own procedures; to appoint subordinate committees,
commissions, and boards; and to create and regulate subordinate organizations for
economic and other purposes.
(9) To negotiate with federal Government, State, City and County Officials.
(10) The Tribal Council may exercise such additional powers as may be delegated
to it by the members of the tribe and take such actions as are necessary to carry into
effect any of its pjowers and duties.
B. Powers subject to approval of the Secretary of the Interior or his authorized
representative;
(1) To acquire, manage, lease, use, contract, assign, encumber, or dispose of any
or all tribal assets, subject to approval when required by law and regulations.
(2) To employ the legal counsel, the contract, the choice of counsel and fixing
fees to be subject to the approval of the Secretary of the Interior or his authorized
representative.
(3) With approval of the Secretary of the Interior, or his authorized representative,
assign future tribal income from trust property.
(4) To budget tribal funds and manage economic affairs and enterprises in
accordance with terms of the budget and this Constitution.
(5) To promulgate and enforce ordinances providing for the levying of taxes;
dealing with Law and Order, domestic relations, and welfare; providing for the licensing
of members and non-members for purposes of hunting and fishing on the reservation, and
for the exclusion from the territory of the community of persons not so licensed and
establishing proper agencies for the enforcement of such ordinances upon the reservation.
(6) The tribal Council may elect to designate a commercial bank as the Cocopah
Tribe's depository.
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ARTICLE VII - BILL OF RIGHTS
Section 1. All members of the tribe shall be accorded equal political rights and equal
opportimities to participate in the economic resources and activities of the tribe, and no
person shall be denied freedom of conscience, speech, association or assembly, or due
process of law, or the right to petition for the redress of grievances. The members of the
tribe shall continue undisturbed in their religious beliefs and nothing in this Constitution
will authorize the Tribal Council to interfere with religious practices.
ARTICLE Vin - REVIEW BY THE SECRETARY
Any resolution or ordinance by the terms of this Constitution is subject to review by the
Secretary of the Interior, or his authorized representative shall be presented to the
Superintendent in Charge of the Reservation who shall within ten (10) days of receipt
approve or disapprove the same. If the Superintendent in Charge of the Reservation shall
approve any ordinance of resolution, it shall thereupon become effective, but he shall
submit a copy of the same bearing his endorsement, to the Secretary of the Intenor, of his
authorized representative, who may, within ninety (90) days from the date of the
Superintendent's approval, rescind the said ordinance or resolution for any cause by
notifying the Tribal Council of such recission. If the Secretary shall fail to act within the
ninety (90) day period, the ordinance or resolution shall remain in effect as of the date of
the Superintendent's approval.
If the Superintendent in Charge of the Reservation shall refuse to approve a resolution or
ordinance submitted to him within ten (10) days af^er receipt by him, he hall advise the
Tribal Council of his reasons therefor in writing. If those reason appear insufficient to the
Tribal Council, they may by majority vote, refer the ordinance or resolution to the
Secretary of the Interior, or his authorized representative, who may, within ninety (90)
days from the date of its submission to him, approve same in writing, where upon the
said ordinance or resolution shall become effective.
ARTICLE IX - REMOVAL AND RESIGNATION FROM OFFICE
Section 1. If a member of the Tribal Council fails or refuses to attend two regular
meetings, unless excused due to illness or other causes for which he cannot be held
responsible, or shall be convicted of a felony, or of a misdemeanor resulting in a jail
sentence, his office may be declared forfeited by a resolution of the Tnbal Council.
Sec. 2. Any Tribal Council member resigning or taken by death out of office or removed
for other cause may be replaced by appointment of the Tribal Council pending an
election in accordance with Article V, Section 2.
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ARTICLE X - AMENDMENTS
Section 1. This Constitution may be amended by a majority vote of qualified voters of
the tribe voting in an election called for that purpose by the Secretary of the Interior, or
his authorized representative provided that at least thirty (30%) of those entitled top vote
shall vote in such an election; but no amendment shall become effective until it shall
have been approved by the Secretary of the Interior or his authorized representative.
Sec. 2. It shall be the duty of the Secretary of the Interior, or his authorized
representative, to call an election on any proposed amendment at the request of the Tribal
Council, or upon presentation of a petition signed by thirty percent (30°/o) of the qualified
voters of the tnbe.
ARTICLE XI - ORGANIZATION OF THE TRIBAL COL^CIL
AND DUTIES OF OFFICERS
Section 1 The Chairman of the Tribal Council shall preside over all meetings of the
Tribal Council, and perform all duties of a Chairman and exercise any authority given
him specifically by the tribal Council or by a general meeting of the Cocopah Tribe. He
shall vote only in case of a tie.
Sec. 2. The Vice-Chairman, in absence of the Chairman, shall preside, and when so
presiding, shall have all powers, privileges, duties and responsibilities of the Chairman.
He shall have the power to vote in all meetings except those under his direction. In this
case he shall vote when there is a tie vote.
Sec. 3. In the absence of both the Chairman and the Vice-Chairman, the Tribal Council
members shall elect a temporary Chairman who shall perform the duties and
responsibilities of the Chairman.
Sec. 4. The Tribal Council at its first regular meeting following election, shall elect from
within or without its own membership a Secretary-Treasurer. TTie Secretary-Treasurer
shall conduct Tribal Council correspondence at the direction of the Chairman, and it
shall be his duty to submit promptly to the Officer in Charge of the Reservation or other
appropnate offices of the Bureau of Indian Affairs, copies of all minutes of regular and
special meetings of the Tribal Council as well as copies of all resolutions and ordinances
adopted by the Tribal Council.
The Secretary-Treasurer shall accept, receive, receipt for, preserve and safeguard all
funds in the custody of the Tribal Council and forward all funds to the appropriate
Individual Indian Money Account or other designated depository. He shall make and
preserve a faithful record of such funds and shall report all receipts and expenditures and
the amount and nature of all funds in his custody. Such report being made in writing to
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the Tribal Council at regular meetings and at such other times as requested by the Tribal
Council. He shall not disburse any tribal funds in his custody or custody of the Tribal
Council except when properly authorized to do so by a resolution duly passed by the
Tribal Council and/or in accordance with the approved tribal budget.
The books and records of the Secretary-Treasurer shall be audited at least once each year
by a competent auditor secured by the tribal Council and at such other times as the Tribal
Council may direct. A copy of all audit reports shall be filed with the Tribal Council and
Superintendent.
The Secretary-Treasurer shall be required to give a bond satisfactory to the Tribal
Council and to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, the expense of which shall be
accepted by the tribe. Until the Secretary-Treasurer is bonded, the Tribal Council with
the approval of the Superintendent may make such provision for the custody and
disbursement of funds as shall guarantee their safety and proper disbursement and use.
ARTICLE XII - QUALinCATIONS OF TRIBAL COUNCIL MEMBERS
Section 1. Any member of the Cocopah Tribe shall be qualified to be a candidate for
election to the Tribal Council who has reached the age of twenty-one (21) years and
resides within a radius of fifty (50) miles of the present reservation land and within the
United States.
ARTICLE XIII - TRIBAL COUNCIL MEETINGS
Section 1. At the first meeting of the tnbal Council following a regular election, the
Tribal Council members shall see that members have a correct and clear understanding
of this Constitution, management of tribal affairs, and rules of conducting their meetings.
Section 2. Regular meetings of the Tribal Council shall be held the second Friday of each
month at a place and time specified by the Chairman at the previous meeting. In case the
regular meeting date falls on a State or National Holiday, the Tribal Council may
postpone such regular meeting not to exceed ten (10) days.
Section 3. Special meetings of the Tribal Council may be called by the Chairman, or the
Chairman shall call a special meeting when presented a written request signed by three of
more Tribal Council members.
Section 4 Robert's Rule of Order shall apply in conducting business at all meetings. The
Tribal Council may vote by voice, but at the discretion of the Chairman, or upon request
by one or more members, a secret vote shall be taken.
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Section 5. The Tribal Council shall decide all business matters by a majority vote of
those present at a duly constituted meeting.
ARTICLE XIV - ADOPTION
This Constitution, when adopted by a majority vote of the qualified voters of the
Cocopah tribe of the Cocopah Reservation, voting at a special election called by the
Secretary of the Interior, in which at least thirty (30) percent of those entitled to vote
shall vote, shall bee submitted to the Secretary of the Interior, for approval, and shall be
effective from the date of such approval.
CERTIFICATION OF ADOPTION
Pursuant to an order approved July 24, 1964, by the Assistant Secretary of the Interior,
the attached Constitution of the Cocopah Tribe was submitted for ratification to the
qualified voters of the reservation, and was on October 8, 1964, duly adopted by a vote of
16 for, and 0 against, in an election in which over 30 percent of those entitled to vote cast
their ballots, in accordance with Section 16 of the Indian Reorganization Act of June 18,
1934 (48 Stat. 984), as amended by the Act of June 15, 1935 (49 Stat. 378).
/s/ Louis S. San Piego
Chairman, Cocopah Tribal Council
Homer M. GlUiland
Sujjerintendent, Colorado
River Agency
APPROVAL
I, JOHN A. CARVER, JR., Assistant Secretary of the Intenor of the United States of
America, by virtue of the authority granted me by the Act of June 18, 1934 (48 Stat. 984),
as do hereby approve the attached Constitution of the Cocopah Tribe, Somenon. Arizona.
Approval recommended;
s/ JAMES E. OFFICER
Oct. 29, 1964
Associate Commissioner
Bureau of Indian Affairs
/s/ JOHN A. CARVER, JR.
Assistant Secretary of the Interior
(SEAL)
Washington. D. C.
Date; Nov. 16. 1964
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APPENDIX C
ESTIMATED SPACE DIMENSIONS FOR THE
COCOPAH MUSEUM AND CULTUR\L CENTER
1. Collections Storage for approximately 1000+objects
2. Collections Workroom (Processing and Cataloguing)
3. Receiving Area and Exhibit Construction
4. Three Classrooms @ 150 sq.ft. each
5. Craft and Sewing Room
6. Kitchen
7. Dark Room
8. Two Public Restrooms @ 200 sq.ft. each
9. Gift Shop
10. Auditorium (to seat 150 people)
11. Secunty Records Storage
12. Archives and Library
13. Administrative Offices for 4 @ 150 sq. ft. each
14. Mechanical Room
15. Exhibit/Display Area (27% of total Museum Area)

440 sq.ft.
150 sq.ft.
220 sq.ft.
450 sq.ft.
300 sq.ft.
200 sq.ft.
100 sq. ft.
400 sq.ft.
200 sq. ft.
440sq.ft
500 sq.ft.
300 sq.ft.
600 sq.ft.
100 sq.ft.
1,600 sq.ft.
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APPENDIX D
EQUIPMENT FOR THE COCOPAH ORAL HISTORY PROJECT

Based on my own experience with recording and transcribing equipment and discussions
with linguists at the University of Arizona I selected;
•

two Sony WMD6 Pro Walkman Cassette Recorders

•

two Audio Technica Pro 88W Wireless Microphone sets

•

three Panasonic Transcnbing Machines
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