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ABSTRACT 
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The Tohono O'odham and their predecessors have occupied southwestern 

Arizona and northern Mexico (Pimeria Alta) for thousands of years. During that time the 

physical environment as well as the occupants' cultural patterns changed. This historical 

geographic study chronicles that change. It starts 10,000 years ago with a brief 

description of the early environment and how the people survived, continues with a 

discussion of agricultural crop introduction from central Mexico, and is followed by the 

period of Spanish colonization and Mexican occupation. The majority of this study, 

however, focuses on the post 1824 period when contact between the United States and the 

O'odham began. 

Prior to United States takeover the O'odham lifestyle, owing to their isolated 

position in the harsh, arid Pimeria Alta and utilization of a policy of cultural/ecological 

opportunism, had changed little. However, during the twentieth century their lifestyle has 

undergone considerable modification. They have reached a point in time where their 

economic base has changed from subsistence farming to wage labor and finally to owners 

of profitable gaming casinos. Now they must decide if they are going to continue as a 

unique cultural unit or blend further with the dominant society. 



11 

CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

This is my story of the Tohono O'odham people and their land: struggles to stay there, 
fights to hold on, attempts to remain true to their heritage, and efforts to coexist within 

the parameters of the dominant society while maintaining their cultural identity. 

PRELUDE 

As one drives Arizona's State Route 86 from Tucson to Why, the landscape 

becomes increasingly stark and arid with less and less vegetation and fewer and fewer 

inhabitants. This spatial pattern represents a distinct contrast to the hustle and bustle of 

Tucson, as well as to the agricultural activities historically found around that Old Pueblo. 

What series of circumstances has fashioned the contrast between the two locales? 

Furthermore, why have other southwestern Arizonan places, including Ajo and Yuma, 

developed new economic endeavors through time while the Sells region has remained 

attached to its distant past? To understand these differences one must consider the 

historical geographic settlement pattem of the area and the people who live there, the 

Tohono O'odham (People of the Desert). 

Occupancy patterns have always played a vital role in the survival of southwestern 

Native Americans. This was especially true in the most arid, harsh environmental areas 

of southern Arizona and northem Mexico, where historical records and prehistorical 

findings document the evolution of a close relationship between the people and their 

changing physical setting. Centuries before Europeans colonized this difHcult and 

challenging environment, early inhabitants, and their successors, the Tohono O'odham, 
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developed and modified their lifestyle to successfully occupy the region. As they did so, 

a unique culture developed with its roots in the linkage between these people and their 

vast territory. Until very recent time this culture has been able to thrive in this seemingly 

desolate space and resist colonizing attempts to assimilate them. Now, however, that is 

changing at a rate never before experienced by the remaining Tohono O'odham enclave. 

PURPOSE 

The purpose of this dissertation is to provide a comprehensive understanding of 

the Tohono O'odham and how they have been able to survive in the arid, harsh Pimeria 

Alta. Additionally, this dissertation examines how the O'odham have remained a distinct 

cultural group despite attempts by other societies (Spanish, Mexican, and United States) 

to overrun them. Key to the O'odham survival, as will be shown, has been their ability to 

utilize a policy of "cultural/ecological opportunism." Within this dissertation, 

cultural/ecological opportunism is defined as the Tohono O'odham practice of adopting 

select cultural attributes that benefit O'odham lifestyle while rejecting those that do not 

enhance their way of life {Himdag) and adaptation to their environment. 

Spicer did such a study. Cycles of Conquest, about many of the Native American 

culture groups in the Southwest and Northern Mexico. His work focused on developing 

"some understanding of the various processes by which Indian enclavement came about. 

.. [as well as becoming] familiar with the program of each of the conquering groups, and 

... acquainted with the history of the contacts of the tribes with the European-derived 

societies" (1962:4). Like Spicer's study, this dissertation discusses the process of Indian 



enclavement, the programs of the conquering groups, and the history of contact between 

O'odham and European-derived societies. Additionally, this study goes beyond Spicer's 

work in that it develops an understanding of the Pimeria Alta's physical environment, it 

focuses in greater depth on one single tribe, and it extends the discussion to the current 

time. This dissertation, then, is an in-depth study about the O'odham which uses Spicer's 

Cycles of Conquest partially as an example. However, Spicer is not the only author to use 

adaptation as a framework for their study and not the only author that influenced my 

dissertation style. 

Saarinen discusses adaptation in his work. Perception of the Drought Hazard on 

the Great Plains. In it he notes how there is a "need for harmonization of culture and 

environment.... [and] that the process of adaptation to the environmental exigencies is 

not just the result of a few major inventions but is a folk process consisting of the gradual 

accumulation of innumerable smaller modifications made by the farmers themselves" 

(1966:18). While his topic is the Great Plains, the concept applies equally to the Pimeria 

Alta. Through time and the process of cultural/ecological opportunism, the O'odham 

gradually built a lifestyle that has assured their survival. 

To more fully understand the O'odham's current lifestyle, then, two questions 

must be answered: How have the O'odham people historically adjusted to the harsh 

physical environment and how have they adapted to the equally stressful dominant 

cultural environment? To answer these questions a series of additional queries 

concerning how the Tohono O'odham responded to European colonization. United States 
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takeover, reservation establishment, and increased contact with the dominant society 

during and after World War H. However, studying Native Americans is never an easy 

task. 

For a number of reasons, including increasing reluctance to discuss tribal specifics 

with non-tribal members, current legal issues concerning sovereignty, distrust associated 

with broken treaties and promises, and their personal wish not to have selected private 

cultural activities made public, it can be difficult to obtain either consistent or verifiable 

information about Native Americans. In addition, some tribal members who do provide 

information want to remain anonymous. Therefore, research on a reservation can be a 

very slow process. It starts with obtaining consent, which might take years. Almost 

always the people want an explanation of how the information will be used before they 

will even talk to you and then some questions simply cannot be asked. 

Unlike non-reservation areas, accurate agricultural and livestock statistics as well 

as landuse maps are frequently just starting to be compiled. If such information is 

currently available it is often not done on an annual basis. Therefore rather than attempt 

to recreate the complete O'odham landscape either in a sequence of occupancy periods or 

at one specific time, change will be assessed by looking at the following indicators: 

• evolution from hunting and gathering to a sedentary agricultural system to 

the collapse of that system 

• shifting fi-om a subsistence to a cash economy 

• emerging demographic patterns including growth and resettlement 



15 

• changing health issues 

• recent developing economic ventures 

These indicators were selected because they represent key facets of Native 

American lifestyle, as it changed through time, in the Pimeria Alta (see Map 1). 

This dissertation was undertaken for three important reasons. First, the O'odham, 

a demographically viable tribe occupying the second largest Indian reservation in the 

United States, have not been adequately studied by geographers. Second, no work is 

available that combines past as well as the most recent information about lifestyle change. 

Finally, no comprehensive historical geographic work has been done on them at all. The 

historic geography perspective used in this dissertation provides rich insight into how a 

culture has been able to survive for centuries in extremely harsh conditions. 

Several Tohono O'odham material culture and lifestyle studies have been done by 

anthropologists. There also are a few Pimeria Alta environmental studies by biologists 

that excluded the people. In addition, historians, including Erickson (1994), have also 

published O'odham studies. Erickson, like other earlier studies, presents an overview of 

the people but stops well short of current important cultural and economic changes 

including new education ventures and casino gaming. Furthermore, Erickson does not 

even mention the increasingly serious O'odham health problems. This undertaking 

updates earlier works and provides new knowledge by conmiingling information from 

early studies with up-to-date research. 
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This dissertation not only affords a comprehensive historical geographic review at 

the development of the Tohono O'odham relations with the surrounding natural and 

cultural milieu that has evolved into their way of life (Himdag), but it also fills a void in 

the available research about them. In addition, it provides a "roadmap" for understanding 

future changes. Such a "roadmap" is important because as the O'odham increase 

interactions with the dominant society they must decide the direction their culture will 

take. 

fflSTORICAL GEOGRAPHIC TECHNIQUES 

According to Durrenberger, the importance of geographic research is significant 

w h e n  " [ t ] h e  t o p i c  . . .  e x t e n d s  . . .  k n o w l e d g e  o f  a  p a r t i c u l a r  b r a n c h  o f  g e o g r a p h y  o r . . .  i t  

fills a gap in ... general geographic knowledge" (1971:29). My study of the Tohono 

O'odham people does both by extending the knowledge about the geography of Native 

Americans and also filling a large gap in research about this specific Native American 

group. Geographers view changing landuse and cultural patterns as much more than 

visual change to cultural landscapes. We want to know when, where, and why change 

occurred and what spatial patterns and material culture modifications developed as a 

result of the change. We are also interested in the physical environment's role in cultural 

change as well as people's ability to modify the physical landscape. To paraphrase 

Marcus (1979), good geography synthesizes human and physical elements of the 

landscape. This dissertation merges the physical environment with cultural landscape 

patterns into a narrative that helps explain the intricate links between them. 
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Some researchers would argue that the last 70 years are most important to the 

O'odham, as this was when conmiand of their large reservation became a reality. 

However, this time merely represents a gain of tribal title to part of their historical 

territory. Rather, there have been a number of important time periods and each has added 

essential elements which resulted in the lifestyle patterns we now find. As Ballas says, 

"[t]he present-day geography of Indian tribes and reservations have been affected greatly 

by 'past geographies' and historical-geographical developments in general" (1987:30). 

Therefore this project considers a longer time period. 

Johnston et al. say that historical geography is "[t]he geography of the past" 

(1991:194). However, historical geography is not just a recreation of the past. Rather it 

is a means to understanding the present. Thus such studies as ones by Pred (1966, 1973) 

on the development of urban landscapes allow us to better understand current urban 

patterns. Earle et al., writing for Geography in America note that "[n]either geography 

nor historical geography has a single, overriding paradigm within which inquiry is 

conducted. Instead, a profusion of paradigms jockeys for preeminence" (1989:156). To 

this comment one can add "[t]he historical geography of American Indians is a fruitful 

field of study which historical geographers should continue to cultivate" (Ballas, 

1987:30). 

Clark suggested historical geography is applicable to all branches of geography 

and not in itself a field of topical specialization. In his studies, Clark focused on past 

geographies which represented geographic change. He noted that geographers have "long 
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been interested in the patterns of population and settlements, the arrangement of cities 

and towns, of industrial and conmiercial establishments, and areas of specialized 

economic production" (1954:90). He further stated, without the "historical perspective .. 

. geographers [would] have lacked the evidence to support the conclusions so confidently 

reached" (1954:91). 

Sauer pioneered the roots of historical geography as an approach to the study of 

past landscapes with a focus on change through time. Sauer drew upon earlier 

geographers including von Humboldt and Ritter, and his contemporaries including 

Kroeber, Brunhes, and Wissler to develop his methodological approach. He said that 

"[h]istorical geography may be considered as the series of changes which the cultural 

landscapes have undergone and therefore involves the reconstruction of past cultural 

landscapes" (1925:48). Topics considered by him to be significant enough to be part of 

historical geographic studies included agricultural origins and dispersal, settlement 

patterns, culture change, and human modification of the physical environment. This 

study considers each of these topics. 

Additionally, Sauer (1925) in "The Morphology of Landscape" stated that people, 

acting through time on the physical landscape, produce a cultural landscape. The result 

was that Morphology placed strong emphasis on the importance of both natural and built 

landscapes and emphasized that shaping a cultural landscape is a cumulative process. 

Each stage of development conditions the next one, thus the first stage is the most critical. 

With this reference in mind it is clear that one should not begin a study in the middle of 
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changing occupancy patterns, but start as early as possible. Thus my study begins with 

records of the earliest activity in the area, the Big Game Tradition, and discusses how 

environmental changes can affect a people's subsistence base. 

Long associated with Sauer's students and Berkeley publications, his research 

techniques are also used by non-Berkeley historical geographers. Thus the concept of 

studying change through time has been applied to such wide ranging geographic topics as 

the evolution of the restaurant business (Pillsbury, 1990), guides to folk architecture 

(Pillsbury and Kardos, 1970), the development of tidewater settlement patterns (Earle, 

1975), country music (Carney, 1974), and even transportation canals (Conzen, 1988). 

These studies and thousands more have a Sauerean thread of conmionality linked with 

change through time of cultural landscape patterns. Sauer himself produced many good 

examples including "Homestead and Community on the Middle Border" in which he 

discussed waves of pioneer settlers from different cultural backgrounds, and The Early 

Spanish Main, which examined the growing European awareness of the extent and 

resources of the Americas. 

Donald W. Meinig, another prominent historical geographer, states, 

that geography, like history and unlike the sciences, is not 
the study of any particular kind of thing, but a particular 
way of studying almost anything [That particular way 
involves] the task of depicting the actual character and 
qualities of the whole surface of the globe-at various scales, 
and at various levels of abstraction (1992:18). 

Meinig has enjoyed a long and productive career just as Sauer and his works cover a great 

many topics including selected cultural groups, regional landscapes, and also a multi-
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volume series on the historical geography of the United States: The Shaping of America. 

However he is quick to note that "if we want to understand ourselves, we would do well 

to take a searching look at our landscapes" and further adds that the "ordinary features 

constitute an extraordinarily rich exhibit of the course and character of any society" 

(1979:2). This work, also examines an evolving landscape; one that changed little for 

hundreds of years before European colonization. By examining the development of the 

O'odham landscape I recount the changing course and character of their society. 

fflSTORICAL GEOGRAPHIC QUESTIONS 

Sauer stated there are three important questions asked by historical geographers: 

What is the physical character of the country, where and how were the nuclei of 

settlement established, and what successions of settlement and land utilization have taken 

place? This work addresses all of these questions as each has an important role in 

understanding Tohono O'odham ways. Addressing his first question, the physical 

character of the country, shows how the environment has influenced settlement and 

subsistence patterns. 

The nuclei for developing settlement patterns, Sauer's second question, have most 

certainly been influenced by the physical environment. However if it was the only 

consideration, then this study would be focused entirely on physical geography. Other 

parameters including separate Indian groups, changing crops, introduction of livestock, 

European colonial influences, and laws enacted by the United States govemment have all 

played important roles in determining where and when settlement nuclei developed and 

the success of early settlements. 
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Sauer's third necessary question, what successions of settlement and land 

utilization have taken place, is a principal focus of this study. Thus earliest settlement is 

reviewed, change owing to colonization activities and procedures is discussed, and the 

recent United States period is examined. Spatial changes within Tohono O'odham lands 

are inspected through a historical geographic lens. The completed study, by addressing 

all three questions, provides information which leads to better understanding of human 

and physical patterns found today on the O'odham reservation. 

NATIVE AMERICANS AS A RESEARCH TOPIC 

Geographic literature concerning Native Americans is rich and provides much 

knowledge about the numerous native culture groups and their development through time. 

Because of their interest in early cultural landscapes, historical geographers have played 

an important role within the research venue. They have done more, however, than just 

provide information about how Native Americans evolved into today's cultural groups. 

Specifically, according to Winchell, et al., Native American geographic research can be 

catalogued within 

two major research emphases.... One is cultural/ 
historical, with a focus upon historical documents and the 
historical contexts of tribal cultures. The second is 
contemporary, which promotes tribal sovereignty through 
applied research and direct services to tribal governments 
and Indian organizations (1989:239). 

The Hrst focus is readily recognized within the geographic research realm. The second, 

not so commonly thought of as being within the geographic purview, has become 

increasingly important to those tribes dependent on their land and its resources for their 
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economic and cultural base. Thus it has also become an important research topic. This 

dissertation, while placing more emphasis on the former technique actually employs both 

foci to study the O'odham people. 

Earle, et al. point out that while "[hjistorical geography's recent achievements are 

impressive,... the vibrancy of historical geography also illuminates great gaps in our 

research agenda. We could be more attentive ... to the historical geography of 

minorities" (1989:177). It is not difficult to find reference to Native American studies in 

geography, but, as Earle, et al. say, 

[o]ur paradigms for interpreting Native Americans are 
outdated. Too frequently, the paradigm harkens back a 
quarter of a century or more to the 'stomach geography' 
school of Indian cultural ecology, to the material culture 
catalogs popularized by anthropologist Harold Driver 
(1961) and his predecessors, and to the theme of Indian 
wars and frontier politics.... These narrow analyses 
ignore... certain comparatively long periods of peaceful 
coexistence; and the persistence of viable Indian 
populations long after white conquest (1989:178). 

The O'odham have had a long peaceful co-existence with the Anglo culture and 

they still represent a viable population, therefore they qualify, in Earle's opinion, as an 

important research topic. For this reason, my dissertation discusses both these latter 

themes. Winchell, et al. further observe that the "broad areas of [Native American] 

research as practiced by geographers have significance for the future... [including] 

cultural and historical interpretations" (1989:246). However, geography is not the only 

academic branch to study this important cultural group. Archaeologists, anthropologists, 

botanists, historians, political scientists, sociologists. Native American authors, and other 
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disciplines are familiar with the fertile study field this group represents. As a result, a 

vast body of literature on numerous Native American tribes is now available for others to 

use. 

Chapter Two, the literature review, delves into works done about the O'odham and 

other selected southwestern Native American groups. Interest focuses on inquiries into 

historic land utilization and changing cultural patterns. The review was undertaken to 

determine the current existing knowledge base about the O'odham people's culture and 

land, how that information keys to my dissertation topic, and what themes are important 

within existing literature. The literature review sequence follows a time frame paralleling 

O'odham lifestyle development. 

Chapter Three considers the Pimeria Alta environment and those peoples we 

know preceded the O'odham. Subsequent chapters probe the O'odham's changing 

lifestyle with Chapter Four examining the Spanish and Mexican occupation period and 

cultural change produced by their new institutions and introduced agricultural 

commodities. Chapter Five focuses on United States takeover and Anglo settlement 

including early explorers, cattlemen, miners, farmers, and Federal Laws that affected the 

O'odham. 

Chapter Six traces the O'odham in the twentieth century and includes discussion 

of the continuous struggle to establish and control their reservation, development of a 

tribal government, change from their former subsistence economy to one of wage earner, 

and finally, struggles to maintain cultural identity. Its text combines information acquired 

from field research with the current available literature to provide an understanding of the 
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most recent social and economic activities. The concluding chapter summarizes the 

results of many centuries of cultural adaptation and discusses implications for the future. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE REVffiW 

Far to the south of the Mohave, the Papagos occupy three reservations: the Papago 
(2,700,000 acres), the Gila Bend (22,000 acres), and the San Xavier (70,000) (Ross and 

Moore, 1987:137). 

In order to understand the importance of this dissertation's account of the Tohono 

O'odham people one only has to look at the currently available literature. The above 

quote from Ross and Moore is the only mention the O'odham receive in an otherwise 

good cultural geographic study of Native Americans. Suffice to say, published 

geographic literature about the O'odham is virtually non-existent and studies by other 

disciplines, while often sound, are largely outdated, narrow in scope, or written as 

historical accounts and stop short of the most recent decades. Government documents 

which generally afford unrestricted and comprehensive accounts about Native American 

groups, are also dated as they primarily focus on the period of O'odham subsistence 

agriculture, not current lifestyle. Thus rather than being primarily a review of geographic 

literature about the O'odham people, this chapter recounts works by several disciplines 

and turns to historical geographic literature for a research model. 

While the O'odham have not been studied by geographers, that does not mean that 

Native Americans are not a valid historical geographic research topic. Rather, Native 

Americans have frequently been research subject material for several cultural and 

historical geographers including Aschmann (1974), Mclntire (1971), Pillsbury (1983), 

and Wishart (1979). Some of these geographic publications and additional ones by Ballas 
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(1962,1985), Kay (1985), and Ross (1987), have assisted tribal groups by providing data 

about tribal lands and their resources. In addition, publications by several economic and 

physical geographers, including Goodman (1982), Hewes (1978), Richardson (1983, 

1985), and Winchell (1985), have contributed greatly to the better understanding of 

Native American economic structure and usable land base. Even Native American 

material culture has been analyzed by cultural geographers including Curry-Roper (1982) 

and Jett (1980,1987). Thus as a subject area, Native Americans have been an important 

research topic but until now the O'odham were not among those studied. This void even 

includes works by the University of Arizona's geography department. Not even the 

department's economic base studies program that has examined so many other Arizona 

locales, including Ajo, has done a study on Sells or the O'odham. 

Geographic research on other Native American groups by several of the above 

mentioned geographers provides not only current information about the tribes but it often 

strengthens awareness of their land base and available resources as well as providing a 

continuum of cultural history. The importance of such research, also, is that it establishes 

a benchmark from which to further study change within tribal cultural patterns. Many of 

these studies focus on pre- and post-European contact themes such as consequences of 

colonization while others, including ones by Richardson (1979,1980a, and 1980b), 

actually provides a basis for resource claims. 

Need for supplemental Native American geographic research, however, is not 

limited to just the O'odham, and this necessity is well documented by Winchell et al., who 
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the possibilities for additional work are virtually unlimited. 
. . .  T h e  n e e d  t o  c o r r e c t l y  i d e n t i f y  I n d i a n  p a t t e r n s ,  
geographic processes, and relations with the dominant 
culture is there for all historical and cultural geographers. 
Geographic interpretations supplement and complement 
research perspectives offered by other disciplines—such as 
anthropology, history, and sociology—that are more 
traditionally identified with Native American studies (1989: 
247). 

Thus there obviously is a need for additional geographic study of all Native Americans 

groups. 

While geographic research about the O'odham is extremely limited, other 

University of Arizona disciplines, including anthropology and botany, have done 

considerable research on the O'odham people and their lands. However, recently studies 

by these departments have also declined. There are several reasons for this decline and 

none are related to the O'odham not being a viable research topic. One reason for 

diminished interest is that the O'odham material culture has changed because of increased 

contact with the dominant society, thus making them of less interest to the research 

agendas. At the same time, some other disciplines, but not geographers, have increased 

their interest in the O'odham and their land. 

Nabhan (1986), an ethnobotanist, did publish a work in Applied Geography titled 

"Papago Indian Desert Agriculture and Water Control in the Sonoran Desert, 1697-1934." 

His was the only study about the O'odham people I found while doing a search of 9400 

geographic works listed in Conzen's A Scholar's Guide to Geographic Writing on the 
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American and Canadian Past. Winchell, et al.'s chapter "Geographical Research on 

Native Americans" in Geography in America lists one other work, a short article by Van 

Otten (1987). Other standard geographic sources, including A Cultural Geography of 

North American Indians (Ross and Moore: 1987) fail to cover the O'odham. In contrast, 

numerous books and articles have been done by geographers on other Southwestern tribes 

including the Navajo and Hopi. 

The majority of O'odham studies done by other disciplines, while generally dated, 

are a good source of background information about early people, their environment, and 

their contacts with colonial powers. Thus earlier works by anthropologist including 

Castetter and Bell (1942), Joseph, Spicer, and Chesky (1949), Underbill (1938, 1939, 

1940), and others provide background material about the O'odham when they were still 

practicing traditional subsistence agricultural lives. In addition, literature published by 

archaeologists, biologists, botanists, early explorers, and historians also provides further 

insight about pre-colonial lifestyle. Geographers, while not publishing material on the 

O'odham, have contributed to the understanding of the changing paleo-environments of 

the region. Therefore some of their studies are also included in my review. 

Literature reviewed also includes works about environmental change because 

native peoples who Hrst lived in Pimeria Alta had to adjust to a changing environment. 

While the O'odham of the early twentieth century may not necessarily be the exact same 

native group that occupied the area in prehistory, scholars including Haury (1950) and 

Fish and Reid (1996) have asserted that they had similar cultural backgrounds and lived 
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in tiie same area. Thus literature about the earliest cultures within the study area and how 

their lifestyle responded to environmental change is also quite important. 

ENVIRONMENTAL CHANGE 

Prior to establishing a sedentary agricultural based economy, the early Native 

Americans were closely linked with environmental changes. If the environment remained 

stable, they were able to remain in one general locale and continue to subsist on the 

available plants and animals. However if signiHcant environment changes occurred, then 

they were forced to either follow the shifting flora and fauna patterns or adopt a new 

cultural model. This recognition is important to my dissertation because the environment 

has changed in Pimeria Alta and with that change there developed a new cultural model. 

Thus research that discusses environmental change within the area is included in the 

literature review. 

Literature focusing on Southwestern environmental change spans a broad 

spectrum. It includes studies of such indicators of change as arroyo development, tree 

ring variations, fossil remnants of previous vegetation, as well as packrat middens. 

However not all of these research tools can be applied with equal success. For example, 

in Pimeria Alta vegetative cover is far from uniformly distributed. Rather, some areas are 

routinely void of vegetation much of any year, while in drought cycles much of Pimeria 

Alta can be bare for extended periods. Add to that the concept of aspect, including slope, 

angle, and orientation, and one can find vast differences in flora and fauna as well as 

usable moisture in a small area. Since it is not easy to pinpoint narrowly defined 



31 

environmental patterns only broad ones are usually discussed. 

CLIMATE CHANGE 

Climate records give some information about the aridity that the O'odham had to 

contend with as they developed their agricultural base. Some studies, including 

Betancourt (1981 with Van Devender) and Van Devender (1977, 1979 with Spaulding, 

and 1984 with Betancourt and Wimberly), give us insight into the changing climate and 

thus some information about the available flora. Their macrobotanical research focuses 

on ancient packrat middens and provide links within plant domestication time tables and 

the specific availability of com and other cultigens. 

Packrats, who are not known for their gathering selectivity, collect plant materials 

within about 100 to 300 feet of their dens. Through a laboratory process involving water 

segregation, the crystallized waste debris can later be separated and analyzed for pollen 

and plant fragment content. Since hunting and gathering Paleoindians also depended 

largely upon locally available plants for their diet, such research provides valuable 

information about early subsistence activities. Unfortunately only a few packrat midden 

studies are available for the Southwest. Still, other studies focusing on climatic change 

do offer other substantial clues about Paleoindians' changing environment. 

Dendrochronology, first used effectively in the early twentieth century by 

astronomer Andrew E. Douglass, has become a useful tool to determine climatic cycles 

affecting availability of vegetative matter. Now a highly developed and precisely 

measured research technique, dendrochronology and its associated dendroclimatology 
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provide excellent insight into records of early climatic change. Recently several 

geographers, including Graumlich (1987) and Lawson (1981, 1982), have used this 

research technique to reconstruct changing environments. With climatic change 

reconstruction comes the availability of data useful in furthering the understanding of 

early cultural groups' activities. Again, none of these studies specifically focus on the 

O'odham or their ancestors, but they do provide insight into important aspects of the 

O'odham environment and strongly suggest a need for them to modify their occupancy 

patterns. While any significant environmental change had to impact O'odham lifestyle it 

also would have modified plants and animal life. 

LIFE FORM CHANGE 

Changing life forms required adjustments to subsistence patterns in order to 

ensure continued occupation of an area. Thus, studies that provide insight into changing 

life forms are also important to understanding what modifications had to be made by early 

occupants of Pimeria Alta. Numerous authors, including Griffiths (1904, 1910), Hastings 

and Turner (1965, 1995), Humphrey (1958, 1987), Shreve (1932), Sauer(1930, 1932, 

1935, 1936,1945, and 1947), and Thomber (1910) have undertaken studies focused on 

either native plants and/or animals, changes over time within these environmental 

conmiunities, or a combination of both foci, throughout the American Southwest. 

Fortunately some very good research has been conducted over a number of years within 

O'odham traditional lands and published works afford substantial understanding of 

vegetative changes within the area. 
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Humphrey's investigations discuss the desert grassland transformation. His study 

begins in the Santa Cruz Valley and proceeds westward through the Pimeria Alta interior. 

Citing historical sources to document the nature of the change, he mentions an earlier 

study by Richard J. Hinton which describes groves of walnut, oak, ash, and mesquite 

found in the region around Tubac. These groves continue west to the Baboquivari 

Mountains along with a luxuriant growth of grass, which Hinton called one of the finest 

grazing regions for cattle or sheep to be seen in the territory. Other studies of the area, 

including Hastings and Turner's The Changing Mile (1965), further discuss the reality that 

most of the area is not a desert (i.e. barren) in the true sense of the word, but instead a 

mix of vegetation with a few intermittent areas void of annual or perennial plant life. The 

Changing Mile not only provides background information concerning human 

involvement in vegetation change and it outlines the significance of climate change and 

microclimates within arid regions. It also introduced me to interesting studies detailing 

changing grassland conditions including work by Slireve and some of his contemporaries. 

Shreve was another individual who did extensive field work within the arid 

Southwest and published a number of important studies that provided significant 

background material for my dissertation. It is his work that I depend on to supply 

information about the native vegetation of Arizona. Additionally, he, in association with 

Hinckley, published an informative study in 1937 titled "Thirty Years of Change in 

Desert Vegetation." This work, like others quoted above, further defines trends in 

changing vegetation as found within the study area and provides important background 
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information for the understanding of how early occupants survived in the Southwest's 

changing environment. However, while such environmental studies give us insight into 

ecosystems both the O'odham and their ancestors occupied, they are not the only literature 

source for information about Native Americans and their changing occupancy patterns. 

NATIVE CULTURES & CULTURAL CHANGE 

Archaeological research concerned with Southwestern occupation sequences, as 

represented by several authors and a profusion of published works, provides very 

important background material on the ancestral Tohono O'odham. Whether termed 

Paleoindian, Desert Archaic, Hohokam, Sobaipuri, Pima, Papago, or any other name by 

earlier written accounts, the original groups occupying much of the Southern 

Arizona/Northern Mexico locale are considered by most to be predecessors of O'odham 

people. As Joe Joaquin said in a recent conversation, "We have lived on this land since 

time immemorial," (1997), thus reiterating the O'odham perception of long-term 

occupancy. While some of the reports are old and limited in scope, many are quite 

recent. 

Fish, Fish, and Madsen (1984,1992,1996) are some of the more noteworthy 

recent academic researchers, but substantial early work was also done by Haury (1950, 

1957,1962, and 1976), Lister (1958, and 1981), Mangelsdorf (1950, 1958, and 1974), 

Mangelsdorf and Lister (1956), Mangelsdorf, MacNeish, and Galinat (1956, 1964, and 

1967), and Mangelsdorf and Smith (1949). Additionally, early geographic works by 

Sauer (noted above). Carter (1945), Huntington (1914), and others have contributed to 
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increased comprehension of early Southwestern Native American occupational patterns 

and agricultural practices. 

HOHOKAM & AK CHEST FARMING 

Working in the field, archaeologists Paul and Suzanne Fish have discovered a 

large number of Hohokam rock piles used in agricultural activities. Parts of the system, 

which I viewed with them in the Tortolita Mountains near Marana, consisted of 

trincheras or terraces. Early agricultural endeavors often were associated with minor 

rearrangement of rocks or soil that helped retard runoff and retain moisture. According to 

their research, the Hohokam also directed arroyo flow across alluvial deltas. Suzanne 

Fish was quick to point out to me that similar farming activities are still used in more 

remote areas of Mexico by both Native and Mexican subsistence farmers. 

When I visited various agricultural areas and processing sites with them, I was 

impressed with the quality and quantity of research undertaken. Several of their works 

including, The Marana Community in the Hohokam World, edited by Fish, Fish, and 

Madsen (1992), and Paul Fish's "The Hohokam; 1,000 Years of Prehistory in the Sonoran 

Desert," in Dynamics of Southwest Prehistory (Cordell & Gumerman, eds., 1989), are 

excellent references on and about early Hohokam land use and culture. 

Early work by Haury has also long been recognized for its contribution to 

understanding life among Native Americans, and southwestern Indians in particular. His 

publications, based primarily on field research, included numerous articles, monographs, 

and books. While many focused on Native Americans in other southwestern locales, his 
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study The Stratigraphy and Archaeology ofVentana Cave, first published in 1950 and 

reissued in 1975, was based on excavations done wholly within the current Papago 

Reservation. The field work for that study was done in Ventana Cave during 1941 and 

1942, 

for the first time... shed [light] on the nature of Hohokam 
perishable culture and, most important of all, the long 
inherent cultural sequence [noted in the study] provides a 
working chronology which brings new information to bear 
on other cultural complexes, particularly the pre-ceramic 
and pre-agricultural pattern of the lower Colorado River 
and California desert areas (1975:vii). 

Like pioneer publications in many research fields, some of Haury's early works 

are now being challenged. In particular, Haury's chronology and demographic analysis 

have recently come under question. However, even Haury, after further field work and 

research, recognized some of his early observations were disputable. Thus his later works 

often modified early assumptions, particularly demographic estimates. For example, as 

increased understanding of a region's carrying capacity and native cultures came into 

being, Haury often lowered study area estimated populations. Despite some 

challengeable early statements, his field research, carried on largely through a series of 

archaeological camps, remains of significant importance. Haury's 1976 book. The 

Hohokam: Desert Farmers and Craftsmen still represents a good introduction to 

Hohokam life. 

Additional publications on early Southwestern occupation patterns range from 

very general works such as Wagoner's Early Arizona (1975), Cummings' First 
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Inhabitants of Arizona and the Southwest (1975), and Wormington's Prehistoric Indians 

of the Southwest (1961) to additional specialized excavational studies by Haury. 

Publications on Southwestern topics are presented by an array of academic disciplines. 

Several, including works by Underbill (1914,1974), Fontana (1974, 1981), Hackenberg 

(1964), and Spicer (1962) will also be discussed. However first I will interject a work by 

Wills who reconsiders some of Haury's and Sauer's early studies. 

AGRICULTURAL DEVELOPMENT 

The role agricultural development played in changing Pimeria Alta settlement 

patterns can hardly be over emphasized. Without its addition, early people would not 

have acquired a sedentary lifestyle nor could the land's carrying capacity increased 

significantly. Agricultural development also added to the material cultural artifact base, 

thus increasing the opportunity for researchers to chronicle the change. With agricultural 

development, the people stayed in one locale for an increased period of time and left not 

only tools but also middens and remnants of housing. Each of these increased our 

understanding of how early people adjusted to change. Through time improved research 

methods and increased finds of material cultural artifacts have increased our 

understanding of early people and occasionally shed a new light on previous studies. 

Wills (1988) has been at the forefront of using better research methods and reinterpreting 

an ahready studied topic: agriculture. 

Recent research by Wills, published as Early Prehistoric Agriculture, challenges 

not only some of Haury's theories but also some posited by Sauer. In general, many 
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earlier authors were "guided by the assumption that domesticates were first introduced 

[into the Southwest] by way of mountain chains to avoid lower elevations" (1988:150). 

Specifically, Wills does not seek to criticize earlier works, but rather offer a revision 

based on new research. 

Both Haury and Sauer fall back on climatic constraints in reference to agricultural 

dispersal, while Wills theorizes dispersal was related to social organization. Other 

authors, including geographer Huntington (1914), went as far as to state climate regimes 

controlled social patterns. However with increased understanding of climate and human 

ability to adapt to climatic extremes, we now know that O'odham ancestral groups 

exhibited considerable control over their shifting seasonal subsistence patterns, rather 

than being controlled by the environment. Thus most researchers now believe prehistoric 

Native American agricultural crops could, with the appropriate effort, be grown in nearly 

any part of the Southwest. In order to further understand their ability to organize social 

patterns and survive in Pimeria Alta one has to look beyond the capacity for modem 

crops to be grown in arid regimes. As Plog points out, "in an area where environmental 

variation is so extreme, a hybrid with average tolerance would clearly be maladaptive" 

(1978:358). 

Wills further notes both Haury and Sauer contributed significantly to the 

advancement of understanding prehistoric southwestern people. However he credits 

George F. Carter with the "seminal study of prehistoric agriculture. Plant Geography and 

Culture History in the American Southwest, [and says it] set a tone that continues to 
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influence prehistorians in the region today" (1988:2). Carter, with a Ph.D. in Geography 

from Berkeley, studied under Sauer and thus had complete access to important earlier 

works by him. Plant Geography and Culture History in the American Southwest was 

published from his dissertation research and exhibits heavy influence from his early 

training as an anthropologist. Interestingly, Carter states that his work on early man in 

America 

led to the conviction that the anthropologist lacked much of 
the equipment to deal adequately with the problem of 
American agricultural origins .... [Therefore he returned 
to graduate school to] get some of the physical science 
training needed better to approach the problem (1945:5). 

Carter considered his graduate geographic training important as he wanted to 

present his study from a non agronomists' point of view. He stated that because of the 

usual approach to the topic, "the possibility of using ... plants as a key to culture history 

... [had] largely been ignored" (1945:11). His training provided him the opportunity to 

study the topic "from the geographers' point of view and emphasis ... [was] placed on 

areal distributions" (1945:11). Carter is but one of many geographers who has researched 

and published works on the Southwest. While he felt anthropologists lacked speciHc 

skills necessary to adequately research American agricultural origins, they have continued 

to offer important conUibutions about agriculture and other similar prehistoric topics. 

Cordell (1984), also published works about agricultural origins. Her study of the Hopi 

people is an excellent example of research that blends a number of heterogeneous 

agricultural concepts. 
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The dual problem of insufficient moisture and a challenging growing season is 

today, as it must have been in the past, overcome in part by planting fields in a variety of 

topographic settings. Cordell points out that today, and one can assume in the past as 

well, Hopi farmers planted fields not only at different elevations but also in 

various locations along arroyos, and across arroyos and 
arroyo terraces. Additionally, crops may be planted at 
several times so that some harvest is obtained even if there 
is a late spring or early autumn frost. Finally, the Hopi 
maintain different varieties of com, some of which are 
adapted to drought conditions, some to short growing 
seasons, and some to sttong winds (1984:186). 

Thus, today arroyos play a significant role in determining how land is used by 

Southwestern native people. 

Anthropologists provide thoughtful insight into several aspects of Native 

American lifestyle not just information about prior occupants' material culture. However, 

they are not the only ones that do so, rather ethnohistorical studies by several other 

disciplines also contribute to the understanding of O'odham cultural patterns. Published 

work by different authors have frequently been compiled into edited books that focus on 

one aspect or another of Native American lifestyle. One such source, titled the Garland 

Series provides background material about numerous Native American groups including 

the O'odham. 

GARLAND SERIES 

Research done specifically about various tribal groups at first fell primarily upon 

the shoulders of anthropologists and archeologists who went into the field and compiled 
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data either through digs or interviews. However, as Anglos further encroached upon 

Native American lands and additional contact was made with individual tribes, other 

academic fields also began to research Native Americans. Rather than simply focusing 

on material culture or past civilizations, much of the research done by these other groups 

including economists, historians, and political scientists centered around the Indians' 

landbase and laws affecting ownership. Eventually some of the scholarly research done 

by these different disciplines during the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s was compiled by the 

Federal Government in into a series of publications titled A Garland Series. The reason 

for the studies was that the government wanted to use the information to finalize claims 

made by various Indian tribes for traditional lands. The particular series that includes 

them is a three volume publication titled American Indian Ethnohistory-lndians of the 

Southwest. 

This three part study of the O'odham was done to facilitate public and scholarly 

access to information contained in earlier research. According to the publisher, 

the Garland American Indian Ethnohistory series presents 
original documents on the history and anthropology of 
many American Indian tribes and groups who were 
involved in the Indian Claims actions of the 1950s and 
1960s. These reports were written to be used as evidence in 
legal proceedings to determine the aboriginal rights of 
various Indian groups to certain geographical regions or 
areas within the United States.... [The series was] intended 
to present these ethnohistorical materials as documents, 
[and] the reports are reproduced verbatim, with no 
additions, deletions, or other editing by the compiler or the 
series or the original authors (1974:7-8). 
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The series provides good background information about several topics related to 

O'odham lands and occupation patterns. 

LAND OCCUPANCY 

While including only part of the total evidence amassed in the 370-odd court 

actions, the series about the O'odham does much to shed light on the historical occupancy 

patterns and cultural background of the people and their homeland. The published 

research includes information on prehistoric material culture that was gleaned from 

reports by early explorers, settlers, missionaries, and military documents, as well as oral 

traditions. The historical information in the three part Garland Series includes "only the 

formal ethnohistorical reports and the title findings of the Commissions since the entire 

documentation of the Claims actions is so voluminous" (1974:10). Since these works 

focused specifically on the O'odham rather than the larger Southwestern Native American 

population at large they are of great interest to this dissertation as background data. 

The first report in the series, written by Hackenberg, is entitled Aboriginal Land 

Use and Occupancy of the Papago Indians (1974). Hackenberg's introductory chapter 

presents a survey of the Papagueria's biological and cultural environment. Within it he 

suggests a rather deterministic "conformity between biological and cultural features" 

(1974:131) and does not award credit to early farmers and their ability to adapt crops to 

the environment as does Wills. While Hackenberg's study focuses on a much larger area 

than now occupied by the O'odham, it does delineate all the original lands over which 

they roamed in search of food and water, thus setting a framework for later defining their 
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reservation as well as the limits of this dissertation. Much of the land, marginal at best 

even centuries earlier, probably provided an outlet for a hunting and gathering society to 

further succeed as well as contact and trade zones with neighbors. As population 

increased and people became agriculturally based, the marginal lands' importance 

decreased. For discussion purposes, Hackenberg divided up Pimeria Alta into three 

different occupancy zones: western, central, and eastern. 

Rather than land use analysis, Hackenberg is most interested in building an early 

occupation pattern around which one can focus a court decision for traditional ownership 

rights. Thus while in each zone he discusses the physiography, plant and animal ecology, 

environmental evolution, and ethnology, his primary interest is proving that Native 

Americans lived in all three zones. Thus in the western and central zones he identifies 

the names and locations of tanks (depressions in rocks where water collected) and 

villages. Overall, Hackenberg provides an important synthesis of information about early 

aboriginal peoples and settlement patterns including detailed lists identifying animal and 

plant life in addition to the names of villages and tanks. 

Many villages he mentioned are now abandoned and their populations, which 

were never large, have either moved off reservation in search of work or to a few more 

prominent town sites within the reservation. He notes, for example, that "between 1900 

and 1960 [there are] reports [of] abandonment of flfty locations in the central zone of 

Papago country" (1974:308). Some of these people were sent to boarding schools or 

relocated to urban areas by the federal government. In addition, some of the plants and 
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animals are, for various reasons, no longer present within the boundaries of O'odham 

land. 

Information about the central zone represents Hackenberg's most important 

contribution to background information for my dissertation. However not all of the 

central zone is still controlled by the O'odham. For example Ajo, a copper rich site 

within the central zone, became an Anglo settlement focused on mining. Still, even 

though Ajo was not included within the reservation lands it did, during it's copper mining 

boom period, contain a significant O'odham population engaged in mining activities and 

continues to be a home to some tribal members. In all, Hackenberg's work provides 

important historic occupancy verification of reservation lands by O'odham people but 

because of its publication date, does not discuss significant changes during the last 

twenty-five years. This is also true of the other Garland Series reports, including one by 

Ruth M. Underbill (1974). Still, Underhill's work, like that of Hackenberg, Kelley, 

Fontana, and others in this series, affords a strong foundation for construction of current 

O'odham environmental and cultural patterns. 

MATERIAL CULTURE & CULTURE CHANGE 

Underbill ranks prominently among early authors who wrote specific works on the 

O'odham. Between the 1930s and 1970s she researched and published several important 

anthropological studies focused on daily O'odham material lifestyle and cultural change. 

Underbill's early works stem from a time when anthropology was just becoming a 

recognized discipline and thus her studies are interesting not only for their content but 
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also their approach. Additionally, she researched and published numerous other papers, 

books, and pamphlets about Native Americans in general and Southwestern tribes in 

particular. Underbill even produced a television series on American Indian cultures and 

wrote pamphlets for Anglo teachers working at Indian schools which described selected 

tribal customs and achievements. However, her most important works in the context of 

this literature review are those centered directly on the O'odham. 

Underhill's Acculturation at the Papago Village of Santa Rosa (1974) chronicles 

acculturation within the O'odham society. Its' primary focus is on Gu-Achi (Santa Rosa) 

and two adjacent hamlets named Achi and Akchin, and is set in the period between 1938 

and 1948. Underbill, herself, describes this time as one "of intensive acculturation" 

(1974:312). Interestingly, at that time these villages, "fonn[ed] the nucleus of population 

for the northern Papago, those who speak of themselves as the 'real people' while all 

others [in the reservation] have elements of foreign or mixed blood. The three villages 

[had] a population of 428" (1974:311). 

Underbill contributed a number of other outstanding works on the O'odham 

people, including what has long been considered one of the autobiographical classics in 

literature on the traditional cultures of native North America: Papago Woman (1979). 

This is the tale of a time past and a culture that has now dramatically changed, a story of 

Chona, an O'odham woman who lived her life within traditional lands and among 

traditional people. Chona's story is one of birth and death on O'odham land, a land that 

"possesses the people. Its influence, in time, shapes their bodies, their language, even, a 
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little, their religion" (1979:3). Chona told her life story to Underbill during visits to the 

reservation in 1931-1933. It is a story that began probably in the 1840s, for Chona, when 

interviewed, was about ninety years old, and it is one that is filled with accounts of a 

changing culture and a changing cultural landscape. It is also a story that details 

O'odham lifestyle including their everyday beliefs about their origin, their resources, and 

their relationship to the land. 

BELIEFS 

A more recent study, Beliefs and Holy Places: A Spiritual Geography of the 

Pimeria Alta (1992), by Griffith continues to expand on O'odham culture as reported in 

Underbill's Papago Woman. Interestingly, Beliefs and Holy Places provides, as does this 

dissertation, a story about interactions between O'odham and European cultures. It 

focuses on a blending of beliefs that transcends sacred boundaries and combines aspects 

of O'odham spirituality and organized religious doctrine. Griffith discusses specific 

Catholic festivals and holidays which the O'odham observe, including the annual Fiesta 

de San Francisco in Magdalena, Sonora. He also describes religious activities among 

other people, including Yaqui and Spanish, within Pimeria Alta. However, for the 

concerns of this study, his major contribution consists of his comments about the 

O'odham and their land. 

IDENTMCATION WITH THE LAND 

The Tohono O'odham traditionally felt a connection to their land that Underbill, 

Griffith, and other authors refer to as a spiritual or near spiritual relationship. As Griffith 
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states, "for the Tohono O'odham, this region is both the Garden of Eden and the Promised 

Land, rolled into one. No other living people can claim Baboquivari as the center of their 

world; no other people can claim the events that took place there ...(1992:29-30). His 

reference to Baboquivari as the center of their earth pivots around the concept that I'itoi, 

the creator of people who, along with Buzzard and Coyote, was among the first three 

beings, lives there. Baboquivari Peak can be seen from almost anywhere on the Sells 

Reservation and represents one of Arizona's greatest landmarks as well as being the 

highest point within the reserve. 

Dean and Lucille Saxton elaborate on oral traditions including O'odham origins 

and specific roles allocated to lands in Legends and Lore of the Papago and Pima Indians 

(1973). This publication was developed from oral literature sources that have been 

passed down among O'odham people. Within it one finds writings about the beginning of 

Earth, the first three creations, roles animal play, and other legends. While theirs is not 

the only publication focusing on O'odham legends and lore, it is one of the few books 

written in both O'odham and English. It also contains the O'odham alphabet and a 

vocabulary list, thus attesting to the continuing use of their native language and the 

people's commitment to preserving their language and oral traditions. O'odham beliefs, 

however, only make up a portion of this dissertation. Thus other literature, especially 

works about demographic and economic patterns, was reviewed to provide a starting 

point for that aspect of my research. 
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DEMOGRAPHIC «& ECONOMIC PATTERNS 

Studies by other authors for the Garland Series, including Kelly and Fontana, also 

furnish useful insight into changing O'odham lifestyle and both provide valuable ground 

information that further sets the stage for understanding how the O'odham developed their 

1960s lifestyle. As with other Garland Series publications previously noted in this 

literature review, Kelly's study begins with an overview of O'odham history. Most of the 

text, however, centers on population and economic patterns on the main reservation. The 

intent of Kelly's research was to 

assure [t]hat the Papago Indians and their reservation will 
assume a place of security, dignity, and economic 
importance in the broader community which includes the 
reservation, and that the Papago people may continue to be 
masters of their individual and tribal destiny in the Arizona 
of tomorrow (I974:vii). 

Kelly undertook his report at the urging of the O'odham Tribal Council and other 

individuals. Senator Barry Goldwater first tried to initiate the work in 1958 but it was not 

until 1960 that the study began. That year arrangements were made between the Bureau 

of Indian Affairs and the University of Arizona's Bureau of Ethnic Research to undertake 

this portion of a broader study that focused on resources, economic conditions, and 

Papago manpower potential. This study covered the manpower survey and current use of 

Papago agricultural and stock raising resources. Both issues are important to this 

dissertation as they provide a 1960s base from which to compare 1990s trends. Kelly also 

presents several tables that show types of employment as well as where O'odham worked 
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in 1960. 

Fontana, in contrast, submits a chronology of historical evidence to substantiate 

O'odham claims to their current lands. He begins with the first known account to 

mention what is now southern Arizona, the... 

writings of Fray Marcos de Niza, a Franciscan priest who 
was journeying northward from Mexico to the Zuni Indian 
v i l l ages  in  sea rch  o f  the  l egendary  Seven  Ci t i e s  o f  Gold  . . .  
. [and continues with mention of] the follow-up [account 
of the] Francisco Coronado expedition in 1540 (1974:171). 

Between 1540 and the arrival of Father Eusebio Kino, a Jesuit missionary, there is not a 

recorded historical account. Fontana's report quotes from a number of other early 

writings. He makes note of several population estimates throughout the years as well as 

some specifics about living conditions, material culture, and seasonal migration patterns. 

Fontana's interest was to verify O'odham historic use of lands outside the current 

reservation areas and thus substantiate previous claims for lands taken by the United 

States. His work thus touches on a topic important to this dissertation: land ownership. 

Fontana, a retired Arizona State Museum ethnologist who still lives adjacent to the San 

Xavier Reservation, wrote a number of other quite good O'odham studies. These also 

provide valuable background data as well as interesting stories about the O'odham people. 

Of Earth and Little Rain (1981), a later work by Fontana, is a series of vignettes 

about O'odham people and events intermixed with historical and cultural information that 

blends into an informative and interesting narrative on changing O'odham lifestyle. 

Although this work was originally published in 1981, some of the people have since 
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passed away. Thus with time, what seems so recent is quickly the past and soon becomes 

part of ancient history. Reservation life, owing largely to a number of medical problems, 

is especially short. This study is made even more timely because of how fast some 

aspects of O'odham culture are changing, how quickly as a group they are entering the 

dominant society's world, and yet how strongly some of the population cling to their own 

cultural past. Again, Fontana's work combines with earlier mentioned authors, including 

Underwood, Griffith, and the Saxtons, to provide fodder for further discussion. 

Other published research by several additional authors, including Castetter and 

Bell (1942), Spicer (1962), Comeaux (1981), Sheridan (1995), Aschmann (1974), Officer 

(1981), and Erickson (1995) also help develop a strong foundation for my study. Some of 

the works, like Erickson's The Tohono O'odham Nation, are recent, while others, like 

Castetter and Bell's Pima and Papago Indian Agriculture, are over fifty years old. None, 

however, discuss the most recent changes occurring on the O'odham Reservation. Some, 

such as Aschmann's "The Central Desert of Baja California", are included for background 

material and methodology, not current trends. 

Castetter and Bell co-authored works focused on Native American agricultural 

activities including a 1942 classic study titled Pima and Papago Indian Agriculture. This 

study, like several others mentioned, helps set the stage of comprehension not only of 

earlier agricultural activities within Pimeria Alta, but also adds to our ability to 

understand other cultural patterns, thus expanding the base from which to measure more 

recent lifestyle change. Like some of the later work by Paul and Suzanne Fish, they 
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discuss archaeological evidence of early subsistence patterns, crops cultivated, the actual 

planting as well as storage techniques, and seasonal time tables. They also include 

information about the use of specific crops for ceremonial activities, including tobacco 

(Nicotiana) and a number of varieties of com. 

Numerous other publications provide good general background information about 

the Southwest. Comeaux's, Arizona, A Geography (1981), describes physical 

characteristics as a foundation for settlement, first by Native Americans, followed by 

Spanish, Mexican, and Anglo Americans. He brings Arizona's varied populations up to 

modem times and includes current land use and economic options. Sheridan's, Arizona.. 

.A History (1995) is a very good, easy to read overview of historical events throughout 

Arizona. Native Americans have a small part in his book, with his primary focus 

covering events since European settlement, especially exploitation of the natural 

environment and modem Arizona. An excellent book covering the era of Spanish and 

Mexican settlement in the area of Southern Arizona is Hispanic Arizona, 1536-1856, by 

Officer (1981). As the title states, the book's focus is Hispanic activity. This book also 

provides background information about the physical and political setting of this time 

period as well as affects of Anglo encroachment into Native American land. 

Spicer wrote a number of compelling works on American Indians but none was 

more influential to this study than Cycles of Conquest (1962). However, the importance 

of Spicer's work is not in the time period, 1533-1960, or the area, northern Mexico and 

the American Southwest, but rather in his approach. Spicer focused, as does this 
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dissertation, on how the people coped with European colonizers, Mexican rule, and 

United States takeover, and still maintained key cultural elements in the face of conquest. 

He attributes the Indians' ability to hold on to their culture to a number of reasons 

including that "the land and other resources were regarded as undesirable by the invaders 

... [as well as] exceptional tribal cohesion [and] natural barriers"(1962:l). Saarinen's 

work. Perception of Drought Hazard on the Great Plains was also previously mentioned 

as being influential to the methodology employed in this dissertation, but there were 

others. 

Historical geographers who examine cultural geography focus on three areas of 

research: regional, ecological, and spatial. While geographers have rarely applied all 

three foci to one Indian group, one only needs to turn to the works of Sauer and his 

students to see excellent examples of geographic works that have done so. Within the 

Berkeley tradition, Aschmann's, The Central Desert of Baja California: Demography 

and Ecology (1974) is an outstanding model of one such broadly based research project. 

His work on Indian cultures of Baja California discusses physical (land forms, climate, 

fauna, and flora) and cultural aspects of the locale, chronicles a procession of European 

explorers, and traces the Indians to their eventual collapse. Thus Aschmann's story is 

about a people who could not adapt and therefore disappeared. His story is a very real 

warning to the indigenous cultures about what can happen if they completely abandon 

their historic lifestyle. I combined aspects of Spicer's, Saarinen's, and Aschmann's 

approaches into my methodology. Thus this study is more than a consideration of a 
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changing culture. Rather it is an examination of how the O'odham, despite centuries of 

pressure from external agencies to change, managed to maintain and control the rate of 

culture change and to survive. 

In conclusion, as the literature demonstrates, geographers have done and continue 

to produce important literature about Native Americans. While some of their studies 

have employed the same cultural/historical approach to their topics that I am using, none 

of them are about the O'odham. Thus not only are Native Americans, as my literature 

review illustrates, a valid geographic research topic but so are the O'odham. In addition, 

while other disciplines have produced a number of important studies done about the 

group as well as their land and their predecessors, none of them were done using a 

geographic approach nor do any of them contain the most currently available data. Thus 

it is time to not only do the study but also time to update the available literature about a 

very important tribal body, the Tohono O'odham. 
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PRE-EUROPEAN LIFE WAYS 

Long ago, they say, when the earth was not yet finished, darkness lay upon the water.... 
There, on the water, in the darkness, in the noise, and in a very strong wind, a child was 
bom.... Whatever made the child took care of him, fed him, and raised him. One day he 
got up and found something stuck to him. It was algae. So he took some of the algae and 
from it made the termites.., This is the song he sang: 

Earth Medicine Man finished the earth. 
Come near and see it and do something to it. 
He made it round. 
Come near and see it and do something to it. 

In this way, First Bom finished the earth. Then he made all animal life and plant life. 
(Saxton andSaxton, 1973:1-4) 

Scholarly research continues into when humans first arrived in the Pimeria Alta, 

what the early environment was like, and how the two interacted. Such queries are of 

interest to this study because early Pimeria Alta environments influenced the cultural 

sequence of Paleoindians and also of those that followed them. In addition, within 

Pimeria Alta the earliest people were presented with opportunities and had to make both 

cultural and ecological choices in order to maintain a continuum of settlement patterns. 

Therefore, to understand how the O'odham reached their pre-European subsistence 

lifestyle this chapter reviews Pimeria Alta's changing physical geography, discusses the 

people that occupied the region, and notes connections between the two. 

Re-creating either the environment or the specific cultural patterns of the early 

period is difficult. There are, however, available research tools that render understanding 

about both. Pollen analysis, effectively used in Europe since 1916, provides one means 
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of defining earlier landscapes. Native people's middens are another reliable source. 

Available pollen data within Pimeria Alta permits fairly accurate reconstruction of 

some patterns as early as 20,000 years ago. However midden data are not available for 

that far into the past. Therefore 10,000 years before the present, when both sources are 

more reliable is the starting point of this study. This was a glacial period when lowered 

sea levels combined with ice free north to south corridors to provide a path for travel 

from Asia across the Bering land bridge. During this time people entering the Southwest 

encountered a physical setting somewhat different than today's environment. Megafauna, 

including mammoths, were common, and the climate was more moist. Vegetation 

patterns migrated up and down the sloping topography in response to extended periods of 

increased or decreased precipitation. However, most geologic formations were little 

different from the present. 

THE LANDFORMS 

Pimeria Alta, found within the Sonoran Desert section of the greater Basin and 

Range Province, is comprised of relatively short, high, isolated, mountain ranges 

displaying northwest linearity in the grain of the topography. These ranges, according to 

Hunt, "make up about 40 percent of the [Sonoran Desert] section; basins, about 60 

percent. The mountain ranges, however, are short compared to those of the Great Basin" 

(1967:318). They are separated by broad, alluviated valleys or basin floors which exhibit 

little relief. Fenneman adds "the mountain ranges are of all sizes from mere hills or 

buttes up to ranges rising [to more than] 4,000 ft. above the sea" (1931:367). 
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General overall slope within Pimeria Alta is from the southeast to north and 

southwest, with highest elevations exceeding 7000 feet in the east (Baboquivari Peak is 

7,730 feet) and nearing sea level in the west. As a result, drainage is generally to the 

north and west. Relief between basins and ranges varies, but is generally greater in the 

east where it often exceeds 3000 feet, and occasionally 6000 feet. Ranges typically 

exhibit long, gently sloping sides termed bajadas. As the landforms weather, the valley 

floors fill with debris washed off the ranges and overall relief is reduced. These patterns 

came to play important roles in the eventual sedentary life patterns by determining where 

accessible, available, water was located and what lands could eventually be used for 

agriculture. Different climatic patters during this early period associated with varied 

elevations presented the Paleoindians with a broad choice of flora and fauna. 

Characteristic of desert landscapes, bajadas are composed of sorted material that 

decreases in size away from the source. Close to a mountain, they overlie shallow 

bedrock material and are generally a good locale for finding groundwater or springs. 

Further from the ranges sloping fans cover deep valley fill. The fill, typically 

conglomerate or lacustrine clays, often has intrusions of volcanic flows that may present 

themselves on the surface as shield volcanoes or lava flows. "Volcanism was widespread 

in the Sonoran Desert Section during Tertiary and Quaternary time, and some volcanic 

activity occurred during late Quaternary time. Structural movements occurred recently 

enough for the drainage to be broken up into small closed basins" (Hunt, 1967:318-19). 

Now most basins are no longer closed and a series of interconnected surface drainage 
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networks exist. 

WATER 

Water that now appears as a surface feature most often is seen as through-flowing 

intermittent streams or washes. Major drainage of the northern area is through the Santa 

Rosa Wash northward toward the Santa Cruz and Gila Rivers and then west to the 

Colorado River. Vamori Wash in the western area dominates that drainage basin. Its 

course is first towards the northwest and then it turns sharply south to meet the San 

Simon and flow into the Sonoita River in Mexico. Prior to the establishment of 

international borders Native lands extended into present day Mexico with the water in 

that region flowing southwest toward the Gulf of California. During the twentieth 

century small check dams were installed on the streams and washes to produce seasonal 

watering sites for range livestock. However, the earliest Native populations depended on 

other forms of available water to irrigate their slowly developing agricultural systems. 

Sheet flooding, a phenomenon often discussed in association with the Basin and 

Range Province, has always been significant to occupation of Pimeria Alta. As 

Fenneman notes: 

[i]n this phenomenon the water from a cloudburst, 
occurring either on the plain or in the hills, runs over the 
gently sloping plain in a sheet; it may be a few inches thick 
or even two or three feet. As may be imagined it chums up 
the loose material of the surface so that it is at every step 
loaded or overloaded with detritus. It therefore nils 
incipient channels as fast as they are formed. The real 
reason for flowing in a sheet is not the excess of water but 
the inability to form channels. As the water is constantly 
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being absorbed, a great sheet flood may disappear within a 
mile of its origin. (1931:371-72) 

Detritus carried to the base of mountains was managed over time by the O'odham and 

their predecessors and slowly turned into rich agricultural fields. 

Water shortage and potential evaporation within Pimeria Alta have always been 

quite important to human survival and early lifestyle patterns developed in relation to 

available water sources. Underground water here was, historically, generally easier to 

access. Water tables within Southem Arizona, prior to European arrival, were often only 

a few feet below the surface and could be reached by digging shallow wells. As 

agricultural activities developed and were modified, acreage under cultivation increased. 

This caused sub-surface water use to increase and shallow wells had to be replaced by 

deeper ones (see Map 2 for current subterranean water depths). Eventually water control 

became a major issue between Anglos and Native Americans. 

HOMO SAPIENS 

Early archaeological records positively place humans in the Southwest by about 

12,000 years ago. Projectile points found first at Folsom, New Mexico in 1926 during an 

excavation of ancient bison bones, and later near Clovis, New Mexico, date from this 

time, thus forming unquestionable associations between early people and extinct 

mammals. Today, as Thomas states, "archaeologists around the world know this earlier 

complex as Clovis—the oldest clearly defined Native American culture" (1994:13). 

Clovis sites consistently date between 9500 B. C. and 8500 B. C. Clovis points, also 
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discovered within southern Arizona, are proof that Paleoindians were also in this area. 

Paleoindians are thus the oldest-known cultural tradition in native North America. 

Archaeological evidence, as discussed by Thomas (1994), indicates they lived from 

Alaska to the southern margin of South America, and from the Pacific to the Atlantic. In 

each locale specific cultural adaptation traits, including shelter, weapons, and clothing, 

took place. The earliest known fmds are associated with sheltered areas, including caves 

and overhangs, or springs and former watering holes. Thus Paleoindians discovered about 

this environments' opportunities early in their occupation and selected ones that provided 

protection. 

Large mammals, including manmioths, extinct forms of bison, and horses were 

also attracted to these sources of water. Prior to increased aridity, associated with post

glacial changing climate, these mammals could have had a substantial feeding range. 

Reduced moisture, however, would have eventually limited their travel and probably 

contributed to their demise. However, a changing climate is not always noted as 

responsible for their ultimate disappearance. 

FAUNAL CHANGE 

Martin Insists "that large mammals disappeared not because they lost their food 

supply, [owing to decreased forage associated with lessening precipitation,] but because 

they become one" (1963:70). His theory is substantiated by examination of similar 

patterns of population movement and species destruction in other recently settled locales 

such as New Zealand and the Hawaiian Islands where aboriginal peoples also decimated 
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populations of large animals. Therefore, while research indicates a reduction in moisture 

shortly before the earliest Clovis culture, it does not support the theory that Paleoindians 

were at first dramatically affected by the reduced moisture. Rather, according to Thomas 

(1994), people continued to hunt large mammals including bison, American horse, and 

camels, until that food supply was extinct and then faced a changing environment and a 

search for new food. Thus the Paleoindian period, which lasted in the Southwest from 

approximately 9500 B.C. to 6,000 B.C., was one of both cultural and environmental 

change. 

The period of adjustment to extinction of large mammals probably resulted in 

severe consequences for early people. Martin speculates "early hunters probably suffered 

economic depression and a population crash" (1963:70). Yet to the best of our 

knowledge, hunters always do gathering, and gatherers always supplement their existence 

by hunting and trapping thus the transition from one to the other is quite feasible. 

However in Pimeria Alta's changing environment, people probably were severely 

challenged and adjustments began that eventually developed into the pre-European 

O'odham cultural lifestyle. 

EARLY PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT 

Limited knowledge about Paleoindian culture does not preclude good knowledge 

of early physical environment. As the post-glacial climate warmed and became more 

arid, biotic zones responded by migration to higher elevations and higher latitudes and 

vegetation previously associated with Pimeria Alta was replaced by vegetation from more 
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arid southern regions. Research indicates that early southern Arizona Paleoindians 

occupied a climate similar to one now found near the Mogollon Rim. This theory is 

based on analysis of mammoth dung in isolated caves where it was protected from 

weathering and changes in mammoth tooth size. Through time, according to Thomas 

(1994), teeth became larger, allowing for consumption of a wider variety of plants and 

more woody vegetation. Pollen analysis has also added greatly to the broader picture of 

early environmental patterns. 

Martin notes "[i]t is clear that the pollen record of southern Arizona 20,000 years 

ago is so different from anything known in the last 10,000 years that we can speak with 

confidence about... the present landscape and vegetation pattern [as having] developed 

since then" (1963:vi). Van Devender, in sunmiarizing various palynologicai studies, says 

"forest and woodland communities grew as much as 1000 m lower in the last glacial 

period, the Wisconsin, than today leaving little room for desert shrub vegetation" 

(1990:134). The earliest period of verified settlement appears to have been one of winter 

dominant precipitation rather than the current summer dominant. If this was the case, 

vegetation communities and patterns would have been quite different and annuals 

associated with summer rain would not have existed. 

Betancourt, Van Devender, and Martin, edited a 1990 work on packrat midden 

research. In the book's synthesis they summarized environmental changes occurring 

throughout the Southwest's post-glacial period. Their conclusions, based on packrat 

midden analysis, add substance to Martin's earlier pollen research and provide evidence 
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that 

species of pinyon pine, junipers, and oaks dominated 
midden floras at what are now desert elevations; the 
average limit of pinyon pines was at 1500 m. 
[Furthermore, a] similar upper limit now confines many 
thermophilous species of the southern deserts, like creosote 
bush (1990:439). 

Van Devender additionally argues for "continued winter rainfall dominance with only 

modest summer precipitation.. .[and] suggests that monsoonal circulation intensified 

during the middle Holocene, [thus] supporting Martin's (1963) earlier claim for a wet 

altithermal" (1990:440). By combining analysis from Martin's earlier work and 

Betancourt, et al.'s one can conclude that Pimeria Alta's environment definitely changed. 

THE MODERN ENVIRONMENT 

Elevation, slope, aspect, and rainfall still influence Pimeria Alta's distribution of 

plant and animal life. Located between 31 and 33 degrees north latitude, its low-lying 

valley floors experience nearly direct overhead high season sun and are thus subject to 

intense summer heat. Temperatures in excess of 110 degrees are common and the 

number of days over ICQ degrees in Tucson totaled 99 in 1995. Mountains with southern 

exposure can also expect increased local temperatures during winter months and thus a 

longer growing season. In contrast, north exposure provides shade and some coolness to 

protect less sun tolerant vegetation. Limited precipitation combined with high 

evaporation adds significantly to the difGculties associated with both flora and fauna 

survival. Early Native populations, in order to survive had to learn to take advantage of 

these differences in their seasonal migration patterns. They also had to learn where water 
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would be available, specific plants grew, and game animals were located. 

Winter midlatitude cyclones and cold fronts produce precipitation in much of the 

region. These cyclones often are held north of Pimeria Alta by high pressure in 

Northeastern Arizona. Winter precipitation, more gentle and widespread, usually 

produces less moisture than summer monsoons. Summer rain often comes as violent 

downpours that fill washes and produce large quantities of runoff. In between are dry 

periods of varying length. If either the winter or summer precipitation fail to materialize 

then a short or even prolonged drought period can develop and vegetation begins to 

shrivel. Pimeria Alta migration patterns must have reflected such climatic patterns quite 

early in order that the people would survive the dry periods. 

West to east there is a general increase in precipitation from approximately 3 

inches annually to almost 20 inches on Baboquivari Peak. Once agricultural activity 

began to take hold and additional crops were inUroduced from the Mexico Highlands a 

distinct east to west subsistence lifestyle model began to emerge. By Spanish arrival, 

according to Fish (1989), this pattern was firmly established with hunting and gathering 

remaining the principal economic endeavor in the more arid west and subsistence 

agriculture becoming a primary food source in the east. However, migration, primarily 

being between lowlands and uplands, remained part of all Pimeria Alta people's lifestyle 

well into the twentieth century. 

Long climatic records are not available for most of the current Tohono O'odham 

Reservation. However records for adjacent communities that were once part of Pimeria 

Alta, including Tucson, Ajo, and Yuma, indicate annual precipitation patterns which are 
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not always dependable enough to insure agricultural success every year. Ajo's records, 

kept since 1914, show every month except July and August has experienced a monthly 

total of zero inches precipitation. While July and August have never had zero monthly 

totals, they have recorded as low as 0.04 and 0.20 inches respectively. In addition, as 

Hackenberg (1964) mentions, regardless of the total annual precipitation, potential annual 

evaporation exceeds that amount by several times. Thus, the area's inhabitants, by 

Spanish arrival, had developed a migration pattern associated with prolonged drought 

including travel north or south to share crops and work cycles with other Native people. 

Map 3 shows the general precipitation pattern found within Pimeria Alta. While 

it illustrates the east to west pattern, it does not show increases associated with changing 

terrain. When winter cyclones enter the region, mountains provide lifting and increase 

local precipitation. Snow is common at the highest elevations and blasts of deeply 

penetrating Arctic air bring occasional snow to the higher eastern valleys. Mild winter 

temperatures, however, soon return and accumulation of a substantial and lasting 

snowpack is not common. Only on the highest mountains does one find any significant 

and prolonged snow accumulation. 

People within the region, as discussed by Hackenberg (1964), learned early to 

depend on seasonally available water sources including natural rock basins or "tanks," 

{tinajas) as well as water conveyed by washes to natural depressions (charcos). Both 

open storage areas, however, were subject to high evaporation rates. While we do know 

that people tapped groundwater through the use of shallow wells, one can not be sure 

when that activity began. However, perched water table areas found along the Santa Cruz 
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River were, according to conversations with Fish and Fish, very important for pre-

European agriculture. While visiting some of their research sites between Tucson and 

Marana they showed me early agricultural locales that were linked to available Santa 

Cruz water. 

Springs associated with the base of mountains or scarps, according to Paul Fish 

were another source of water for early Pimeria Alta people. Some of these continued as 

important sources of water for both domestic water needs and farming activities well into 

the twentieth century. Dependence upon varied supplies during the different seasons 

contributed to the nomadic lifestyle associated with Pimeria Alta inhabitants. 

The growing season is long, but killing frost is experienced throughout the area. 

Again, as with precipitation and elevation, there is a general east to west trend in growing 

season length. Tucson averages 265 days, while Sells averages 266 days, and Yuma 280 

days. Temperatures also correspond to growing season patterns with Tucson having a 

January mean maximum of 63.6 degrees Fahrenheit and a July mean maximum of 99.8 

while Yuma averages 66.8 in January for a maximum and 107.6 for its July mean 

maximum. Despite the long growing season and warm winter temperatures, however, 

rainfall is generally not sufficient to provide necessary moisture to grow a great variety of 

crops, or even dense riparian stands of vegetation, without some environmental 

management. 

VEGETATION 

Most great world vegetation biomes are dominated by a single life-form in their 

uppermost layer where one often Hnds a large number of unrelated species. In contrast. 
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however, desert vegetation, according to Shreve, 

is characterized by the presence among its dominants of a 
considerable number of life-forms. These plants often 
represent wholly distinct types of adjustments to their 
environment. They have originated and survived in a 
vegetation in which there is not the keen competition and 
resulting standardization that is found in the denser 
vegetations of moist or wet regions (1942:197-98). 

Pimeria Alta, which falls within the area identified by Turner, Bower, and Burgess (1995) 

as the Sonoran Desert region, is no different. While the majority is considered Lower 

Sonoran Life Zone, an exception to this is found on some higher elevations including 

western slopes of the Baboquivari Mountains and across part of the Santa Cruz River 

Valley where the Upper Sonoran Life Zone occurs. 

Since the Sonoran Desert is rich in plant diversity, early people's chance of 

survival was probably enhanced. Not only do environmental attributes, including 

available light and water, affect this variation but so does root distribution. In all, Shreve 

noted that most abundant and most general occurring current life-forms throughout the 

North American Desert now are ones which have cylindrical stem segments or are low 

bushes with soft wood and small perennial leaves. Specifically these include 

Cylindropuntia with cylindrical stem segments, Larrea tridentata (creosote bush), and 

Mortonia scabrella (Mortonia) with perennial leaves, and Olneya (ironwood) and 

Prosopis (mesquite) species with small or compound leaves. 

A general vegetative description is offered by Benson and Darrow as follows: 

The more nearly level bajadas and the intermountain plains 
have very uniform stands of shrubbery in which the 
creosote bush (Larrea divaricata) is the most outstanding 
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perennial plant. Individual large shrubs are widely spaced 
and more than half the ground is bare. Smaller shrubs, such 
as the bur-sages (Franseria dumosa and Franseria 
deltoidea). are associated with creosote bush on the plains, 
and the monotony is broken only by the larger acacias, palo 
verdes and mesquites along the minor drainages. In the 
more arid portions of the desert most or all of the plants 
may be restricted to the washes, and the intervening level 
areas may be covered with interlocking fragments of 
volcanic gravel and small rocks forming desert pavement. 

The upper bajadas and the eroding mountain slopes support 
richer flora, for the coarser soils allow deeper infiltration of 
the rainwater. Where rainfall is more abundant the slopes 
support a sort of woodland of Joshua trees, giant cacti or 
saguaros, crucifixion thorns, palo verdes and desert 
ironwood. Smaller shrubs and perennial herbs, particularly 
of the pea and sunflower families, are abundant, and annual 
plants, including grasses, mask the barren rocky soil during 
the rainy seasons. Rocky slopes at the upper edge of the 
desert support a vegetation rich in large members of the lily 
and amaryllis families, notably the yuccas, agaves or 
century plants, nolinas and sotols (1954:5-6). 

This obviously does not represent the Paleoindian environment or the same locales of 

pinyon pine, juniper, and oak woodland discussed by Betancourt, Van Devender, and 

Martin. 

ARCHAIC PERIOD 

Thomas (1994) discusses the Archaic Cultural period as beginning about 6000 

B.C. for most North American groups. In the Southwest this period, termed Desert 

Archaic, lasted about 7000 years. During the Archaic period people began to establish 

more permanent settlements, modify hunting techniques, improve gathering activities, 

and even started to practice rudimentary agricultural activities, thus leaving a more 

prominent stamp on the landscape. Sauer (1925), Bowman (1934), and other geographers 
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have long emphasized that as people settle an area they promptly begin to modify its 

natural landscape, not in a haphazard way, but according to the culture system they bring 

with them. For culture is the agent, the natural area the medium, and the cultural 

landscape the result. Archaic people represent a cultural change, and thus the beginning 

of a new cultural landscape. However, the change from Paleoindian culture to Desert 

Archaic was not a complete modification of existing lifestyles, but rather a gradual shift 

in emphasis. 

Artifacts have been found that suggest fishing and plant collection became more 

important. Slight cultural modifications which provided more lasting tools and housing, 

then, are why we know more about Desert Archaic culture. These changes were, 

however, not the result of a new group entering the area. Rather, as Cordell (1984) 

postulates, the changes were simply new traits that emerged somewhere else, and moved 

into the Southwest. For example, milling stones, used for grinding native foods, probably 

originated in the Great Basin and then began to appear around Cochise County, Arizona. 

This name, therefore, was applied to a distinctive Southern Arizona Desert Archaic 

tradition. 

Useful to geographic studies is work performed not only by cultural and 

historical geographers, but also anthropologists and archaeologists. The latter two have 

completed extensive field work and written widely on both Paleoindians and Archaic 

peoples. A source of information often overlooked, however, is found in Native 

Americans themselves. Their oral traditions and histories depict long periods of 

occupation and chronicle changing lifestyle. While not always parallel to accounts 
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presented by anthropologists, archaeologists, or cultural geographers, represent an 

important body of information. 

NATIVE PERSPECTIVE 

Native Americans did not have a written language until quite recently. Therefore 

oral traditions have been their only means of passing history on to the future generations. 

As Erdoes and Ortiz so vividly point out. 

They are also magic lenses through which we can glimpse 
social orders and daily life: how families were organized, 
how political structures operated, how men caught fish, 
how religious ceremonies felt to the people who took part, 
how power was divided between men and women, how 
food was prepared, how honor in war was celebrated... 
.these legends are not told merely for enjoyment, or for 
education, or for amusement: they are believed. They are 
emblems of a living religion, giving concrete form to a set 
of beliefs and traditions that link people living today to 
ancestors from centuries and millennia past. (1984:xv) 

Therefore when possible, this dissertation presents oral Native American histories as to 

substantiate changing Pimeria Alta lifestyle. 

Not all Native Americans present the past in the exact same mode. For example, 

while some Native Americans believe in a land bridge theory, others do not. When Pima 

myths and legends of world creation are examined, one finds no mention of a land bridge, 

but one does fmd close parallels to other aspects of scholarly researched Indian history. 

One legend, titled "The Creation of Man-Kind and the Flood" (Judson, 1994:58-61) can 

be compared to post glacial flooding. In it, people are told that there would be a great 

flood. When the flood occurs not all people or animals are saved, however Elder Brother, 

who the Pima believe to be the first man, survives. 
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Melting glaciers, rising sea levels and diminishing numbers of megafauna, could 

have appeared to early people as a great flood and served as an explanation for lost food 

sources. Most certainly if one believes Martin and Wright's (1967) research that says that 

no fewer than thirty-three genera of large animals became extinct during this post glacial 

climatic change, then it is easy to see the flood-animal destruction link which occurs in 

this legend. Native American myths and legends are not, however, linked solely with 

floods or the Southwest. 

Legends and stories, passed down through succeeding generations, are used by 

Native Americans to train children in the ways of their people. In some tribes, according 

to Michelle Grijalva (1996), including the O'odham, certain stories are told only in the 

winter, when the snakes are hibernating, as snakes are guardians of their secrets. 

Transgressors will be bitten for telling forbidden stories. Such a punishment may sound 

severe, but it is essential that children leam what is important in order to maintain their 

culture. The O'odham, like other Native groups, have learned through experience what 

can be shared with "outsiders" and what cannot. Some stories are too important to their 

culture to be casually discussed while others are modified before being told to non-

O'odham. Often the same story varies from village to village and even among different 

individuals in the same village. However, all stories about their origin center on the same 

key characters. 

The O'odham, as discussed by Underbill (1979), believe the people were led to 

this land by I'itci, the Elder Brother, from the underworld. Legends and lore tell how he 

taught the people to care for the land, what plants to gather, and how to cook them. 
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Chona, the old woman who talked to Underbill about O'odham life, said 

All the year round we were watching where the wild things 
grew so we could pick them. Elder Brother planted those 
things for us. He told us where they are and how to cook 
them. You would not know if it had not been Given. You 
would not know you could eat cactus stems and shake the 
seeds out of the weeds. Elder Brother did not tell the 
whites that... .to us he gave the wild seeds and the cactus. 
Those are the good foods (1979:39). 

Ceremonies and rituals to show respect for the bounty of the land were leamed 

and the people were warned about the necessity of maintaining these rituals lest the land 

stop producing for them. Eventually cultivated crops, including com and beans, were 

also introduced and they too have stories about them. The O'odham, according to 

Underbill (1979), were told to plant them just before the rains and to accompany the 

planting with special songs to call the rains and the spirit of the plants. Not even 

European colonizers with their novel cultural attributes were able to displace story telling. 

Rather, O'odham stories and ceremonies simply were again modified to acconmiodate the 

new cultural dimensions. Many survived well into the twentieth century. Such stories 

document a special relationship to the land and to certain food plants. I'itoi choose foods 

that were good for his people and provided them to insure O'odham health and well 

being. 

CONNECTION TO LAND 

Between approximately 7000 B.C. and A.D. 100 the people of the Pimeria Alta 

developed close links to their physical environment. Survival in the harsh desert 

conditions required an extraordinary degree of cooperation. Based upon what is known 
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about foraging people of the historic period, "we think that the Desert Archaic life way 

must have revolved around the nuclear family, the basic and irreducible unit of survival 

which was characterized by a simple division of labor according to gender" (Thomas, 

1994:56). Within the Archaic period, men remained hunters while women, by assuming 

the role of forager and gatherer of wild plant foods, became principal meal providers. 

Such roles and sidlls which continued into modem time enhanced womens' social and 

economic status. 

Following the coming of the summer rains. Underbill notes. 

The men were wildly hoeing and ditching, making sure 
every drop sliding down from the rocky walls should be 
kept and made to work. At night the older ones.. .gathered 
for a while to sing. These were special songs not sung to 
the rattle, but to the scraping stick It told, in the voices 
of the green things, how they wished to be cared for, 
brought out and cherished (1979:27). 

During this time women were to gather their materials for basket making, a craft essential 

to their survival. 

In addition to gathering the bounty of the desert, the desert dwelling people hunted 

animals to supplement their diet. Hunting was an activity carried out by the men in a 

ritually prescribed manner. As Lewis points out, 

[t]he Tohono O'odham believed that animals had special 
powers and could only be killed by their own consent. 
Animals offered their bodies to hunters who sang the 
proper songs and followed the proper rituals before and 
after the hunt (1994:124). 

If treated properly, the animal's spirit would return to take on a new life, thus continuing 

to supply food to the tribe. When a hunter, or any other member of the tribe, did not pay 
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proper respect to the animals that gave their lives, the spirit of the offended animal could 

cause disease, death, or starvation. If such a hazard should fall on the O'odham, a shaman 

would be asked to see the sick person. 

Usually village elders, shamans, as discussed by Underbill (1979), were men who 

had been "called" by the power of the animal spirits. One did not train to become a 

shaman, but learned from dreams and/or animal spirits. Only through "seeing" the 

offending illness could the person be sent to the correct healer who, through song, dance, 

and ritual, would attempt to cure the illness. As gathered wild plants supplemented the 

other rituals, the role of women as collectors of the plants was even further enhanced 

During the Paleoindian to Desert Archaic cultural transition period, the role each 

animal played in Native American lives must have been modified. No longer did a single 

resource hold the key to their survival. From a few select species of animals that 

provided several meals from one kill. Archaic people began to exploit an immense array 

of smaller species. As the availability of large animals decreased, the number of gathered 

plants was also expanded. Changing conditions led to further and further ranging in 

pursuit of both animals and plants and it became essential to their survival to maintain an 

equilibrium between people and land. 

AGRICULTURE 

Periods of readjustment continued well into premodem history as the slow 

introduction of agricultural crops and technology began to shift the balance to permit 

more permanent settlements and a larger population base. As Thomas states, 

[n]ative people of the American Southwest did not adopt 
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full-blown agricultural lifestyles overnight. For a thousand 
years, maize and other cultivated plants were integrated 
with the traditional hunting and collecting economies of the 
preceding Archaic period, without wide-ranging or 
immediate changes in the environment, economy, or 
sociocultural context of the people involved (1994:89). 

To begin this slow change some crops, including maize, squash, beans, and gourds, first 

had to be domesticated and then integrated into the Pimeria Alta culture. During this time 

period some crops were introduced from the Mexican Highlands while others must have 

been modified locally. Pimeria Alta's specific plant growing parameters still require 

crops that, because of the short period of precipitation, grow with a minimum of irrigation 

and mature within approximately sixty days. Among all the crops maize was one of the 

earliest and it became the most important. 

MAIZE 

During the early Desert Archaic period, according to Wills (1988), when Native 

Americans were adapting new tools and technology and adjusting their cultural patterns 

to a slowly changing climate, a common wild grass, teosinte, was being domesticated in 

central Mexico. Starting with thumbnail-sized cobs in the semiarid highlands of Mexico, 

American Indians slowly modified this wild grass, producing larger and larger forms, 

until they finally resembled the massive ears now sold in modem markets. Central to this 

process were modifications which required human intervention (husk removal) for 

propagation. Native to many parts of Mexico, tiny cobs of an early variety of maize 

dating from 5000 B.C. have been unearthed in Tehuacan Valley of central Mexico. 

Eventually hundreds of varieties of maize were domesticated and life began to revolve 
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around it and other new agricultural crops. Maize's importance became so great that, as 

Lister and Lister point out, "a mystical regard for its life-sustaining properties made it an 

object of worship" (1983:18). Within this statement one sees the beginnings of a 

developing sacred relationship between Native Americans and their natural environment. 

The rapid spread of maize as well as squash, beans, gourds, and chile peppers 

throughout the Southwest is conmionly attributed to the wide range the hunter-gatherers 

covered. Wills states there is physical evidence to link annual travels of 

at least 241 km... [and furthermore i]t does not seem 
unlikely that hunter-gatherer groups operating primarily in 
the central Rio Grande Valley of New Mexico might also, 
during the course of the year, find themselves in the modem 
states of Arizona and Texas (1988:149). 

Certainly maize as well as squash was widespread in the Southwest between 1000 and 

800 B.C. and new research by Roney and Hard (Associated Press, 1998) suggests an even 

earlier date. They found "three samples of com ... age-dated at 1100 B.C. and one ... 

dated at 1550 B.C. (Yakima Herald-Republic. 3/13/98:3A). However, significant impact 

was not as rapid as dispersal. While Mexican agricultural based economy was 

flourishing, traditional Archaic patterns of foraging were still being practiced in the 

Southwest. It was not until after 500 B.C. that a soil based revolution actually occurred in 

the Southwest. By that date, beans {Phaseolus vulgaris), squash {Cucurbita pepo), and 

bottle gourd (Lagenaria siceraria) were also being grown in the Southwest. 

CROP DOMESTICATION AND INTRODUCTION 

Four important criteria for the process of introducing domesticated plants to the 

prehistoric Southwest, according to Wills, can be noted. Briefly he says that first it was 
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likely that fairly regular and geographically constrained patterns of movement between 

upland and lowland areas were necessary. Second was the need for a fairly dense 

population of foragers. Third, an age structure development would have to occur to free 

some people for seasonal sedentary life. Fourth, the decision to fit cultigens to the 

potential for cultivation within this socio-economic system would finally be based upon 

the desire to enhance the predictability of some aspects of the economy. 

In the earliest stages, crops would have been sown in spring, allowed to grow in 

summer while hunting and gathering activities took place, and harvested in the fall. Plant 

survival was probably a minor miracle and yields most likely minimal. As suggested by 

Wills, some division of labor probably developed around these primitive beginnings. 

Older foragers, faced with starting off on one more seasonal journey or remaining nearby 

to tend crops could easily opt for the latter. By forming such a division of labor, they 

would improve the chance of crop survival. Perhaps these elders also agreed to watch 

younger children. This would have had the effect of allowing foraging adults more 

freedom in their travels. 

Despite patterns early activities took, two shifts became apparent. First, 

converging influences from Mesoamerica, the Great Basin, the California coast, and 

perhaps even the Great Plains, were adding to the emerging Southwestern cultural 

intricacy. Owing to a climatic shift, and what Wills calls an "ecological bridge across the 

arid northern Chihuahuan Desert," (1988:150) it is a strong possibility that Mexican 

agriculturalists entered the Southwest with their crops and farming techniques intact. If a 

period of dryness preceded one of increased precipitation. Southwestern people would 
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have been quite ready for a more dependable food source. 

The second shift resulted in differences of intensity. Wills (1988) discusses 

agricultural dependency as increasing throughout Pimeria Alta, but not with equal 

importance. Thus distinct land use patterns began to appear in different locales. Based 

upon intensity of agriculture, many of the patterns continued into historic times. 

Generally, people closest to the current Mexico-United States border depended more on 

hunting and gathering while those further north became a more agriculturally based 

society. 

MATERIAL CULTURAL CHANGE 

While agricultural dependency increased, other cultural changes also occurred. 

Thomas (1994) notes that one of the most visible was the beginning of village life and 

construction of more permanent structures. Typically those structures were originally pit 

houses, with bent pole framing and brush and mud covering. Villages began to have 

specialized structures with designated uses. For example, some were for sleeping, others 

for storage, while some were designated as gathering places for worship or work. 

Sedentary life, associated with emerging village dwelling, led to widespread pottery 

making. Heavy clay products, which became important for both storage and cooking, 

either replaced or supplemented light, less breakable baskets. Even weapons began to 

change as the bow and arrow entered the Pimeria Alta about A.D. 100, replacing the atlatl 

and spear. With this new weapon, modified hunting practices emerged. 

Labor organization increased, according to Lister and Lister (1983), in an attempt 

to maximize the changing economy. Finally the concept of supernatural forces, which 
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seemed to determine the fate of one's crop, was magnified and dramatized and tomorrow 

became as important as today. Thus a second spiritual aspect, basic climate patterns, may 

have been added into the changing culture and a relationship between crops and weather 

patterns was developed which continues today as part of the O'odham cultural baggage. 

A good example of this developing crop-weather relationship, and one that includes the 

always important animal. Coyote, is told in Saxton and Saxton's discussion of com: 

Then Com said, "Here we will sing. And when 
moming comes we will go and see. I planted something 
over there. Maybe it will do well and come up. You will 
see it and know that it will be four days from now that my 
planting will ripen. Then you will get it and prepare seed. 
When another year comes and it is about to rain, you will 
look for good ground. At the arroyo mouths the land is 
moist and soft. Plant this food there. Whoever learns many 
of these songs of mine and sings well for his crops, they 
will come up and ripen well. Whoever does not leam many 
of these songs of mine and does not sing them to his crops, 
not much of his crop will come up. Or if it comes up, it 
will just dry up." (1973:37-^) 

The importance of these legends are found in the fact that they "are believed" (Erdoes and 

Ortiz, 1984:xv). 

CULTURAL TIME TABLE 

By A.D. 100 a pivotal period in Southwestern development was reached. The 

resulting distinctive tradition that would evolve into Hohokam, Mogollon, and Anasazi 

cultures had emerged in rudimentary form. While each group eventually developed their 

own unique identities, trade between them resulted in diffusion of basic cultural 

technology between all three cultures. Map 4 shows the approximate boundaries of these 

three major Southwestern Native American groups. 
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Approximately A.D. 300 marks the beginning of the Hohokam Initiation Period 

and the close of the Archaic Period. The date itself is not as important, however, as the 

socioeconomic change suggested. As Thomas points out, "once agriculture took firm 

hold in the Southwest, exclusive reliance on hunting and gathering was no longer an 

option" (1994:91). Thomas (1994) further comments that during this period a 

combination of both increased aridity and population further stressed survival skills. 

Native people were undoubtedly foraging further and further as wild plants and animals 

became less dependable. By then a shift was underway as native cultures began to take 

greater control of their environmental constraints and introduce agricultural crops. 

Changes from Big Game Hunter to Desert Archaic slowly led to further agrarian 

dependence and evolution of new Southwestern cultural patterns. Between A.D. 500 and 

1500 these new prehistoric Southwestern cultures evolved into the Native American 

groups that early Spanish explorers encountered. What precisely caused the previous 

Cochise people to move into the blistering lowland deserts will probably never be known, 

however the end result is well recorded. Increased agricultural activity accompanied 

experimentation with innovative diversion dams, ditches, and levees. However, not all of 

Pimeria Alta developed in the same manner. 

HOHOKAM SOCIETY 

The Phoenix Basin, by A.D. 700, was developing into a sophisticated farming 

locale. Hundreds of miles of hand dug canals directed water through a system of major 

components in the Helds throughout the Salt River flood plain. It has been estimated, by 

Thomas (1994) that 250,000 acres (390 square miles) were under direct irrigation around 
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Phoenix and more than 500 miles of main canals in use. Furthermore, the "modem city 

of Phoenix employs a canal system virtually superimposed on the early Hohokam plan for 

diverting water from the Salt River..." (Thomas, 1994; 113). In response to the necessity 

for organized labor and water management, most scholars agree that social political 

institutions must have also changed simultaneously and a political hierarchy would have 

developed. Fields were planted with com, beans, and cotton but agricultural crops were 

not the only Hohokam landscape contribution. 

Fish (1989) discusses other features, including ball courts, that were built during 

this period and speculates that ritual functions were probably associated with them. 

Regardless of their purpose, Hohokam ball courts, which are found in southern as well as 

northern Pimeria Alta, defined the distribution of the regional Hohokam system. First 

appearing in about A.D. 800, ball courts were built until about A.D. 1150. After that 

time, construction virtually ceased. Other new Hohokam cultural traits, including red-on-

buff pottery, also developed during this period. Red-on-buff pottery was exclusive to the 

Hohokam, and therefore may have been a Hohokam creation. Prior to sedentary 

agriculture the people of the region used baskets as they were lighter and did not break 

during travels. Thus, pottery making and ball courts date to the same period. Trade and 

exchange not only played a role in changing pottery designs, both were also important in 

other aspects of Hohokam culture. 

Avid traders, the Hohokam exported cotton goods, salt, worked stone pieces 

(particularly obsidian), turquoise, and other desert resources to distant cultures. In 

exchange, they imported marine shell goods, mosaic mirrors, birds with colorful plumage. 
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and copper bells. Underbill notes the O'odham reflect that heritage. 

[t]he Papago were specially fond of traveling to 
trade. They used to make journeys over the river country 
where the Pima lived and down into Mexico where there 
were other Pima and Papago. They took with them the 
specialties of their desert country; syrup and jam from the 
giant cactus, or the heavy woven mats of beargrass. They 
brought back vegetables and basketry material. More than 
that, they brought the things which these cousins of theirs 
had traded from the white man. In that way the Papago first 
got Spanish clothes, knives, beads and guns. 

Sometimes they brought nothing with them to trade 
but their own labor. They used to go, in the spring, to these 
relatives in the river valleys and plant their crops, getting, 
as pay, their daily food. Again, they would go in the fall to 
harvest and many of them still go, in this way, to take care 
of the Pima wheat. "We are not lazy people," they always 
say. "When there is no water in our own land, we go to 
work somewhere else." (1940:39) 

Fish (1989) further discusses that ball court locales and larger settlement sites were areas 

where the most exotic trade items were found. Thus ball courts, no matter what size, 

were important indications of trade, and represented meeting places of various cultural 

groups. A hierarchy of village life was probably also involved in trade organizations. 

Perhaps the players themselves represented a hierarchy. This activity continued into the 

1900s and is exhibited in a number of the O'odham economic and religious activities. 

Crop failure or drought were push factors that often precipitated seasonal 

movement to other locales and thus also were components in their trade. One does not 

leave home empty handed nor, especially if you are a geographer, does one return empty 

handed. Work in other locales, as discussed in relationship to drought in Pimeria Alta, 

however, was only one reason to travel. Salt pilgrimages have always been a part of 
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O'odham traditional society and have only recently been replaced by the availability of 

the processed product. Additionally, religious pilgrimages, later altered by the addition of 

Christian doctrine, continue today to such distant places as Magdalena, Mexico. 

Between A.D. 700 and 1150, according to Fish (1989) and Thomas (1994), 

various facets of Hohokam culture apparently reached a zenith. This was definitely a 

period of close relationship between the highly specialized economy and environmental 

conditions. Population expanded and material items increased. This was also the period 

when caliche-capped platform mounds were introduced. The mounds, like the ball 

courts, were probably the result of Mesoamerican influence, began to take on public 

architectural functions. Buildings dating from this period were made with puddled adobe 

rather than true adobe bricks. I visited sites with Paul and Suzanne Fish near Tucson and 

Marana where remnants of such former structures are quite visible. The process, as 

described to me, involved layers of fairly firm adobe mud, each perhaps two feet thick 

and two feet high, joined together by rock reinforcement. The first layer was placed on 

leveled ground, rocks embedded into it, and then a second layer added on top. Today 

lines of rocks and piles of melted adobe delineate building outlines. However most 

Hohokam villagers, especially those within the study area, still lived in small adobe 

houses or pit houses. 

EARLY CLASSICAL PERIOD 

The Early Classical period in all Pimeria Alta was a period of population Increase 

and also territorial increase and expansion into non-canal agricultural production areas. 

Topography within new farming locales often made canal construction difficult. This is 
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particularly true of the Tucson Basin and the area to the west where landscape 

modification occurred on a different scale. To improve crop survival in these new areas, 

much more indirect water conservation methods evolved. Instead of large canals, 

terracing, check dams, rock piles, linear borders, and grid borders were all employed to 

help contain water and improve farming success. 

Typically viewed as a period of decline for Hohokam lifestyle, the Classical era 

represented an economic shift. Large scale, canal associated farming activities declined, 

but Hohokam lifestyle did not disappear. Instead, the importance of the Salt River area 

decreased, and Hohokam life moved outward to less productive agricultural regions. The 

exact cause of this shift has not been pinpointed but according to studies by Fish (1989), 

Thomas (1994), and Lister and Lister (1983) we do know it occurred. Furthermore, these 

authors also discuss the reality that when Father Kino visited Casa Grande in 1694 the 

village was already in ruins and the population was reduced. Whether caused by internal 

rebellion against rulers, depletion of soil through salt build up, deterioration of the 

climate, or the spread of European diseases well in front of the advancing colonial 

frontier, change was definitely underway before Spanish arrival. With that change, new 

lifestyles were also established within the more arid regions of Pimeria Alta. 

SUMMARY 

Prior to Spanish arrival, the Southwest had undergone centuries of cultural and 

environmental change. Big Game Tradition hunters occupied the locale during an earlier, 

wetter period when different plant and animal communities dominated the landscape. As 

the climate became more arid and plant and animal communities changed, new cultural 
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adaptations occurred. Whether this change meant new people had arrived in the 

Southwest or the existing ones simple modified their previous lifestyle, we will probably 

never know. However, we do know the sequence of change was from hunting big game, 

to increased gathering, and finally to the roots of agriculture. 

Early people could have abandoned the Southwest as it became more arid but they 

chose to stay and adapt to the changing environment. To do so required Paleoindians to 

make choices. Exactly why they made one cultural/ecological adjustment or another will 

probably never be known but we do know that their decisions permitted them to survive 

and eventually flourish. The Southwest, even for hunters and gathers, offered 

opportunities that these earliest inhabitants explored. As a result of their persistence the 

people were able to switch from hunting large animals to smaller game, learn which 

plants could be gathered and used for food, shelter, medicine, and utensils, and discover 

where water was available in this increasingly arid environment. Eventually, during this 

time period then, the Big Game Hunters succumb to the Archaic Period inhabitants and, 

during the latter period, hunting and gathering gave way to agriculture. 

During the Desert Archaic Period Southwestern agriculture began to develop 

when crops, including com, beans, and squash, were introduced from the Mexican 

Highlands. Eventually agricultural practices spread over much of Arizona but, because 

some areas lacked dependable annual precipitation, different cultural regions developed 

different farming techniques. In the more arid regions, die inhabitants response to their 

cultural/ ecological opportunities was to develop large scale irrigation projects. Of the 

three major Southwestern cultural groups, the Hohokam, Mogollon, and Anasazi, the 
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Hohokam developed the most extensive irrigation projects. However, large areas of 

Arizona were not suited to that form of agricultural activity so other groups had to make 

other cultural adjustments to what the environment offered. 

The O'odham took Hohokam Classic period agricultural techniques of stream 

diversion and moved them far into the desert. Once there, the O'odham developed new 

agricultural methods that focused on arroyo mouths {akchin farming) and hillside 

terracing rather than extensive irrigation canals. These fresh farming methods allowed 

them to control the periodic downpours and still produce good agricultural yields. 

However, owing to periodic droughts, they could not always depend upon crop success 

and thus the O'odham developed an important, and continuing working connection with 

the Pima tribal group. 

The more northern Pima preserved Hohokam, Salt River farming practices. These 

large-scale canal irrigation system provided the Pima with dependable water distribution 

and ensured crop success even in drought years. In contrast, the O'odham responded to 

drought by dividing up their extended family settlements in dry years. A few people 

remained near home to hunt and gather and tend any crops that survived while others 

went north to work for the Pima. The ones that went north exchanged labor for 

agricultural crops. This new O'odham lifestyle dimension, work in exchange for goods, 

continued in various forms well into the twentieth century. 

As the occupation of Pimeria Alta commenced, the O'odham began modification 

of the physical environment. They introduced agricultural crops, created irrigation 

projects, and built large and small ball courts and other architectural structures. At the 
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same time, their connection to the more arid part of Pimeria Alta land took on spiritual 

qualitites and oral histories developed. Stories connecting the success of crops with the 

environment began as did associated ceremonies to ensure crop success. With this 

connection came a "sense of place" that is still very much evident today. As will be 

further discussed, O'odham people tell me they gain spiritual and emotional fulfillment 

when returning to the Pimeria Alta after an extended stay off-reservation. First, however, 

discussion turns to European arrival, the new cultural institutions they brought with them, 

and how these institutions combined with the existing Southwestern Native American 

lifestyle to additionally define O'odham culture. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

EUROPEAN COLONIZATION 

The transformation of Indian life was not, however, a simple process. It did not consist 
of an even and progressive replacement of Indian with European customs and ways of 
thought. On the contrary, as in the wake of other conquests, there were many different 

trends and counter-trends with respect to the acceptance and rejection of what the 
conquerors offered as a new and superior way of life. One development which 

characterized European expansion... was the formation ofenclaved groups of natives 
(Spicer, 1962:1) 

SPANISH ARRIVAL 

The Spanish were the first Europeans to come in contact with Native Americans 

in the Southwest and for nearly three hundred years they were almost the only non-

Indians to enter the region. Thus earliest colonial activities center around them and their 

rationale for conquest. Their colonial reign eventually gave way to the newly 

independent Mexican government but Mexico's control was short lived and much less 

influential than the Spanish period. Discussion in this chapter focuses on Spanish 

conquest and their colonizing approach, the introduction of new agricultural crops and 

livestock, addition of new cultural institutions, and changes to the O'odham's 

demographic patterns. In short, discussion centers on continuing modification of 

O'odham cultural patterns. 

At the heart of the discourse is the premise that the O'odham cultural system had, 

long before contact with European colonizers, developed as a response for order within 

their physical and spiritual world. In addition is the concept that the O'odham despite 

Spanish presence continued many of their early traditional culture patterns long after the 
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Spanish had been replaced by first the Mexicans and later the United States. Also is the 

realization that new cultural patterns that were added by first the Spanish and later 

through Mexican contact were modified, often owing to water constraints, to fit the 

environment and the existing O'odham lifestyle. Finally, during most of the period an 

Apache presence played an important role in the O'odham decision process as to their 

acceptance or rejection of several new Spanish colonial institutions and agricultural 

activities. 

By Spanish arrival, O'odham lifestyle had developed strong links between their 

culture and the land. Seasonal pattems of movement both within traditional boundaries 

and beyond afforded them the subsistence system security essential to live within the 

climatically challenged Pimeria Alta. However nothing the O'odham did, including 

embracing certain aspects of selected Spanish institutions, assured a perennially abundant 

livelihood or full protection from raiding bands of Apache warriors. Thus the time period 

in Pimeria Alta between Father Eusebio Francisco Kino's first arrival in 1687 and the last 

noted Apache raid in 1875 became one of acculturation rather than transformation. This 

was atypical of other Spanish controlled lands, including Mexico and the Caribbean, 

where colonization was synonymous with domination. 

COLONIZING DISCOURSE 

Spain, France, and England all contributed to the conquering legal doctrine of 

North America. Therefore westem law and legal tradition, as applied by colonial powers, 

became a cultural agent producing change through time. The doctrine applied in the 



Southwest, and thus the historical antecedents of the legal rights imposed on its 

indigenous peoples, had its beginning long before Columbus landed in 1492. As 

Williams points out 

Europeans already enjoyed the singular advantage of 
possessing a systematically elaborated legal discourse on 
colonization. This discourse, first successfully deployed 
during the medieval Crusades to the Holy Land, 
unquestioningly asserted that normatively divergent non-
Christian peoples could rightfully be conquered and their 
lands could lawfully be conflscated by Europeans enforcing 
their peculiar vision of a universally binding natural law. 
The emergence of this medieval discourse of crusading 
conquest and colonization of non-Christian peoples can be 
traced [to] the Crusades undertaken by Christian 
armies from 1096 to 1271 to recover the Holy Land from 
the infidel Saracen .... (1990:13). 

Therefore, in the case of the Americas, as in the Crusades, infidels unwilling to accept 

Christian doctrines could, according to the Roman Catholic Church, have title to their 

land revoked by Christian armies. 

Spain, in the New World, as discussed by Williams (1990), first utilized the flow 

of Church docuine that began with Pope Gregory I (590-604) and continued through Pope 

Gregory Vn (1073-1085), to eventually justify settlements on several Caribbean islands. 

That doctrine stated that royal power existed only to suppress ecclesiastically defined evil. 

Since the Spanish considered themselves the measure of goodness, it was not difficult to 

justify their treatment of aboriginal people. Thus under the guise of Christianity, Spain 

began to confiscate land, exploit minerals, and subjugate natives. However, even before 

the first colonists arrived in the Southwest, legal theorists had begun to question the rights 
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of a Christian sovereignty to forcibly take non-believers' lands. Thomas Aquinas (1227-

1274) was one of the more notable defenders of non-Christians' rights to maintain their 

property. 

Franciscus de Victoria and other humanist theorists focused on Aquinas' writings 

in an attempt to modify Spain's colonial policy. Victoria, according to Williams, was 

the first Spanish thinker to apply systematically the full 
implications of Thomistic natural-law discourse to Spain's 
treatment of the Indians of America.... [In addition] 
Victoria inaugurated the first critical steps toward a 
totalizing jurisprudence of international order~a Law of 
Nations intended to regulate all aspects of the relationships 
between independent states (1990:96). 

His concern was with the legitimacy of papal hierarchical foundations of Spain's New 

World empire. His argument was that basic rights inhere in men as men, not by reason of 

race, creed, or color. 

The efforts of Victoria and like minded Spanish priests, began to change some 

colonial policies. To sunmierize Williams (1990), Spain did away with the 

Requerimiento, which was really nothing more than a charter of conquest, and focused 

more on missionary activities. Unfortunately Victoria's writings, published in 1532 as On 

the Indians Lately Discovered, were too late to protect areas where large concentrations 

of Native Americans already lived under conquest conditions including the Caribbean, 

Mexico, and parts of South America. Still Victoria's writings did represent a shift in 

colonial policy and thus spared people in more remote areas, including Pimeria Alta, the 

same harsh treatment applied to those further south. His work also helped establish the 
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foundations of modem international law. Thus a brief summary of his writings provides 

valuable insight about Spain's policy for the Southwest. 

Victoria said that according to natural law the Pope lacked temporal authority 

over Indians. Thus refusal to recognize any lordship of the Pope did not give the church 

the right to make war on Indians and seize their property. However, Victoria did 

postulate the theory that certain basic duties were imposed by the Law of Nations upon 

indigenous societies. These duties, according to Victoria, included the duty of natural 

society and fellowship. This in essence gave the Spanish the right to travel into Indian 

lands and, providing the Spanish did the natives no harm, aboriginal people could not 

prevent said travel. A second duty was one that allowed the Spanish to participate in free 

and open commerce with the Indians. Both of these were considered natural rights of all 

civilized humans and opened the way for further colonial expansion into the Southwest. 

Victoria's other duties included the right of the Spanish to share in things which 

were considered held in common by the Indians. Thus minerals, fish, or land which were 

shared in common by the natives should also be shared with the Spanish. In addition, the 

Indians were required to permit the teaching of Christianity. If the Indians failed to live 

up to their duties, and thus prevent the Spanish from exercising their rights, the Spanish 

could go to war with the Indians in pursuit of Spanish rights. 

According to Williams, "[i]n Victoria's view the Indian's consent to this Law of 

Nations was immaterial since the majority of the world's civilized states had already 

consented to the norms embodied in his codification of the Law of Nations" (1990:107). 
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Within this latter statement lie legal parameters for Spain to continue taking control of 

Indian lands, just as if the natives were infants. However, Pimeria Alta was not central 

Mexico, and colonization of the area was not an easy project. Thus where the land was 

considered undesirable by the colonists or tribal cohesion too great, an enclave of "natural 

landscape" remained well into the period when the United States extended its control over 

the region. Pimeria Alta, owing to its environment and the Apache presence, was one 

such enclave and largely remained on the fringe of Spanish control. Still Spain did have 

considerable impact on the O'odham lifestyle and especially their population. 

SPANISH CONTACT AND DEATH 

While the direct influence of Spanish explorers upon the Native Americans in 

Pimeria Alta was minimal until the late sixteen hundreds, the indirect ones were not. The 

reason for lack of direct influences was that before Kino's arrival in Pimeria Alta in 1687 

the Spanish interests focused on larger Native populations in present day Texas and New 

Mexico and more southern locales in Mexico. Still, as with many Native American 

groups that never saw the Spanish, there were significant material changes that came 

about indirectly. As Sheridan states 

[t]he explorations of conquistadores like Coronado may 
capture our imaginations, but in terms of their historical 
impact, they were little more than ripples on the surface of 
a deep, dark lake. The events that truly revolutionized 
human society in Arizona took place quietly, without 
notice; the exchange of seeds, the theft of a horse herd, the 
introduction of an iron plow. Those were the acts that 
changed people's lives, even people who never lived under 
the flags of Mexico or Spain (1995:23). 
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Whether such innovative changes are revolutionizing or not, they are essential to the 

civilization process. However, European contact also brought infectious devastation as 

part of their civilizing process. 

Reff (1991) begins his recent book. Disease, Depopulation and Culture Change in 

Northwestern New Spain, 1518-1764, with the following statement: 

[i]t is doubtful that there was a word or phrase that aroused 
as much fear among native people in Mexico during the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries as the term cocoliztli. 
This Nahuatl referent for disease took on a new meaning 
during the Conquest of Mexico, when smallpox, which 
previously was unknown in Mexico, claimed untold lives, 
including thousands of defenders of the Mexica [sic] 
capital Although precise figures are lacking, at least 
several million Amerindians are believed to have perished 
during the pandemic. Ironically, because of the speed with 
which smallpox spread, many died without even having 
seen a Spaniard (1991:1). 

Estimates of deaths ranging between 65 and 95 percent are now accepted for most areas 

where Spanish settlement or contact brought European diseases. While much of the 

devastation occurred in the sixteenth century, it continued throughout the seventeen and 

eighteenth centuries as contact spread. 

While Reff (1991), Haury (1976), Sauer (1935), and others have tried to estimate 

the number of Natives within various American regions prior to European arrival, it is 

quite difHcult to produce exact figures. To do so, one has to develop an exact model that 

depicts a region's carrying capacity and then relate it to known village sites and numbers 

of dwellings. The major problem with defining population pattems prior to contact is that 
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when the Europeans arrived in a new locale and began counting the people, death through 

trade contact had already preceded them. There is little doubt that colonizers brought 

disease with them for as Stannard points out, 

[t]he Spain that Christopher Columbus and his crews left 
behind just before dawn on August 3, 1492, as they sailed 
forth from Palos and out into the Atlantic, was for most of 
its people a land of violence, squalor, treachery, and 
intolerance. In this respect Spain was not different from the 
rest of Europe. 
Epidemic outbreaks of plague and smallpox, along with 
routine attacks of measles, influenza, diphtheria, typhus, 
typhoid fever, and more, frequently swept European cities 
and towns clean of 10 to 20 percent of their populations at a 
single stroke (1992:57). 

With this sort of disease associated deaths occurring in Europe where the people had at 

least some resistence to them, it is of little wonder that Native Americans who had no 

previous contact with any of the above mentioned diseases, were often devastated. 

Smallpox, chicken pox, measles, flu, and other diseases easily ravaged Native 

populations which had no immunity to these epidemics throughout the New World, and 

Pimeria Alta was no exception to this common problem. Outbreaks of contagious 

diseases continued long after Hrst contact. According to Erickson, "[i]n the 1730s, the 

villages of Dolores and Remedios had severe smallpox epidemics, and in 1760, a flu-like 

disease killed and disabled many people. Another unknown illness struck in 1765 and 

destroyed entire families" (1994:47-48). Again in 1816, he continues, a new flu 

epidemic occurred "with some towns losing up to 25 percent of their inhabitants. In 

many villages, more than 50 percent of the victims were children under the age of fifteen" 
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(1994:56). A number of other significant studies including Dobyns (1976, 1983) Durand 

(1977), and Thorton (1987) chronicle demographic consequences of Old World disease 

within the Americas. However, Spanish contact also made positive contributions to 

O'odham lifestyle. 

EXPLORATION 

While Spanish explorers traversed parts of Arizona as early as 1540, the 

distinction of being the first non-Indian to enter modem day Arizona appears to go to a 

North African, called Estevanico (Estevan) by the Spanish. He came through the region 

in either 1536 or 1539 (Sauer (1948) and Bancroft (1889) disagree on the exact 

expedition). Estevan had accompanied Alvar Nunez Cabeza de Vaca and, following their 

shipwreck off the Gulf of Mexico coast, wandered with him for eight years throughout 

parts of Texas, New Mexico, and perhaps into Arizona. He later served as a guide for 

Heman Cortez just before the Fray Marcos de Niza expedition. Sheridan notes that Niza 

claimed to have followed in Estevan's footsteps until he 
came to a hill across from the Zuni pueblo of Cibola, which 
he described as "larger than the city of Mexico." A number 
of researchers, however, question whether he left Sonora at 
all. They agree with Coronado, who called Fray Marcos a 
liar (1995:26) 

In contrast, Fontana (1974), who provides a chronology of historical evidence in 

The Papago Tribe of Arizona to substantiate O'odham early claims to their current lands, 

says the first known account to mention what is now southem Arizona was in the 

"writings of Fray Marcos de Niza, a Franciscan priest who was journeying northward 



from Mexico to the Zuni Indian villages in search of the legendary Seven Cities of Gold . 

... [in advance of the] Francisco Coronado expedition in 1540" (1974:171). Regardless, 

however, of which expedition crossed through Pimeria Alta, and exactly when it 

occurred, it is clear that ancestral O'odham were there at that time. Equally important, it 

is evident that the majority of Arizona was not traversed by any of the earliest expeditions 

and that only Diaz in 1540 traveled through what is now part of the O'odham Reservation. 

Officer (1987) mentions tales of untold wealth spurred on these early explorations 

of the Southwest as they had further south, but none were found to rival those in Mexico 

or South America. Still, there were minerals of commercial value including copper, gold, 

and silver but these were primarily exploited much later. More important during the 

Spanish period was a substantial, but short lived, silver discovery in 1736 during the 

missionary period. Discovery of the silver itself was made by a Yaqui Indian in Sonora, 

southwest of the modem city of Nogales at a camp called Arizonac. This event is not 

remembered as much today for the amount of silver removed, but rather for the role the 

mining camp played as a source for the name Arizona and that it brought "large numbers 

of prospectors into the region, some of whom pushed on northward to become colonists" 

(Officer, 1987:4). While the boom was short lived, and Arizonac, save for the name, 

soon sank back into obscurity, the myth of rich mineral deposits that could be taken with 

bare hands persisted and probably were in part responsible for the ultimate purchase of 

the region by President James Buchanan in the 1850s. 

Spaniards did not establish towns for themselves in southern Arizona until the 



second half of the eighteenth century. However, the miners and settlers did bring new 

material cultural items closer to the border and near enough for the O'odham to become 

familiar with some of the them. The importance of mining, as we shall see, would 

continue to wax and wane long after Spanish arrival and it has left a lasting imprint on 

O'odham lifestyle and their land. 

Finally in October, 1686, well over 100 years after the first explorers traversed 

Arizona, the decision was made by Spanish authorities to change their focus and further 

explore this locale. The decision was due to a combination of factors including the fact 

that missionary activity in northern Arizona and New Mexico was running into 

difficulties and that there was a clear need for a staging area for east to west as well as 

north to south travel. Additionally, there were non-hostile Indians in the area, and that 

was reason enough. Along with the increased exploration came missionaries. 

MISSIONARY ACnvmES 

Spanish settlement in present day Arizona began among the Hopi with the 

Franciscan establishment of San Bernardo Mission at Awatovi in 1629 and continued 

until the Pueblo Revolt in 1680. However, as Meinig points out, "the Spanish never had 

the manpower, skills, or resources fully to accomplish their task and their tenure was 

always uneasy and hazardous" (1971:12). After a twenty year absence, the Spanish again 

attempted to renew missionary activity within Arizona. The result was that Hopi from 

other villages destroyed Awatovi in 1700. Over the next three decades, the Franciscans 

made at least eight more attempts to reestablish their dominance, but all failed. 
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Southern Arizona became a focus of Spanish settlement attempts after it was 

obvious that renewed efforts to the north were not going to succeed. This pattern made 

more sense as colonial settlements were already just south of the Pimeria Alta and lines of 

conmiunication, rather than leap frogging New Mexico as they had in the past, simply 

became extensions of existing settlement. Jesuits, who had been operating within Sonora, 

were the first to begin missionary settlements within the locales. 

In contrast to the more colonial locales in Mexico, Pimeria Alta experienced a 

much slower development of missionary activity. This slow influx of permanent 

settlement was driven by several factors. First, as discussed by Spicer (1962), the 

O'odham lived part of the year in widely scattered, small settlements and thus were not 

easy to draw together within the mission settlement concept. Second, their dependency 

on com, beans and squash, all grown during the spring or summer, required them to be on 

the move much of the year to forage for additional sources of food to supplement their 

diet. Finally, marauding bands of fierce Apache warriors represented a strong deterrent to 

settlement along both the Santa Cruz and San Pedro Rivers. With the introduction of 

wheat by the Spanish, a crop easily grown during winter months in southern Arizona, 

O'odham life began to take on a different annual pattern; one more conducive to sedentary 

living. Rivers, traditionally the focus of Indian settlement and agricultural areas, became 

the main foci of these missionaries. 

Numerous Indian villages were located along the Rio Gila in the north as well as 

the San Pedro to the east and the Santa Cruz in the center. In addition, one can also see 
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that even in that time period there were several villages west of the Baboquivari 

Mountains. All of these locales were used for agriculture but the areas adjacent to the 

major river probably appeared the most promising to the missionaries for the altered style 

of agriculture they were introducing. Thus as they had further south, the missionaries 

began to follow the rivers north and build as they went. None of the early explorers, 

however, attempted to establish settlements in the harsh-arid western region of Pimeria 

Alta. 

By October, 1686 when Spanish authorities made the decision to change their 

focus to southern Arizona the Jesuits had became more important than Franciscans as a 

colonizing authority. Sheridan chronicles this change as he notes that 

the Sonoran desert rather than the Colorado Plateau became 
the focus of missionary activity in Arizona for the rest of 
the colonial period. Missionaries and Spanish officials 
alike dreamed of extending the empire to the Gila River, to 
Hopi country, and beyond, but Apache resistance halted the 
Spanish advance in ... Pimeria Alta (1995:30). 

Father Eusebio Francisco Kino, a native of Italy who had been serving in Baja California, 

was selected to begin Christianizing the Pimeria Alta in 1687. 

Over the next two decades Father Kino worked as missionary, ambassador, 

explorer, and peace maker between Spanish and Native peoples, and focused his intense 

missionary zeal and energy on the region. Kino used the mission at Dolores (in present 

day Sonora) as his home base. From there he made forays to outlying Indian villages, 

eventually going as far north as the Gila River and west to present day Yuma. However, 
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due to the vast size and difficult terrain of the area it was 1691 before his travels led him 

into present day Arizona, when he came as far north as Tumacacori. It was yet another 

ten years (1701) before the first priests were permanently assigned to the area and 

settlements established along the Santa Cruz River at Guevavi (near Nogales) and Bac 

(San Xavier del Bac) (see Map 5). 

Father Kino did not come empty handed to Pimeria Alta. He brought European 

crops including wheat, as well as cattle, and the Roman Catholic religion with him. 

However, the O'odham were already familiar with the first two. As Erickson states, 

"[t]he O'odham were greatly interested in the Spaniards, their tools, food, and beasts of 

burden. In fact, trading partners from the south had brought wheat and other European 

goods to the O'odham long before the Spaniards established missions" (1994:35). These 

Spanish introductions, like previous technology from the south, were either slowly 

modified and assimilated into O'odham lives or rejected. In either case, cultural change 

remained at a leisurely pace and deliberately selective. 

First attempts at missionization in southern Arizona were not successful and 

Kino's outposts at San Miguel, San Xavier, and Guevavi were soon abandoned and "not 

restaffed until 1732, twenty-one years after BCino died" (Sheridan, 1995:31). Even after 

the Spanish decision to again occupy their recently abandoned missions, there were not a 

large number of Europeans involved. Officer notes that "[a]t its pre-Anglo peak, 

probably reached around 1820, Arizona's Hispanic population was barely over 1,000 and, 

thus, was substantially smaller than that of California, Texas and New Mexico" (1987:2). 
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Nor were there many lasting structures built. However there were notable exceptions, 

especially in mission construction, and out of these developed a new cultural landscape 

phase, one that continues today, not only in the Southwest, but all over the arid West. 

SPANISH ARCHITECTURAL INFLUENCES 

A blend of Moorish construction firom the Middle East and Spanish design from 

southern Spain produced what is now called "Sonoran" or Spanish frontier architecture. 

Officer says, and few would disagree that "San Xavier and Tumacacori represent two of 

the finest examples of Spanish frontier architecture to be found anywhere" (1987:7-8). 

Recently having undergone a major restoration for its two hundredth anniversary, the 

church at San Xavier was completed in 1797. The Tumacacori church was started even 

later, in 1802, and was not dedicated until shortly after Mexican independence in 1822. 

Older sites are still visible in Arizona, including the Hopi ruins at Awatovi. None of 

these compare in scale with the cathedrals and secular buildings one finds in Mexico, but 

they are impressive structures for their frontier location and testify to the dedication of 

Spanish missionary activity. 

On the O'odham reservation as in the barrios of Tucson, there is an abundance of 

one story, thick-walled adobe structures with flat roofs surrounded by parapets. Stucco, 

made from local clays on the reservation or cement in town, was not originally part of the 

Hispanic-Moorish construction, but is now the common exterior finish. The walls of 

adobe reservation housing are refinished every few years as the clay stucco is not as 

permanent as a cement finish. Doors and windows on these thick-walled structures sit in 
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deep insets where they are protected from the high overhead blistering heat of the summer 

sun. These structures replaced the early O'odham semi-underground, pole houses that the 

first Spanish viewed as they encountered the original inhabitants of Pimeria Alta and 

brought about one of the few Spanish changes that remains a dominant feature in the 

current O'odham material culture: adobe structures. Furthermore, it is not only housing 

where one finds Spanish frontier architecture. Several O'odham villages have a small 

church and some of the churches are also built in this style. A couple replicate San 

Xavier, complete with mini bell-towers. 

O'ODHAM PEOPLE 

In contrast to the limited number of Spanish found in colonial Arizona, the Native 

people, despite all the devastation caused by European contact, represented a substantial 

population base. The people encountered by Kino were diverse groups living in widely 

scattered settlements. According to Comeaux, "[t]here were about 30,000 Indians living 

within this large area and they were divided into many groups speaking three basic 

languages" (1981:97). The Natives of Pimeria Alta, according to the Spanish, were the 

Pima and O'odham of southern Arizona/northern Mexico who were Uto-Aztecan 

speakers, the Yuman speakers of southwestern Arizona, and the Apache, an Athabascan 

speaking group to the east. According to Fontana 

What we now call the Papago Indian language belongs in 
the Piman language family along with Pima, Lower Pima, 
and Tepehuan languages, the latter two being spoken by 
Indians living farther south in Mexico. Early Europeans 
quickly recognized that various southern Arizona Indians 
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spoke mutually intelligible dialects of the same language, 
and that this language was much like that spoken by various 
Indians in more southerly Sonora, Mexico. It is for this 
reason that both Kino and Manje [a Spanish soldier] and 
subsequent pioneers in Spanish southern Arizona referred 
to the region as "Pimeria Alta," or land of the upper Piman 
Indians (1974:2). 

Spanish names were often oversimplifications and did not always reflect the way 

the Native people called themselves. The name, common to all Pima and O'odham 

dialects, by which the Native peoples referred to themselves was O'otam, meaning "the 

people." In recent years the Papago nation has returned to this traditional nomenclature, 

although they have altered the spelling to O'odham, Among the O'odham are many 

subgroups, each with their own distinct name and location. Primary focus of this study 

are the A-kimult O'odham, or river people, and the Tohono O'odham, the desert people. 

The Pima, near present day Phoenix, although not a major focus to this study, are the 

northernmost speakers of the Piman language. 

SETTLEMENT PATTERN 

Most Southwestem Native Americans, including O'odham people, were what the 

Spanish termed rancheria peoples. Thus prior to Spanish arrival they were already living 

part of the time in fixed settlements with rather dispersed home sites. These settlement 

patterns began when more sedentary farming techniques, associated with new crops from 

Mexico, were adopted. The introduced crops were planted within a village field system 

{temporales) and were tended part of the year. At the same time, hunting and gathering at 

locations away from the villages continued to be part of their seasonal migration pattern. 
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This pattern that developed over several centuries of change continued to be practiced 

well into the twentieth century. It was also during this time that changes in the concept of 

water use were developing. 

The Spanish brought with them centuries old laws about water. The Moors, when 

they conquered Spain, introduced the water regulation ideas that had been developed in 

the Middle East and distributed by Roman conquest. We in the United States have not 

had the long history of water shortages that some other arid regions have and therefore are 

quite recently learning more about water control and administration. In the Middle East, 

where agricultural origins date back thousands of years there had been a need to control 

and share water for at least 5000 years. These laws, passed on to the O'odham and picked 

up by other cultural groups in the Arid West, are still being put to the test today. Exactly 

who controls existing water sources and how much of the water from these sources are 

they entitled to, are questions that continue to challenge Indian/Anglo relations, especially 

with respect to agricultural versus domestic uses. However, prior to Spanish arrival, the 

O'odham often went in search of water. 

Still, the O'odham shifted residences according to the availability of water and 

food sources. This yearly rhythm typically involved movement between different 

elevations. Winters were spent at the Well, where mountain springs collected in natural 

rock basins (tinajas). Evaporation, which can exceed nine feet per year in the region, was 

rapid from these water sources, thus they were most dependable as supplies during 

December and January, when steady rain associated with orographic uplift often filled 
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reserves and winter's cooler temperatures slowed evaporation. 

Summers were spent at the Field where summer rains provided moisture for 

horticulture. Here the O'odham men pooled labor to build dikes and earthen basins 

(charcos) to catch and hold water for domestic purposes. Thus, it was common for 

rancheria people to have home sites in more than one area, moving between them as the 

seasonal availability of foods dictated. The first signs of migration pattern change, 

however, came with introduction of the Spanish mission late in the seventeenth century. 

Since O'odham people had for centuries migrated to other areas to work during 

lean times, seasonal movement to Spanish introduced missions was an easy adaptation for 

the people. According to Underbill, they "learned to spend the rainless and hungry 

winters at the pleasant Altar missions, learning the eighteenth century Spanish methods of 

farming, which some of them practice to this day" (1979:31). Also, many embraced 

mission life as a means of protection from Apache raiders, who came regularly in search 

of com and women. However, even among the O'odham, the Spanish occupational 

period was not one of total peace, rapid economic growth, or complete spiritual 

enlightenment. Rather, occupation was marked by resistance and even revolts, as it was 

in other Spanish occupied locales. Thus soon after Kino started working within Pimeria 

Alta the first revolt by Piman speaking people occurred. 

JESUrr/INDIAN CONFUCTS 

In 1695, just before Father Kino drove the first cattle to San Xavier, frustrated 

Pimans killed an Opata overseer and two helpers at Mission Tubutama, then set fire to the 
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church. Violence spread south where they martyred Father Francisco Saeta and killed his 

Indian helpers. What followed can only be called revenge by Spanish troops, as forty-

eight Pimans were massacred at a peace negotiation meeting. According to Erickson, 

"[t]his incident became known as La Matanza, The Slaughter. Of those killed, probably 

only eighteen were guilty of rebellion and involved in the slaying of Father Saeta" 

(1994:29). This resulted in further attacks by Natives who, although they killed no one, 

destroyed mission buildings at Imuris, San Ignacio, and Magdalena. It was many months 

before peace was again established between Spanish and Native peoples. 

The next fifty years were a time of uneasy peace interspersed with periods of 

conflict between the O'odham and the Spanish. Temporary abandonment of missions San 

Xavier and San Miguel, Spanish enclaves established at the existing Santa Cruz riverine 

Indian settlements of Bac and Guevavi, occurred while the Spanish focused more on 

controlling northern Sonora. Several minor skirmishes occurred within the area, but in 

the end most Piman speaking peoples in northern Sonora were finally forced to accept the 

doctrine and lifestyle the Spanish deemed civilized. As a result, it was not until 1732 

when a third mission, Santa Maria Soamca, was established and officiated over by Father 

Ignacio Keller, that Spanish began to refocus on Southern Arizona. By then Father Kino 

had been dead for some twenty years and northem Sonora was firmly under Spanish 

domination. However, control of Pimeria Alta was still contested and much of the 

problem centered on land control. 

The O'odham, although usually a peaceful people, could be fierce warriors when 
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their homelands were threatened by attack. In 1748, as discussed by Erickson (1994), 

O'odham braves joined Spanish troops during a successful campaign against the Sens. 

During these battles the O'odham warriors, not the Spanish soldiers, did most of the 

fighting. In return an O'odham warrior and leader, Luis Oacpicagigua, was made 

governor and captain-general over his people by the Spanish governor. However, a long 

standing struggle between Luis and the Jesuit missionaries, especially Father Keller, over 

control of the Indian people became increasingly hostile. Father Keller, a forceful figure 

who attempted to expand Jesuit influence even further northward, became an unpopular 

figure and his problems with the O'odham eventually resulted in a second revolt in 1751. 

Although the Natives initially succeeded in driving the missionaries far to the 

south, the Spanish soon returned with intentions of regaining control of the land and the 

people. Negotiations to end the rebellion were unsuccessful, and eventually another 

battle broke out in January, 1752. Reportedly 46 Natives were killed in this fighting, but 

no Spanish lives were lost. According to Erickson, when the O'odham and Spanish 

troops finally resolved to negotiate, Luis blamed the Jesuits, especially Father Keller, 

"for conditions leading to the rebellion. He accused them of using lands set aside for the 

O'odham, and of severely and unjustly punishing anyone who questioned their 

conmiands" (1994:45). The O'odham concern about control of their land by other people 

is one that probably started long before Spanish arrival and it did not change after their 

arrival. Whenever possible they did not give up their lands, and when they did it was not 

always willingly. In response to the rebellions over land a new institution, the presidio. 
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was introduced into Arizona. The first one was established at Tubac (1752) and a later 

one at Tucson (1776). However, none were ever built on traditional O'odham land. 

While Spanish explorers traveled throughout New Mexico and West Texas, their 

primary interaction in Southern Arizona was through the Jesuit Priests. Between 1687, 

when Kino began his work among the Upper Pima, and 1711 when he died, he traveled 

widely through O'odham lands, yet the Jesuits never established themselves on the Gila 

River, and never built a church in the primary O'odham region. Furthermore, few 

ranchers or miners succeeded in establishing themselves in the area during this time 

period. While Apache raids were partly responsible for this action, the marginal quality 

of O'odham land also played a major part. Thus the southwestern edge of their traditional 

lands at Sonoita (now Sonoita, Mexico) was as close as missions were developed. San 

Xavier del Bac was no exception as it was to the east of their primary lands. Still, some 

of the agricultural activities they brought with them did become permanent fixtures in 

these areas. 

Cattle were known by the O'odham before Spanish arrival, however, it was Kino 

who officially is credited with bringing them north. When he drove cattle to Bac in 1696, 

he added what slowly become a new dimension within O'odham cultural patterns. Yet 

the full affect of cattle on the O'odham economic pattern would not become apparent 

until the twentieth century. Still, cattle introduction did have some related lifestyle 

consequences. As a result of their arrival, new raiding problems developed between the 

Apache and O'odham. Increased raiding in turn led to a Spanish response of increased 
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military presence. Thus what started out as an effort to help the O'odham by first 

introducing cattle resulted in an increase in Spanish militia and that led to increased 

military cooperation between the two groups. The results, however, were not always 

satisfactory. 

MILITARY COOPERATION 

Spanish settlements in Pimeria Alta were facilitated, at least in part, by the need 

for cooperation between the O'odham and Spanish military against Apache raiders. By 

the last quarter of the 1700s the O'odham and the Spanish were both raising livestock and 

farming selected sites within Pimeria Alta, therefore their animals and their larders of 

agricultural products were tempting targets to the raiding Apaches. As Meinig noted, 

[i]t is clear that these nomadic Indians were a much more 
dangerous foe in the last years of Spanish rule than in the 
first, for they were now in some cases mounted on horses 
and armed with guns, were now attracted by a much richer 
booty in the ranches and towns, and were everywhere 
deeply embittered by a long history of harsh punitive 
Spanish retaliations (1971:14-15). 

Thus by thel780s the Spanish were again recruiting and organizing Piman speaking 

Indians for military service to help maintain trade routes between Sonora and New 

Mexico and also to help control the Apaches. Almost 300 years after the Spanish first 

entered the New World via Columbus' exploration their presence in Pimeria Alta was 

just Anally being firmly established. 

In 1780s and 90s the Spanish tried a new approach to deal with the Apache 

problem. Following the building and fortiHcation of presidios in the area, the viceroy 
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succeeded in negotiating treaties with them. Goods, often in the form of defective 

firearms, liquor and various other commodities, and land were promised in return for 

cessation of hostilities. In addition, Spanish officials began to rely more on other Native 

American groups, including Navajo, Ute, Comanche and even Pima, to help fight their 

joint enemy, the Apache. Between bribery and a stronger military presence. Apache 

raiding was reduced, and some Apaches even "settled north of the [Tucson] presidio 

along the flood plain of the Santa Cruz River, where they formed the nucleus of an 

Apache Manso (Tame Apache) community that remained a part of Tucson's frontier 

population for the next half century" (Sheridan, 1995:37). However, sporadic Apache 

raids still continued late into the 1800s when the United States had taken control. 

In the meantime, between the Piman revolt in 1751 and 1821, when Mexico 

declared its independence from Spain, overall Spanish influence in the Pimeria Alta 

continued to wane. The vigorous mission conmiunities of the early 1700s became a thing 

of the past. According to Spicer, 

[b]y 1800 there were no Pimans east of a line between San 
Ignaxio near Magdalena and San Xavier. Many had been 
killed... .The remaining Pimans, who were not at the 
mission sites along the Santa Cruz and Magdalena, were 
living in desert villages in the present area of the Papagos 
or the river villages along the Gila (1962:132). 

Again, the role the Apache played in this settlement pattem is quite clear. It would not be 

safe to return to a more relaxed pre-Apache atmosphere until after they were no longer a 

military threat and that would not occur during Mexican occupation. 
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MEXICAN INDEPENDENCE 

From 1821, the year of the Mexican Revolution, to 1848, the year that lands north 

of the Gila River were ceded to the United States, Arizona was legally a part of Mexico. 

The southern section remained under Mexican control until 1856 when the United States 

took official possession of those lands included in the Gadsden Purchase. According to 

Bancroft, 

Except [for] a small district of this Pimeria, the whole 
territory was uninhabited, so far as any but aborigines were 
concerned.... The exception is the small tract, of not 
more than sixty miles square, from Tucson southward, 
mainly in the Santa Cruz valley, which contained all the 
Spanish establishments and whose annals are an 
inseparable part of those pertaining to Pimeria Alta as a 
whole (1889:344-345). 

Still, this area had become important to Spain for a number of reasons including the 

spread of their mission system, establishment of frontier presidios, development of 

agricultural activities, and even some processing of gold and silver. 

Following independence from Spain, the new Mexican government, owing to 

political and flnancial instability, found they could not maintain all of the previously 

established Spanish presidios, especially on distant frontiers. 

Thus the forbidden land of rugged mountains and 
inhospitable Indians north of the Gila was only a place on 
the map described as "Los Yndios Gentiles" (the heathen 
Indians). Vaguely claimed by both the Mexican territory of 
New Mexico and that of California, it was colonized by 
neither (Wagoner, 1975:162-163). 

Constantly changing Mexican political factions resulted in military troops often 
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being deployed to other areas, thus further reducing government control over the more 

northern lands. Additionally, Spanish treaties with Native peoples were rarely kept by the 

new Mexican government. Factionalism and political rivalry became the greatest drain 

on the Mexican economy as those in power used their military strength to fight political 

rivals rather than maintain previously controlled frontier areas. The Mexican government 

was also not able to maintain the level of supplies promised to the Apaches, leading to 

their general dissatisfaction with the new government. The revolution had also destroyed 

the colonial silver mining industry and the national treasury. 

Native unrest, coupled with fewer troops in the presidios, set the stage for the 

disgruntled Apache who again took up their old raiding patterns from Northern Sonora to 

the Gulf of California. The inmiediate cessation of Spanish gold also had catastrophic 

effects on the mission system as donations from wealthy Spanish Catholics dropped to a 

mere trickle. The Fathers were not able to support themselves using only Indian labor nor 

was the Mexican government able to help maintain the missions, thus the already 

decaying system rapidly crumbled. 

In 1828 the Franciscan Fathers were finally expelled from all of Pimeria Alta by 

Mexican authorities. Control of remaining missions and mission lands were turned over 

to civilians who, rather than promote and protect the Natives and the missions, plundered 

church goods and properties for their own benefit. By 1833 a new law nationalized 

church properties within Mexico proper, but northern missions were already devastated 

and offered little incentive for profit, thus they were excluded from this law. A few 
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Fathers tried to repair the damage done to the mission system, but it would never recover. 

Following the gradual demise of the mission system many O'odham again 

returned to their pre-mission locales. According to Erickson: 

Family groups separated from the larger units created for 
mutual defense, making food-gathering more efficient and 
productive, especially in outlying communities where they 
could farm the alluvial deposits as their ancestors had done 
for centuries. Some O'odham who began to raise cattle also 
found that it was better to spread out so their herds would 
not compete for forage, but with the exception of cattle-
raising, the O'odham relumed to a more traditional life 
(1994:57). 

However, the Mexican authorities did continue one lasting Spanish institution; land 

grants. This granting of large parcels of land to first Spanish and later Mexican 

individuals would continue to play a role in settlement patterns even after the United 

States takeover. 

LAND GRANTS 

Although Mexican independence in 1821 ended Spain's control of Pimeria Alta, 

total Spanish presence did not disappear. The most pervading change involved land: its 

use and ownership. During the mission period some Hispanics had settled in the more 

fertile areas surrounding the missions, effectively pushing Natives off their ancestral 

lands. At the time of independence few of these settlers returned to Spain or Mexico. 

Rather they maintained their ownership through former Spanish land grants. Land laws 

remained fundamentally the same after Mexican independence and earlier grants were 

generally recognized by Mexican authorities. Eventually several of them were also 
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confirmed by the United States. In addition, in the early years following Mexican 

independence land grants increased in number when Hispanic settlers living in southern 

Arizona applied for new ones under Mexican law. 

While none of the land grants are located on what is currently reservation land, 

there were several within Pimeria Alta. The grants, located on the best Pimeria Alta 

farming and grazing land, thus presented further challenge to the historic O'odham 

lifestyle by reducing their available land base. In addition, ranchers were also permitted 

to occupy surrounding lands via a system termed "overplus." Thus not only were best 

lands taken, but adjacent areas were also grazed and the Natives were pushed even further 

west onto less productive areas. This pattern not only continued under American 

authority, but it increased. 

Land grants within Arizona were first sought before Mexican independence by 

livestock ranchers during the decades of relative peace when the Apache were being 

placated by bribes and short lived treaties. The first one was petitioned for by Tomas and 

Ignacio Ortiz in September of 1820 and later became known as San Ignacio de la 

Canoawas. It consisted of a total of four sitios (four square leagues or about 17,000 

acres). Other grants in the area were equally or more extensive, thus establishing a 

pattern of large land holdings that continued through the Mexican period. The largest, 

according to Officer, was the Babocomari grant. 

Officially known as San Ignacio del Babocomari, [it] was 
surveyed in the fall of 1827 and purchased in December of 
that year. It included more land within the present-day 
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boundaries of Arizona than any other made during the 
Spanish and Mexican periods (1987:109). 

This grant was twice the size of the first and thus about 34,000 acres. That is almost one-

half of the total size of present day San Xavier Reservation. Despite the increased 

Hispanic land holdings in Southern Arizona, however, actual occupation of the area 

continued to be tenuous. 

Apache problems increased as Mexican control decreased and by the late 1820s 

there was again consistent raiding throughout the area. As a result, some grants were 

either occupied for a short period or not at all, depending upon their proximity to Apache 

activities. Thus, despite numerous attempts to control them as a group, they remained a 

problem within the region throughout the Mexican period. In addition, O'odham people 

again began to use force in an attempt to re-establish control over their lands and reduce 

Mexican domination. 

O'ODHAM RESISTANCE 

The Altar Valley, just south of the international boundary, was the scene of 

several battles between O'odham and Mexican groups during the mid 1830s and finally, 

as discussed by Spicer (1962), culminated in what is termed the Papago War. The quality 

of Indian life around the Franciscan missions, which had already deteriorated, further 

declined owing to increased land usurpation by Hispanic ranchers. Both land and water 

were the ranchers' focus and soon Native inhabitants in the Magdalena and Altar River 

watershed perceived increased problems. According to Spicer, "Mexican settlers steadily 
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encroached on Indian lands, and hostile relations also developed... .They often involved 

small wars over water holes. Indians and, occasionally, Mexicans were killed" 

(1962:133). Cattle raising was usually at the root of this problem. Mexican cattlemen 

continued to increase their herds, and both rangeland and water became less available for 

Indian use. The Indians felt a need for a change in the relationships between them and the 

Mexicans. 

O'odham leaders, according to Officer, felt they "would be forced to adopt the 

tactics of the Apaches and subsist through raiding the Mexican towns in the fertile river 

valleys" (1987:131). Numerous minor engagements continued until January 1841 when a 

last battle was fought at the foot of Baboquivari Peak. Finally, Officer notes, as a result 

of this confrontation "four Papago representatives met with the Mexican leaders to ratify 

a promise made earlier to maintain the peace thereafter" (1987:154). However, the 

relationship between Mexico and the O'odham Nation never really greatly improved. 

SUMMARY 

At the end of the colonial period, after years of Spanish interference and Mexican 

indifference, fundamental O'odham lifestyle remained strong even as their population 

suffered. That is not to say there was not cultural change in this era, rather it means the 

modifications were more additive than radical. During this period the O'odham utilized 

their policy of cultural/ecological opportunism to react to societal institutions that now 

came firom beyond the oceans. The newly arrived colonizing groups brought not only 

new material cultural institutions but also initiated consequential health issues. While 
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they did not initiate a cash economy, the Spanish and later the Mexicans did introduce the 

O'odham to mining on a more commercial level. Still, the O'odham were able to 

continue, as they had in the previous era, to select desired aspects of outside culture and 

blend them into their lifestyle rather than accepting wholesale change. Furthermore, the 

new European institutions did not represent as drastically different lifestyle change as 

when agriculture replaced hunting and gathering. Still, the affects of European contact on 

the Native Americans were very evident. 

During the Spanish and Mexican period, agriculture and settlement patterns took 

on new direction. The addition of European crops and livestock, especially wheat and 

cattle, added to existing agricultural patterns. These agricultural commodities initiated a 

series of changes that would continue to evolve into the twentieth century. However, at 

first their impact was modest. During this period wheat became a new food crop. In the 

twentieth century it would become a commercial one. Wheat could be planted in 

December, be watered in spring by the west to east cyclonic storms, and then be harvested 

in the May-June arid foresummer, thus it did not interfere with existing monsoon season 

crops. Cattle were also added to the O'odham lifestyle, but not in the same dimension as 

in European society. Rather than being herd animals feeding on grass pastures, they 

became semi-wild range animals that browsed on available shrubs, bushes, and trees. 

With these changes, some settlement pattems also began to take on a few new 

dimensions. 

Spanish missionaries clustered along the eastern and southern edge of historic 
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O'odham land attempted to introduce new settlement patterns to the O'odham people. 

The missionaries wanted the O'odham to live a more rancheria style existence along the 

Santa Cruz River and stay in one place all year rather than wander between Field and 

Well. As long the Spanish exercised some control over the Apache, that pattern 

developed on a limited scale. However, when the Spanish withdrew and the Mexicans 

cut back on their military support, the O'odham again scattered to the west. Still, no 

matter where they went, they were not able to avoid European diseases. 

The term American Holocaust, used by David E. Stannard to describe the 

conquest of the New World by European forces, evokes images of millions of people 

being put to death, and they were-by disease. Stannard (1992) notes that estimates for the 

1492 Native population north of Mexico run between 7,000,000 to 18,000,000. After 

Columbus and the flow of later explorers arrived, that population was devastated. 

Exactly how many died will never be known, but, according to 1998 census figures, the 

total number of Native Americans in the United States did not return to 2 million until 

this decade. Furthermore, as few as 357,499 were reported as recently as 1950. Dobyns 

(1983) discusses several episodes of smallpox and suggests that after a century of its 

arrival in the Americas with the Spanish conquest, the population around central Mexico 

was reduced by 97 percent and even the Hopis probably lost as many as 75 percent of 

their population between 1520 and 1524. We can only assume that the O'odham were 

also severally affected. However, they did have a different defense than many tribes. 

O'odham dispersal across the Pimeria Alta must have offered them some 
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protection against contact. Just as the O'odham tried to avoid Apache raids by retreating 

into the desert, they might have been able to avoid some of the early waves of European 

diseases that swept across North America. However, they were not able to do it forever. 

Dobyns (1983) notes episodes of smallpox that marred the O'odham population as well 

as measles, influenza, bubonic plague, and even cholera. Furthermore, according to 

Dobyns (1983), these particular disease problems did not vanish with the Spanish. 

Rather, they continued well into the nineteenth century when they were replaced by new 

health issues. While diseases were not intentionally introduced among the O'odham, the 

colonialists did attempt to initiate political and religious change. 

Private ownership and select government institutions supported by Spanish laws 

and legal doctrine were part of the Spanish cultural foundation that they tried to impose 

upon the O'odham. However, for the most part these creations were given no more than 

lip-service and generally remained outside of O'odham lifestyle. As Erickson points out, 

[t]radition told them that families had the right to use the 
fields, and that a family's ability to cultivate the land 
determined the size of their field. Families also had rights 
to gather in areas where certain foods, such as saguaro 
fruits, were abundant. Because they used what they needed 
and shared any surplus food they harvested, the O'odham 
had no need for private property (1994:24-25). 

However altered religious doctrine, did impact the O'odham lifestyle to a greater extent. 

The Catholic religion introduced new religious concepts to the O'odham spiritual 

practice, but not to the point of destroying their centuries old sense of place. Thus change 

occurred, but not spiritual rebirth. Treatment of the dead was one area which the 
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O'odham chose to modify. Thomas (1994) notes that cremation was common in early 

Southwestern occupation and therefore corpse remains were rare until more recent time. 

In addition, Native Americans typically do not speak about the dead, nor did they 

historically visit burial sites. Thus cemeteries and Spanish religious architecture came 

with Catholicism along with other religious symbols. O'odham people embraced much 

of the Catholic religion, including its architecture and cemeteries, but they did not give up 

all of their ceremonies. As a result, churches and cemeteries now dot the reservation but 

as supplements to the sacred aspects of the Pimeria Alta physical landscape. 

Additionally, roadside shrines for those killed in accidents, are found along the 

reservations roads. But typically with no names attached to them. 

This period, then, like the previous era was one in which the O'odham continued 

to adjust their lifestyle to better occupy their territory. This pattern continues today. 

Once the O'odham made the decision to move into the desert theirs has been a continuum 

of taking advantage of cultural/ecological opportunities to ensure they were able to 

remain. Some of the opportunities resulted in new agricultural activities and others led to 

new cultural institutions. None, however, led to the character of change that occurred 

after people from the United States began to explore Pimeria Alta. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

UNITED STATES TAKEOVER 

The chaos on the frontiers of New Spain set the stage for the Americanization of Arizona 
and the Southwest. Zebulon Pike had described the attractiveness of the Santa Fe trade 
in the report on his expedition into New Mexico and Chihuahua in 1806. It was not until 

Mexico threw off the Spanish yoke in 1821, however, that restrictions on commercial 
transactions with Americans were relaxed (Wagoner, 1975:242). 

CHANGING OWNERSHIP 

Mexico had hardly taken control of Arizona when Anglo frontiersmen started to 

explore the area. The first Americans were not, however, an invading army. Instead, they 

were a group comprised of adventurers and misHts whose business was capturing the 

"hairy banknotes" found in watercourses between the upper Gila and the mouth of the 

Colorado. As in the rest of the west, the era of the mountain men was a short one that 

ended as the availability of beavers dried up like a weak monsoon falling in the heat of 

August. Still, arrival of American trappers and explorers meant more change was headed 

for Pimeria Alta and the O'odham people. 

Sylvester Pattie and his son, James, the first Americans according to Wagoner 

(1975) to have an extended stay in Arizona, spent the winter of 1825-26 trapping along 

the San Francisco, Gila, and San Pedro Rivers. The two of them sent back extensive, 

promising, firsthand reports about the trapping potential, and the infiltration process was 

begun. Their accounts told of economic potential in addition to a description of 

bloodthirsty Indians, big bears, and wild hogs (javelina). The combined narrative helped 

fuel the myth of a savage land. The following year the Patties returned with more 
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trappers and eventually all of the annual streams in southern Arizona were being worked. 

While the fur industry was short lived, it did last long enough for much of Arizona to be 

crisscrossed and explored by trappers and other non-Hispanic frontiersmen. 

By 1833 the Southwestern fur trade was declining but the American impact was 

not. The trappers and mountain men came to a region being deserted by Mexico and 

brought a new economic arrangement that viewed land and resources as commodities to 

be exploited, not communally shared. The trappers and mountain men's presence plus 

the accounts they sent east created interest in the region as a route to California and an 

area to settle. For the United States, it was only a matter of time until Americans 

traveling through became Americans taking over the land as they had in Texas. 

In 1845, President James K. Polk, in an attempt to avoid war with Mexico offered 

to purchase California and the region east to Texas. However, Mexico, still feeling the 

sting of defeat from their loss of Texas, rejected the offer. On April 25,1846, the United 

States and Mexico each claimed their territory had been invaded and began to fight. On 

August 18, United States General Stephen W. Kearny entered the village of Santa Fe and 

on September 22, he proclaimed an American civil govemment. Most of Arizona was 

included in the claimed territory. Kearny then proceeded southwest, by passed Tucson 

where the only strong Mexican garrison in Arizona existed, and journeyed along the Gila 

River to California. Out of his travels came more American perceptions of the region. 

Two individuals traveling with Kearny, Lieutenant William H. Emory, a 

topographical engineer, and Dr. John S. Griffin, the Hrst qualified U.S. medical man to 
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enter Arizona, kept diaries that offer early American impressions of the land and people. 

As with others that followed, most observations were through the eyes of easterners. Dr. 

Griffin, who was from Maryland, for example described the 

vicinity of the juncture of the San Pedro and Gila rivers 
where the town of Winkelman stands today.... [as] 
'utterly worthless' and named it Hog River because of the 
wild javelinas found there. Little (Ud he know that in less 
than forty years, the famous Christmas Coppermine would 
be discovered a short distance away (Wagoner, 1975:264). 

He also noted that nothing grew there except cactus, noting some to be fifty feet high, 

thus giving us an early depiction of the saguaro. 

Lieutenant Emory was also from Maryland. His report. House Executive 

Document No. 42 to the 30th Congress, seconded (jriffin's comments. When the party 

neared where the Santa Cruz joined the Gila he noted that four-fifths of the plain was 

destitute of vegetation. Not until they reached the Pima villages near the Casa Grande 

ruins did positive statements emerge. At that point Emory wrote "To us it is a rare sight 

to be thrown in the midst of a large nation of what is termed wild Indians, surpassing 

many of the Christian nations in agriculture, little behind them in useful arts and 

inmieasurable before them in honesty and virtue" (Wagoner, 1975:265). Thus this report 

presents us an early description of the Native American farming skills honed by centuries 

in the arid west. 

While Keamy is best remembered for his activities in New Mexico and 

California, he did play an important role in establishing United States authority in 
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Arizona. A greater impact on Pimeria Alta was made by Lt. Colonel Philip St. George 

Cooke, who led the Mormon Battalion and blazed the first practical wagon trail through 

the southern Arizona deserts. It was under his leadership that on December 17,1846, the 

first American flag was raised in Tucson. The Mormon Battalion's stay there, however, 

was short and the following day they resumed their march and stopped at a Pima village. 

Cooke was impressed with the hospitality of the Indians and wrote 

The Pimos are fine-looking, seem well fed, ride 
good horses, and are variously clothed, though many have 
only the centre cloth; the men and women have 
extraordinary luxuriance and length of hair. With clean 
white blankets and streaming hair, they present mounted 
quite a fine figure. But innocense and cheerfulness are their 
most distinctive characteristics. I am told the Mexican 
officers used every persuasion, and promise of plunder, to 
excite hostility toward us (1878:161-62). 

The war itself, as described in Wagoner (1974), continued until February 2,1848, 

when the Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo was signed. It again changed international 

boundaries and this time a large part of Arizona came under United States control. 

However most of Pimeria Alta was not included. It was not until Ambassador James 

Gadsden negotiated a purchase of more Mexican land in 1853 that the majority of 

O'odham occupied lands were made part of United States territory. Interestingly, the 

Gadsden Purchase came about as the result of a quest for a better trans-continental 

railroad route and not for the lands' value. Ratified in 1854, the purchase included much 

of the O'odham traditional lands as well as most of the people. Erickson notes that by 

then "[p]robably fewer than a thousand O'odham lived south of the boundary created by 
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the treaty, and many of them began moving north as more Mexicans moved onto the best 

lands along the Altar River" (1994:70). Today according to tribal council member, 

Joseph Joaquin, "the Mexican government and Tohono O'odham Nation are trying to 

reestablish lands and rights for the few remaining Sonoran O'odham Indians" (Personal 

Conversation June 25, 1996). 

The transition period from Mexican to American rule produced few immediate 

Arizona landscape changes. Most Anglo pioneers and politicians still considered it a 

wasteland, infested with fierce, uncontrolled Indians. It was the California gold rush in 

1849 that resulted in more Arizona settlement. Miners traveling towards the California 

gold fields went through southern Arizona and from these people came reports of its 

agricultural potential. However, even glowing reports could not overcome the persistent 

Apache problem and there were not sufficient troops to battle them. Rather, as a result of 

the Civil War, troops in Tucson were sent east to ward off Confederate movements into 

New Mexico. 

The Civil War's end meant soldiers could again return to Arizona and begin to 

provide protection for both the Anglos and Indians living there. Some O'odham tribal 

members now joined with the returning United States military presence to do joint battle 

against Apache forces. Once the Apache problem was resolved the O'odham could 

finally turn away firom war and focus on their subsistence economy. 

While O'odham participation, according to Wagoner (1974), helped assure a 

United States victory against the Apache, their assistance was most important because it 
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resulted in an interesting addition to O'odham/United States relations. As allies joined 

against a common enemy, rather than combatants, there was never a peace treaty signed 

between the two governments and thus no lands set aside as part of a treaty. This 

situation, while not completely unique in United States history, was uncommon and 

meant no treaty reservation was provided. Rather, an Indian agent was assigned to serve 

the San Xavier O'odham in 1865. This meant that the majority of the O'odham who lived 

west of the Baboquivari Mountains were un-represented. 

A survey in 1865 by the Papago Indian agent "led to the conclusion that there 

were in the neighborhood of sixty-three hundred Papagos. A distinction was made 

between the two hundred Indians at San Xavier [where the first small Executive Order 

O'odham reservation would be established on July 1, 1874] and the 'nomadic' Papagos of 

the west" (Spicer, 1962:136). Thus in 1865 the majority were still practicing a more 

traditional "nomadic" life in the west and away from Apache interference. The first agent 

gave San Xavier O'odham picks, hoes, and shovels for fanning. This action was in 

keeping with the government policy of acculturation. 

ALLOTMENT 

During this time period government policy makers, encouraged by religious and 

philanthropic groups, felt it was in the best interest of the Indians to allot land to 

individuals and eliminate conmiunal living. Thus the General Allotment Act, or Dawes 

Act, was passed in 1887. Unlike most other legislative actions that were passed 

specifically to deal with central and eastern tribes this one affected all Indians. As a 
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result of its passage, the San Xavier landscape was forever changed. 

Initially passed to speed the assimilation process, the General Allotment Act of 

1887 was designed to divide up large reservations by giving Indians title to individual 

parcels of land. Whether legislators involved in the passing of the Act were most 

interested in helping the Indians or the various special interest groups has long been 

debated. Nationwide, Indian holdings were reduced from about 150,000,000 acres in 

1887 to approximately 50,000,000 acres in 1934. In Arizona, traditional lands were 

likewise given up as settlers' demands for the best agricultural lands increased. D. S. 

Otis, writing in 1934, discusses the problem when he quotes a minority report of the 

House Indian Affairs Committee in 1880 concerning an allotment bill, 

The real aim of this bill is to get at the Indian Lands 
and open them up to settlement. The provisions for the 
apparent benefit of the Indian are but the pretext to get 
at his lands and occupy them.... If this were done in 
the name of Greed, it would be bad enough; but to do 
it in the name of Humanity, and under the cloak of an 
ardent desire to promote the Indian's welfare by making 
him like ourselves, whether he will or not, is infinitely 
worse (1934:19). 

Otis himself states, 

regarding the interest of railroads in allotment, one salient 
fact that must be borne in mind is that the allotment system 
would throw open large areas to white settlement, and in 
this period especially railroad leaders were lavishly 
expending money and effort in building up western 
settlements to fiimish railroad traffic (1934:25). 

Railroads were considered to be a civilizing force and even a Christianizing force. 
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With the railroads came towns and a means of transporting raw materials and finished 

goods between manufacturers and markets. While neither the Pimeria Alta land nor the 

O'odham people were prime subjects for railroad towns, some of the land they controlled 

was desirable and thus began a period of increased Anglo interest and takeover. 

The General Allotment Act for most tribes marked a turning point in Indian affairs 

by forcing a mandatory move away from tribal government and tribal autonomy, and 

abandonment of traditional cultural, economic, and social values. Now, instead, the 

Federal Government implemented a compulsory turning toward white societies' social 

and economic values and implemented new laws to which the individual Indian was 

increasingly subjected. SufHce it to say white society did not understand Indian 

communal life. Rather, the general consensus was that Indians must be "managed" by the 

Anglo society. An examination of the Allotment Act document itself illustrates the 

Intended societal changes. 

Reservation land was to be allotted under Section I at the rate of one-quarter 

section to each head of a family, one-eighth of a section to each single person over 

eighteen years of age, one-eighth of a section to each orphan child under eighteen years of 

age, and to each single person under eighteen, one-sixteenth of a section. Further, there 

was a provision for additional allotment of land where land would only support grazing. 

Thus families of farmers were to be developed with lands given out at a rate quite similar 

to Homestead Act acreage. However O'odham inheritance traditions, based upon sharing 

lands within the family, resulted in fractured ownership to the point that today several 
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hundred individuals are often legal heirs to a single allotment. Additionally, the time 

honored practice of the right for unclaimed lands to be issued for individual use by the 

tribal council could not be continued, for under Section V of the Dawes Act there was to 

be no excess land. 

Section V was essential if Indians were to have any success with allotment. It 

guaranteed that once allotted, the land would be held in trust for twenty-five years. 

During that time sole use was for benefit of the Indians, or their heirs in the case of death. 

If any conveyance shall be made of the lands set apart and allotted as provided, or any 

contract made touching the same, before the expiration of the twenty-five year time 

period, such conveyance or contract shall be absolutely null and void. This would prove 

important to the San Xavier O'odham being able to maintain control of their land. 

Finally Section V also provided that such portions of a reservation not allotted could, 

with consent of the tribe, be sold. 

Section VI provided that once allotted, every Indian bom within the territorial 

limits of the United States and having adopted the habits of civilized life would be 

declared a citizen of the United States. However, the Arizona state govemment, once 

established, managed to limit Indian citizenship rights. Section DC required Indians to 

pay, via land sales proceeds, for surveys and resurveys required by Section n of the act. 

Finally, Congress's powers to grant right of ways through Indian lands, for railroads or 

other highways or telegraph lines or to condemn such lands for public uses upon making 

just compensation were not, according to Section X, to be affected by this act. Thus state 
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roads and utilities crisscross allotted San Xavier lands. 

While none of the yet to be established, large Sells Reservation was allotted, the 

prime agricultural land at the San Xavier Reservation was divided and part of the Sells 

Reservation was proposed for allotment and even surveyed for that purpose. The 

lingering tragedy of the allotment scheme, still visible on the San Xavier landscape, is 

found within its current land use patterns. Quality, easily irrigated, agricultural land 

under O'odham control is held in such a complex allotment ownership pattern that the 

decision to farm is severely hindered (Williams, 1999). Control of water and related 

water rights, discussed in detail later, often presented further obstacles. By the 1880s 

when allotment occurred, Anglos had begun moving onto Pimeria Alta in search of 

usable grazing land, available water sources, and rich mineral deposits. What they found 

was that the O'odham had been mining the area for some time. 

MINERAL EXPLOITATION 

Native American mineral exploitation, as discussed by Hackenberg (1964), had 

been carried on for centuries prior to Spanish arrival. While not all areas were equally 

mineral rich, widespread trading activities assured most tribes were aware of several 

different metals. Objects made from copper, gold, and silver were found almost 

everywhere by the Spanish, leading them to believe that mineral deposits were 

widespread. Therefore, as the Spanish traveled they constantly sought out local mineral 

sources. How important any of the metals were to the O'odham or their predecessors is 

difficult to say. What is important to this dissertation, however, and thus what makes 
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mining one of the threads that connect the changing O'odham culture through time, is that 

the Spanish established a colonial work strategy that continued little changed until the 

present. Essentially the Spanish policy was that the dominant society owned the mines 

and the Indians worked as laborers. This model would eventually permeate other aspects 

of O'odham culture. 

The pre-Spanish, O'odham pattern of occasionally working for the Pima in 

exchange for food became, after Spanish arrival, a policy of working in mines in return 

for some kind of reward. Granted, in my research I found no mention of the O'odham 

being paid early on by the Spanish for working in mines, however the O'odham must 

have received something in return for their work. That conclusion is based upon the fact 

that the O'odham were never placed in the same category, indentured slave, as the Native 

Americans in Mexico. What ever that something was, be it cash, a percent of the mineral 

resources, food, or protection, represented the beginning of a shift from a subsistence to a 

cash economy. The O'odham could go work in the mines for a set period of time, 

enhance their resources, and then return to their Pimeria Alta home. 

The earliest recorded Spanish copper mining activity in Arizona was near present 

day Ajo in the early 1700s. Arizona copper deposits, owing to their isolated position and 

the lack of readily available water, were not easy to exploit. The Spanish did cut a 60 

foot deep shaft that became known as the "Old Bat Hole" but copper deposits in the Ajo 

region were again forgotten until 1847. In that year, prospector Tom Childs visited the 

area looking for the fabulous lost Planchas de la Plata silver mine. The Spanish mining 
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of silver was much better known than their copper mining activities, but remnants of the 

latter were what he found. Chi ids eventually showed the mine to one Peter R. Brady, and 

it was he who helped set up the Arizona Mining and Trading Company to explore the 

possibility of copper mining in the locale. 

In 18S4 an expedition was sent to Fort Yuma and then on to the copper area. In 

November, 1854, they arrived and named the region Ajo after the abundance of wild 

garlic plants they found there. Soon Mexican and Indian laborers were put to work and 

the United States copper industry in Arizona was underway. The rich concentrated ore 

near the surface, however, soon played out. It was not until formation of the New 

Cornelia Copper Company in 1911 that success in tapping Ajo copper became a reality. 

In the interim, to establish a viable mining operation, a reliable supply of water was 

needed, the railroad had to be extended to a closer rail terminal, and new mining 

techniques had to be developed to handle what turned out to be a huge deposit of low 

grade copper. All this was done and large scale mining got under way in May, 1917, just 

before final formation of the Executive Order Sells Reservation. Mining activity at Ajo 

rendered certain that when the Sells Reservation was formed, mineral rights were not 

included in the original Executive Order. 

Ajo was the earliest site reserved for Anglo mineral exploitation, but it was by no 

means the only one. Other southem Arizonan locales, either rich in gold, silver, or 

copper, or even thought to be rich in any minerals, were not included in reservation lands. 

In addition, on the reservation several mining boomtowns sprung up over night only to 
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later wither away as the mineral pockets vanished or ore prices fell. While this open 

exploitation situation was finally modified on May 27,1955 by Act of Congress, it was 

not done before some "19,500 claims on the Reservation" had been filed (Edwards, 

1963:31). This Act repealed provisions of the 1917 Executive Order which enabled non-

Indians to mine O'odham minerals under the then existing mining laws of the United 

States. Thus what started as a mining policy with the Spanish continued until 1955 when 

the reservation was finally closed to further mineral exploration. This policy of mineral 

exploitation was, in general practice, extended to other O'odham natural resources as 

well. 

On a more positive note, operating mines did provide labor opportunities for 

O'odham workers. After some of the major Anglo operations ceased and mining 

regulations were revised, it was believed that no new significant mineral reserves were 

going to be found on O'odham land. However, much to the amazement of mining 

engineers, rich, high-grade copper deposits were discovered in the 1960s. Newer mines 

on both the San Xavier and Sells Reservations now provide much needed net royalties for 

tribal use. In the meantime, the long active Ajo mining operation, most recently owned 

by Phelps Dodge, has ceased operation and with it went many O'odham jobs. While 

early mineral exploitations which caused so many problems for O'odham people are now 

gone, there are still difficulties associated with the mines. 

Copper production is very sensitive to price change and therefore mining 

operations start and stop with regularity. The mine just north of Santa Rosa which I 



138 

visited in 1999 is currently not producing copper and employs only a skeleton crew. It 

has changed ownership several times since it was first established and now, when in 

operation, employees O'odham workers as well as pays mineral lease rights to the 

O'odham Nation. In addition, the large open pit mine near the town of San Xavier has 

dumped millions of tons of waste materials on the southern edge of that district. 

Chemicals leaching from the waste has caused serious groundwater problems. Thus 

mining produces some economic benefits but also carries environmental consequences. 

The significance of Ajo's copper as well as the other mines located in Pimeria Alta 

to this dissertation then was not its impact upon the economy of Arizona or the United 

States, but rather its impact on changing O'odham lifestyle. Mining helped determine 

what lands would finally be assigned to the O'odham and what economic position they, 

as owners or workers, would be relegated. Underhill said that during this early mining, 

land grabbing period, the O'odham had yet to "awake to the value of money" (1974:323). 

That does not mean, however, that they still continued their previous subsistence 

economy. Rather, with the influx of Anglo miners and farmers, the O'odham increased 

their participation in wage labor. The O'odham did not, abandon their akchin farming 

practices until well into the twentieth century. At the same time, other changes were 

occurring. 

STARTING TO GOVERN THE INDIANS 

With United States ownership of Pimeria Alta came trappings of government. At 

first representation was minimal as the area was, in many ways, still an untamed frontier. 
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The Tucson, according to Wagoner (1974), that first Indian agent John Walker came to in 

1857 was little more than a sleepy Mexican village. It had few Anglos and little presence 

of the United States government. Walker was appointed to oversee all Indians added to 

the United States as a result of the Gadsden Purchase. He found approximately 200 San 

Xavier O'odham farming and a few even raising cattle. However, this number 

represented less than five percent of the perhaps 4800 total O'odham 1850$ population. 

Owing to the continuing Apache problem, most of the O'odham were still west of the 

Baboquivari Mountains. It was not until Charles De Brille Poston, the first territorial 

Superintendent of Indian Affairs, was appointed in 1863 that the larger, western 

population was closely surveyed by government officials. As a result of the governments' 

focus on San Xavier, that locale was where the first reservation would be established. 

Arizona in the 1860s had a substantial Indian population but it did not have any 

reservations. Many Native people were still living lives similar to the ones they had 

before Spanish and Mexican control. Scattered settlements and subsistence economies 

were common and many groups, including the Navajo, Apache, and Hopi, had yet to be 

subdued. Thus it was difficult to determine with any accuracy exactly how many Natives 

lived in the area. Officer (1987) suggested that there were probably at least 30,000 of the 

uncontrolled Natives. In addition, there was also a large number of non-hostile Indians. 

However, we do know how many non-Natives were there. A census taken in the spring 

of 1864, according to Walker and Bufkin (1986), reported that only 4,573 "White" people 

lived in the territory. However, owing to an influx of outsiders, this non-Indian 



140 

population increased rapidly. By 1900 that 4,187 had turned into over 122,000. During 

the same time, the O'odham population declined. 

The Annual Reports of the Commissioner of Indian Affairs beginning in 1863 

variously recorded the O'odham population of Pimeria Alta as follows: 

TABLE 1 
O'ODHAM POPULATION ESTIMATES 

BETWEEN 1863 AND 1911 

YEAR POPULATION YEAR POPULATION 

1863 7500 1885 7300 

1865 5000 1895 2648 

1872 6000 1903 2542 

1875 6000 1911 ABOUT 5000 

These numbers not only indicate the decline, but they also point out the undependability 

of the Conrniission of Indian Affairs reporting. It was not until the 1914 Annual Report 

that Castetter and Bell say that "the figures presented were regarded as quite reliable" 

(1942:53). In that year the Annual Report (1914) noted there were 5,662 O'odham 

exclusive of the San Xavier and Gila Bend reservations. Thus, the Indian population 

figures for the period until 1855 were probably high and those for 1903 low. It was not 

the number of Indians, however, but the small number of non-Indians in the 1869s that 

prompted the Federal Government to pass an Act in February of 1863 making Arizona a 

separate entity and also appointing Poston. 
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A former Tubac area mine operator, Poston knew the area well. During his tenure 

as Superintendent, which lasted until 1872, he actively pursued the setting aside of lands 

for a reservation associated with San Xavier Mission. Unfortunately at the same time he 

was seeking to protect their land, new Arizona settlers were looking to take control of 

them and this time the O'odham found themselves in strong competition with Anglos for 

much more than minerals. 

RESERVATION BEGINNINGS 

Reservation status was slow in coming for the O'odham and once established 

several difficulties defining and maintaining its boundaries developed. Since they had not 

fought against the United States they lacked a history of treaty making with them. When 

other Native American groups were exchanging large tracts of land for smaller ones and 

gaining some economic and social guarantees concerning farm equipment, agricultural 

seed, and health care, the O'odham were still without a dedicated reservation. It took a 

series of Executive Orders, issued over a period of years, to finally guarantee them an 

area about the size of the state of Connecticut. 

In the 1870's, the Annual Reports of the Conmiission of Indian Affairs estimates 

for O'odham living west of the Baboquivari Mountains said there were approximately 

4,600 O'odham still maintaining traditional migratory lives with the rest to the east or 

north. Since the largest percentage of the O'odham were west of the mountains, it is 

somewhat surprising that Poston actively campaigned for a reservation at San Xavier. 

However, campaign he did and finally on July 1,1874, two years after he left office, the 
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first lands were set aside as per the following Executive Order. 

It is hereby ordered that there be withdrawn from 
sale or entry and set apart for the use of the Papago and 
such other Indians as it may be desirable to place thereon 
the following tract of country around San Xavier del Bac, in 
Arizona, viz: 

Beginning at the northwest comer of section 9, 
township 15 south, range 13 east; thence west one-half mile 
to the quarter-section comer; thence south 3 miles to the 
section line between sections 21 and 28 of same township; 
thence west along north boundary of sections 28, 29, and 
30, up to the northwest comer of section 30, same 
township; continuing thence due west 9 miles to a point; 
thence south 7 miles to a point; thence east 3 miles to the 
southwest comer of section 30, township 16 south, range 12 
east; thence east along the south boundary of sections 30, 
29,28, 27, 26, and 25, township 16 south, range 12 east, 
and sections 30, 29, 28, 27,26, and 25, township 16 south, 
range 13 east, to the southeast comer of section 25, same 
township; thence north along the range line between ranges 
13 and 14 east to the northeast comer of section 24, 
township 15 south, range 13 east; thence west to the 
northwest comer of section 22, same township; thence 
north to the place of beginning, to be known as the Papago 
Indian Reserve. U. S. Grant. (1902:11) 

In all, 71,095 acres were eventually set aside at San Xavier with a second, smaller 

Executive Order Reserve established on December 12,1882 at Gila Bend. It was Hrst 

signed into existence by Chester A. Arthur and consisted of 25 square miles (16,000 

acres). A second Act on June 17,1909, reduced this reservation by about one-third to 

10,235 acres. It was not until 1916 that the government Hnally began setting aside land 

for the larger Sells Reservation and it was not until the 1930s that tinal unchallenged 

control over all their reserved land, still without full mineral rights, was achieved. 
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The importance of reservation establishment is not, however, found in final 

approval but rather in why ratification was given in such a haphazard manner. The 

piecemeal process was but one more example of how the dominant society's land tenure 

policies continued to ignore the Native American's original settlement patterns, 

subsistence economic structure, and attachment to land. Thus what one sees when 

analyzing change in O'odham occupancy is their adaptation to Spanish "colonial 

expansion" policy, with later modifications added to accommodate Mexican "land grant" 

policy, and finally mitigation associated with the United States' "maximum use of the 

resources" policy. While none of the three brought about totally new cultural patterns, 

each did chisel away at the O'odham traditional lifestyle. Ultimately it has been the 

United States that has had the greatest influence on culture change, mostly in the 

twentieth century. 

CHANGING LAND POUCY 

Orders and Acts establishing reservations were closely tied to economic activities, 

be they mineral, water, or grazing land, of Anglo settlers. With exclusion of specific 

traditional lands and/or mineral rights, the United States became a barrier, as had Spain 

and Mexico, to O'odham traditional land use. Unlike the distant control of Spain and 

Mexico, however, the United States represented a cultural and economic strength that 

possessed ultimate decision making authority. Their control became most evident as 

O'odham land boundaries were modified to meet the wants of newly arriving Anglo 

settlers into Arizona Territory. The result was years of confused land policy, for, as the 
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United States government reserved lands for the O'odham, settlers continued to attempt to 

retain control of the best agricultural lands. Undertakings to usurp all Native American 

land were nothing new. The General Allotment Act is one more effort to do so. With 

this goal in mind, the United States negotiated and re-negotiated treaties with Native 

Americans. Looking back through United States history, we see that this was not a new 

position. George Washington had stated that the Indians should be told that the country 

could only contain Indians and Anglos by separating the two groups. Meinig discusses 

this theme in the second volume of The Shaping of America when he says, 

[i]t was of course clear from all... history that such 
boundaries were not immutable. They were not intended to 
be; they were understood by those who imposed them to be 
geopolitical devices to effect orderly change, a means, so it 
was always argued, to allow the reasonable expansion of 
the one people without the destruction of the other 
(1993:79). 

In contrast. Native Americans argued, and still do, that treaties were agreements 

negotiated in good faith between equal, sovereign nations and they expected them to be 

binding. In that reference. Acts and Executive Orders issued by the United States 

govemment should also have been recognized by all peoples, but they were not. Rather, 

while the late nineteenth century held promise for the O'odham with establishment of a 

small reservation, attempts would continue to slow control over that reservation. One 

elaborate land scheme initiated by Robert Hunter and carried on by his heirs as well as his 

partner, Robert Martin, began even before final ownership was established. 
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THE O'ODHAM STRUGGLE TO CONTROL THEIR LAND 

The turn of the century began with promise. Small reservations had been 

established and a larger area of traditional O'odham land west of the Baboquivari 

Mountains was, in 1917, also going to be set aside by Executive Orders. However in the 

period between 1853 and 1916 only the small reservations had been finalized and settlers 

and politicians alike continued to argue that the yet unassigned land was public domain. 

In that context, Anglo cattlemen, farmers, and land speculators proceeded to either 

occupy or lay claim to various parts of the yet to be established and recognized larger 

reservation. 

Local cattle ranchers and farmers occupied some of the best O'odham land, 

including a strip through the middle of the proposed reservation. Lands not considered 

productive enough for agricultural activity were still claimed by speculators who played 

on the frenzy for cheap western land where "rain would follow the plow" and the life of 

milk and honey was available for the taking. Therefore, rather than being given 

unrestricted access to traditional O'odham lands, new efforts were underway by Anglos to 

take over the remaining portions of the pending O'odham Reservation. One such effort 

was put together by Robert Hunter. 

Hunter had designs to take over most of the non-Anglo fanned lands within the 

newly forming reservation. As an attorney from Washington, D.C. he had access to land 

documents not always available in the West. When initially retained by the Bureau of 

Catholic Indian Missions, in 1880, no one would have probably guessed his future 
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involvement in one of the largest nineteenth century Arizona Territory land schemes. 

Despite being blocked repeatedly in attempts to gain control of much of Pimeria Alta, he, 

his heirs, and partners never gave up on Hunter's original claims to O'odham land. 

Hunter's claim, according to Cook, 

involved over 2,600,000 acres in the Papago Indian country 
west of Tucson [He]... created the claim in 1880 
while retained by the Bureau of Catholic Indian Missions to 
protest an application for a mining patent in the Papagueria. 
He counseled the Papagos to seek government recognition 
of the domain as a grant under Spanish and Mexican law, 
and obtained deeds and powers of attorney from headmen 
of sixteen villages to present their case to the General Land 
Office. His fee would be one half of the vast tract 
(1973:213). 

Cook says the Hunter claim initially started as an attempt to block an earlier 

mining claim filed, 

in February of 1874, in the land office at Florence .... 
[Solomon] Warner, a Tucson merchant, applied for control 
over the Santo Tomas lode and a neighboring millsite at 
Papago Wells. Hunter, a practicing attorney, was retained 
by the Catholic Church, who traditionally had served as 
ministry to the O'odham, to dispute Warner's claim. Their 
concern was that Papago Wells, which was one of the many 
charcos (natural catch basins) within O'odham lands, would 
be lost as a summer water supply. Owing to the many 
problems already mentioned about Anglo take over of wells 
and grazing areas, the Church was concerned that further 
land loss would irreparably damage the O'odham's chance 
to survive economically. On May 5 Hunter filed an eleven-
page brief with the Land Office. Warner's claim, he 
stressed, was on land the Papagos had used from time 
immemorial for grazing and watering purposes during the 
summer and 'other seasons of drought.'... Hunter cited 
litigation that supported bidian rights to land under 
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Spanish, Mexican, and American law. In conclusion the 
attorney asked that the Warner claim be rejected (1973:216-
17). 

Shortly after filing his brief. Hunter decided to take a closer look at the lands he was 

defending. 

Hunter's Arizona trip led to his decision to not only block Warner's attempts to 

control Pimeria Alta and but also to test the entire question of O'odham land rights. He 

managed to meet with some of the O'odham village chiefs and proceeded to negotiate 

with them to secure good titles to their village tracts. In exchange he would take one half 

of their land as his fee. "The Papagos accepted this arrangement, on the condition that all 

grazing lands and watering places be omitted from his part. Hunter agreed" (1973:219). 

According to the Bowie Report (1919) sixteen quit claim deeds were filed as a result of 

Hunter's actions. 

Ultimately Hunter's legal efforts to be recognized as attorney for the O'odham and 

for tribal ownership of existing Pimeria Alta lands were dismissed. Creation of the San 

Xavier Reservation in 1874 was partly responsible for dismissal, and a mling by then 

Interior Secretary Ethan A. Hitchcock on February 19, 1903 against Hunter was the final 

legal blow. However rather than giving up totally. Hunter simply changed roles and in 

1910 he claimed to be a realtor for the tribe rather than their attorney. He thus continued 

to press the same quit claim deeds that he had used previously as proof of right to sell 

lands. 

Robert Hunter died on February 19,1912 and left a will turning over the claims to 
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his heirs and Robert M. Martin, a mining promoter and oil man from Los Angeles, who 

divided the O'odham land into units, or rights, of 2000 acres each and offered each unit 

for $1,000. Martin argued, as had Hunter, that the United States treaties in 1848 and 

1854 guaranteed rights of citizenship to the O'odham and therefore they had right to deed 

their land to him. He developed a prospectus and went about offering the units of land, 

but not for outright sale rather as a right of use; an attempt to circumvent mail fraud. 

Byl916, Martin had sold some rights to land use and he continued to do so for several 

more years, until the U. S. Supreme Court dismissed his suit in 1927 (Cook, 1973). 

Problematic activities by speculators such as Hunter and Martin doubtless 

hastened the government's decision to create the final O'odham Reservation. However, 

one can not place all the blame on ordinary citizens for the continuing difficulties 

associated with non-reserved O'odham land. The Federal Government also contributed 

to the original confusion by failing to act in the O'odham's best interest. To better 

understand the situation one has to look no further than the Bureau of Indian Affairs own 

reports. Once reservations were established, information provided by the reports focused 

on those lands and slighted the un-reserved lands. This action sent an incorrect message 

out to the general public: western O'odham lands were up for grabs. 

In 1883, Agent A. H. Jackson reported that while 500 people at San Xavier were 

supporting themselves by agriculture, there were 7,300 Desert O'odham to the west still 

living migratory lives. These figures suggest a significant population increase between 

1864 and 1883, two short decades, and indicate a demographic trend that continues today: 
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a growth rate above the national average. However, most early population figures for 

Native American groups were simply estimates. Thus whether this substantial increase 

was due to poor census taking or actual population increase could be a point of debate. 

However we do know that Agent Jackson failed to submit reports on the western lands 

for all the years he was in charge. That failure was a shortcoming that further contributed 

to the confusion about how the Federal Government viewed the western Tohono 

O'odham lands. 

CHANGING ECONOMIC PATTERNS 

After establishment of the smaller O'odham reservations, government officials 

began to focus their annual reports on the reserved lands rather than those to the west. In 

1884 Jackson did not include non-reservation O'odham in his report and that failure gave 

the impression that westem O'odham lands were vacant and open to trespassers. As the 

problem increased, other agents began waming the Bureau of Indian Affairs that the 

O'odham could "not hope to hold the vast cattle ranges belonging to the public domain 

against the influx of white population that is constantly flowing into this Westem 

country" (ARCIA 1883:63-65,1884:51,1885:229-30). Not sure how to protect 

traditional lands and cultural pattems, some Indian Agents proposed the westem O'odham 

file for their land and water under the Homestead Act. Rather than a solution, this was 

really an indication that, in general, agents did not have a clear idea of how the O'odham 

had existed for centuries in such an arid locale. 

Elmer A. Howard, while agent for the Pima, Papago, and Maricopa in 1887, 
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traveled through the interior of Pimeria Alta and reported: 

A trip through their country is sufficient to fill a 
person with amazement that human beings are able to 
subsist in such a country. Place the same number of whites 
on the barren, sandy desert, such as they live on, and tell 
them to subsist there, the probability is that in two years 
they would become extinct. The country they occupy is a 
sandy desert, and they raise absolutely nothing from the 
soil, depending wholly for their support upon cactus fruit, 
mesquite beans, roots, and such game as they can kill, and 
raising such stock as they can with their limited facilities— 
the latter being their principal industry, and the one that has 
made it possible for them to live (ARCIA 1887:88). 

Howard either failed to visit areas when akchin (flood water) farming was going on or did 

so when crops were not yet planted. Therefore he could not envision the many small 

fields that annually, under normal conditions, produced life sustaining crops. In addition, 

it was not clear to him that neither Dawes Act allotments nor Homestead Act claims 

would provide the acreage necessary to maintain a culture that required the O'odham to 

travel freely over a wide range of territory. However, Howard did recognize two 

important trends that would play major roles in O'odham lifestyle. The first centered on 

excessive mesquite cutting and soil erosion problems, primarily on tlie San Xavier 

Reserve. The second focused on the growing O'odham cattle industry that he 

acknowledged as potentially important for their future economic viability. 

As the O'odham cut mesquite trees and sold them to regional mining camps and 

towns, they slowly reduced an important food source: mesquite beans. Substantial 

mesquite bosques, which supplied food for both humans and livestock (open range horses 
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and cows still browse on the mesquite trees and beans), were found around San Xavier. 

Proximity to Tucson made for easy shipping and bundles of wood were hauled to town on 

a daily basis and sold for heating and cooking purposes well into the twentieth century. 

As long as populations were small, demand was limited and supplies were not in danger 

of being quickly depleted. However both population bases, Indian and non-Indian, were 

increasing rapidly and mesquite clearing did more than just deplete that resource. The 

loss of trees exposed already sensitive watersheds to increased runoff. In an attempt to 

stop random cutting of the trees, mesquite woodlands as well as farmland were divided 

among O'odham living on the reservation as part of the San Xavier allotment process. 

In 1890 the San Xavier Reservation was parceled out under provisions of the 

Dawes Act. That legislation held that allotment's primary good was to expedite 

assimilation, but in the case of San Xavier a second reason was noted for land base 

division. Agents felt allotment was necessary to set deflnitive boundaries for individuals 

to protect the dwindling San Xavier resource base. In all, 41,600 acres were divided 

between 291 male households with each receiving 20 acres of farmland and SO to 80 

acres of mesquite woodland. The rest of the reserved area, deemed worthless mesa land, 

was set aside for communal grazing. Through this action the entire reservation was 

forever protected from non-Indian takeover, however two accelerative problems made 

full land use difficult. One was escalating Indian-Anglo conflicts over water. This 

condition, which started out as a fight over surface water and enlarged to include ground 

water, still exists today. The other problem centered around a new cultural pattern: 
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keeping large numbers of horses. 

Allotting agent Stephen Whited reported in 1890 that San Xavier Reservation 

villagers kept 300 horses but only 50 head of cattle. Unless they were planning to raise 

horses as an economic venture, that number was far out of proportion to be explained by a 

need for cattle associated activities. However, just the opposite was true. The O'odham 

love their horses and use them primarily as recreational animals. Their pride of 

ownership extends also to cattle and is just as important as economic value. Culturally, 

O'odham horses have some of the same status qualities as sheep to the Navajo people. By 

keeping large numbers they are then available for barter, gifts, or sale. However, 

ownership remains most important. The pattem of holding substantial numbers of horses 

on valuable cattle grazing land, as discussed in Chapter 6, continues today. However, 

owing to a combination of drought during the 1930s and associated govemment 

"livestock reduction" programs the count has been significantly diminished. That activity 

caused much discontent among the Indians. As Trosper noted they, "did not care if these 

horses were no immediate threat to win at Churchill or Ruidoso Downs. Soil 

conservationists may have cheered their departure; [but] the Indians mourned the loss of 

old fnends" (1978:503-16). 

It soon became apparent that San Xavier was not large enough to maintain a 

sizable herd of horses or cattle, thus the O'odham increasingly moved livestock to their 

wide open, western lands. However, without definitive reservation boundaries or a strict 

govemment policy against Anglos using the land, non-fodians were increasingly grazing 
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and farming the traditional, western O'odham territory. Once again resources were the 

object of their search, with water and quality pasture replacing minerals as their goal. 

WATER 

Water sources, always a problem for desert agriculturalists, became increasingly 

scarce during the late nineteenth century as Anglo settlers moved into and increased 

farming activity in the drier parts of Arizona. They brought new practices that were 

substantially different than the ancient O'odham subsistence agricultural. Sometimes 

what seemed like an innocent stream modification had tremendous consequences not only 

on the water supply but also the physical landscape. For example, the simple diversion of 

a natural flowing spring, one of the sources of the Santa Cruz River, by a farmer caused a 

significant reduction in the river's dependability as an irrigation source. However, in the 

case of the Santa Cruz River system, changes to the available water sources were not only 

caused by human intervention. Rather, seismic activity also affected it. 

Acequia de la Punta Agua, a spring located south of San Xavier, had long been a 

dependable supply that fed the ephemeral Santa Cruz River and thus helped assure 

surface water flow past San Xavier. First mentioned as a water source in an 1851 

Mexican grant, the spring was located on land owned by Jose Martinez. It was he who 

developed and brought water into his land from that supply by digging an irrigation canal 

between the spring and his fields. Floods in subsequent years eroded the canal into a 

barranca 60 to 100 feet wide and 6 to 20 feet deep. Later attempts to rehabilitate the 

barranca only increased erosion and further lowered the surrounding water table. Herein 
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lies the beginnings of a new water diversion concept that eventually affected many of the 

then adequate southern Arizona agricultural areas. Channelization of existing water 

sources was quite a contrast to how San Xavier O'odham had been irrigating fields. 

Prior to European arrival, the O'odham had long depended on runoff from 

mountains, surface sheet flow, and small springs or seeps to supply the water necessary to 

irrigate their agricultural crops. While O'odham in their more arid western lands 

practiced slightly different irrigation practices than at San Xavier, both groups made wise 

use of available water sources. Olberg and Schanck describe early San Xavier fanners as 

being especially dependent upon 

small springs or seeps. These were supplemented by the 
natural flooding of the Santa Cruz and this valley was 
covered with grass and mesquite as late as 1873. There was 
formerly no definite river channel, except probably above 
the dykes, and during annual floods the water spread out in 
a thin sheet over the valley. Hence, as rains did not run off 
quickly and floods were not so great in volume as later, 
their main effect was that of a thorough irrigation rather 
than of erosion and destruction (Castetter and Bell, 1913:5). 

Because there was not equivalent Santa Cruz River flooding in the more arid western 

O'odham lands, those agricultural Helds were more dispersed. 

Desert O'odham farming activities were smaller scale than at San Xavier and were 

typically found at the base of mountains or along their lower slopes where the water could 

be controlled with minimum landscape disturbance. Even in more arid regions where 

perennial streams were rare O'odham people still used some gathering ditches to assist 
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their farming activities. One such ditch, as noted by Haury, "ran in a westerly direction 

for nearly ten miles from the base of Baboquivari Peak. It cut across numerous small 

natural drainages on the gentle piedmont slope, collecting the rain water and directing it 

to fertile ground in the lowland" (1976:13). None of the ditches, however, disrupted 

surface flow to the extent of Jose Martinez. 

A second source of river water, Agua de la Mision near San Xavier del Bac, 

disappeared in 1883 when seismic activity disturbed the substrata and resulted in water 

surfacing downstream from O'odham land rather than flowing past. Anglo as well as 

O'odham farmers were affected by this natural disaster and therefore started working on 

new water control methods. As the Anglos found out, erosion knows no ethnic barriers 

and thus the San Xavier O'odham were not the only fanners to lose the naturally flowing 

water sources. 

Most Anglo farmers coming to Arizona were familiar with the humid east and 

lacked skills necessary to predict what would happen as they intercepted water flows and 

redirected existing runoff patterns. Thus they did not anticipate their attempts to 

channelize water flow would produce incised river bed. However, they did and the 

resulting altered stream pattern was not as useful for irrigating farmland. According to 

Cooke and Reeves, 

before about 1880, the valley floor of the southern Santa 
Cruz Valley was similar to that of the San Pedro There 
was some entrenchment by 1871. In addition, unchannelled 
marshy cienegas are mentioned for example near Tucson 
and San Xavier After 1880, the major changes have 
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been localized entrenchment, headward extension of some 
arroyos, and widening and deepening of all; the 
establishment of a continuous vegetation-free, sandy swath 
along the line of flow, and the draining and drying of 
cienegas (1976:50). 

In other words, the Santa Cruz River as a viable source of Irrigation water was severely 

damaged. Much of the loss occurred in conjunction with floods during August of 1890. 

The 1890s started out as a promising looking climatic period for southern Arizona 

but water development by settlers coupled with the August 1890 floods further 

diminished the Santa Cruz River as a viable irrigation source. In an attempt to transport 

water from springs downstream from Tucson, some settlers cut a channel for a short 

distance and waited for the rising water to continue the cut and form a canal. Cooke and 

Reeves believe that this expectation "suggests that the settlers deliberately intended 

floods to enlarge their cuts and thus provide better flows of groundwater. Unfortunately, 

the floods did more damage than was anticipated" (1976:50). The result can still be seen 

today in the significantly altered Santa Cruz River channel. As is so often the case in arid 

regions, a period of wet weather is followed by a period of drought and the 1890s were no 

exception. Coupled with non-Indian cattlemen takeover, often by force, of many 

O'odham water sources, the water situation became even more precarious. 

The ever dicey precipitation patterns produced a scant rainfall total in the early 

1890s. Drought between 1891 and 1893 further reduced available water and as a result 

reduced the number of Anglo and Hispanic ranchers. During this period seasonal springs 

dried, well levels fell, and somewhere between 50 and 75 percent of the cattle in southern 
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Arizona died off. Coupled with the depression of 1893, many non-Indian ranchers moved 

out. While the O'odham likewise lost cattle, they were also able to reclaim control of 

some water sources, pick up cattle abandoned by departing Anglo ranchers, and take back 

some open range land. At the same time, Anglo farmers around Tucson began digging 

ditches to further intercept Santa Cruz water before O'odham farmers could increase their 

use. 

Water control in arid regions is the key to agricultural survival and Anglo farmers 

and ranchers were constantly in search of ways to improve their share. When 

competition for land and resources returned with the rains in the late 1890s, Anglos took 

over more water holes, sometimes by force, and further pushed Native Americans onto 

marginal land. Starting in the late 1880s and continuing through the turn of the century, 

O'odhami Indian Agents constantly mentioned Anglo ranchers as the aggressors in water 

battles. In 1887, the agent noted that he had "traveled over one hundred miles to sccure 

an Indian the privilege of taking water from a well that he had dug himself (ARCI 

1887:6). 

As non-Indian cattle ranchers increased in number, the large, western, arid region 

occupied by traditional migratory O'odham people became the focus of their attention. In 

order to secure new lands further west, Anglo cattlemen began to draw up questionable 

compacts between themselves and formed alliances with Indians to gain further control of 

the best rangeland. At the same time the United States' government was negotiating for 

establishment of an Executive Order Reservation west of the Baboquivari Mountains. 
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SUMMARY 

In 1825-26 when the Patties trapped furs along Arizona rivers no one could have 

predicted that before 1900 the region would become a territory, but it did. In that seventy 

five year period the number of Americans increased from 2 to 122,000 while the 

O'odham population continued its decline. During this same time, ownership of northern 

Pimeria Alta was transfeired from Mexico to the United States, the Apaches were finally 

brought under control, and the first O'odham reservation was set aside. These changes 

initiated several important modifications to the historic O'odham lifestyle including 

where they could live, how and what they farm, and how much water was available for 

their crops. Also, American settlers took over existing mining operations and founded 

new ones and some even tried to swindle the O'odham out of their soon to be established 

Sells Reservation. 

Non-Indian settlers meant new demands for the best Pimeria Alta farm and 

pasture lands. As a result, the O'odham were relegated to more marginal land and their 

subsistence sedentary agricultural system was put under further stress. Non-Indian 

farmers additionally competed for the available water sources. Water had always been 

scarce in Pimeria Alta but the O'odham had learned how to make the most of what was 

available. The newly arrived American fanners did not always practice the same care as 

the O'odham and that caused problems with the amount of available water available and 

also the drainage system. Flow pattern changes and drought in the 1890s increased the 

risks for O'odham fanners who increasingly looked elsewhere for subsistence. 
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As the non-Indian population grew the need for wood for mine timbers and 

domestic use increased. Waterways and low areas near San Xavier had long been a 

supplier of mesquite and now the O'odham increasingly turned to this resource as a 

means of obtaining cash. However, problems eventually grew out of their harvesting 

practice as the need slowly outstripped the supply. By over cutting the trees, the 

O'odham not only lost a source of income but also a form of erosion control and a 

valuable source of human and animal food. Unfortunately, this problem developed at the 

same time as livestock numbers began to increase on the newly established San Xavier 

Reservation. 

Livestock began to take on new meaning to the O'odham people during this era. 

Prior to American arrival the O'odham had not managed the European introduced 

animals. Rather, livestock simply were allowed to range freely in Pimeria Alta and the 

cattle were harvested as required for food. Now, as American cattlemen moved into the 

area, some O'odham began raising cattle and others started working on cattle ranches. As 

the number of O'odham livestock increased, they began to outstrip the amount of 

available pasture. Thus, towards the end of this era and during the next one, increased 

livestock started to cause environmental problems. At the same time, increased numbers 

of livestock produced yet another shift away from their previous subsistence dominated 

system towards a cash economy. Now O'odham were not only working in mines but also 

harvesting and selling mesquite, working on cattle ranches, and raising and selling 

livestock. A new cash oriented O'odham society was slowly beginning to develop and 
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soon their farming system began to follow suit. 

Reservation establishment, followed by San Xavier allotment in 1890, led to new 

settlement patterns and farming practices. Individual San Xavier O'odham living on the 

new reservation were allotted specific parcels of land. Some allotments were for farming, 

others for livestock grazing, and even some for mesquite harvesting. The practice of an 

extended family unit living on historically farmed land was slowly replaced with a new 

settlement pattern as families became attached to specific allotted acreage. As the 

twentieth century neared, some San Xavier O'odham farmers began to raise commercial 

crops, especially wheat, on their newly allotted lands. Eventually this pattern would 

extend to the western O'odham after the Sells Reservation was established and deep wells 

were drilled. First, however, the O'odham had to gain legal control of more of their 

historic lands. 

The O'odham struggle for control over their historic lands has continued since 

Europeans first began to explore Pimeria Alta. While western O'odham lands were not 

as coveted in the early period, that situation changed as American agriculturalists 

extended their search for cheap land. As a result much of the former O'odham land was 

transferred to non-Indian ownership. At the same time, land speculators, including 

Hunter and Martin, tried to gain control of the remaining portion of Pimeria Alta. 

Fortunately the O'odham were able to maintain control over a large portion of their 

former lands west of Baboquivari Mountain. Eventually that control would be extended 

to include ownership after designation of the large Sells Reservation. 
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Chapter Six chronicles changing O'odham lifestyle and continuing Anglo-

O'odham conflicts. Included are the outcome of Anglo claims against O'odham land, 

finalization of the large, Sells Reservation, and establishment of an O'odham constitution 

and government. In addition, in Chapter Six discussion focuses in on the final collapse of 

the O'odham's historic subsistence agricultural system and the impacts of increased 

contact between Anglos on their lifestyle including new health issues. Finally, the 

chapter notes the most recent O'odham social and economic patterns. 



162 

CHAPTER SIX 

THE SEEDS OF THE PRESENT: 

RECENT TOHONO O'ODHAM LIFESTYLE CHANGES 

UNDER UNITED STATES CONTROL 

Thus despite the very great harshness of the Spanish intrusion and the gross 
deformations it wrought in geography, demography, and culture, major remnants of the 

sixteenth-century Indian pattern are still a basic part of the twentieth-century scene. 
(Meinig, 1971:9) 

As the Twentieth Century unfolded, the Tohono O'odham Nation saw for the first 

time in three hundred years a dim light at the end of the colonial control tunnel. They had 

survived the Spanish colonizing influence, Mexican indifference, and fifty years of abuse 

by American trappers, miners, cattlemen, fanners, settlers, land speculators, and 

politicians. As with other emerging nations, survival was related to their ability to 

maintain cultural identity through their traditional lifestyle. It is during this century that 

the O'odham people finally realized the major goal of protecting their land by 

establishing a large reservation within Pimeria Alta. However, even after an Executive 

Order created the Sells Reservation, interaction with the dominant society has continued 

to chip away at the O'odham's former lifestyle. 

Chapter Six analyzes the most recent period of the changing O'odham lifestyle. 

Of particular significance are political changes, including adopting a constitution, setting 

up an O'odham government, and exercising control over their reservation lands. In 

addition, this chapter examines selected aspects of economic restructuring including 
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change from a barter to a cash society, abandoning their subsistence agricultural 

activities, developing a livestock industry, and establishing a stronger tourism economy. 

Other topics of importance that are considered are new demographic patterns and 

continuing health issues. All of these are key elements in the evolving O'odham lifestyle. 

Thus as we view these components we see a cultural group in the midst of significant 

change but also one that, in many ways, remains antipodal to the surrounding Anglo 

environs. 

A SUBSTANTIAL RESERVATION-FINALLY 

The amazing part of establishing the reservation was that it took so long to 

fmalize legal title to an area called by Hoover "a tierra incognita, a water less land 

seldom visited by white men, a forbidding desert taking its toll of human life... [One 

where] the Papagos are still the only inhabitants except for a handful of Indian agents, 

traders, and teachers" (1929:49-50). Yet, despite such a negative perception, bits and 

pieces of Pimeria Alta were claimed and counter claimed by non-Indians. A series of 

Executive Orders, then, was the first step in establishing the 2,774,496 acre Sells 

Reservation (see Map 6). In addition, it took Acts of Congress in 1926, 1931, 1937, and 

1939 to secure the present parameters. 

The 1944 Bureau of Indian Affairs Report notes the development process as 

follows. An Executive Order of January 14,1916, 

established the 'Sells Nomadic Papago, Papago Villages 
Reservation' which included the area formerly within the 
Cockleburr, Chui Chuischu, Tat-Murl-Ma-Kut, Indian 
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Oasis, San Miguel, and Santiergos reservations, and added 
much new land. This action was modified by an Executive 
Order on February 1, 1917, which changed the reservation 
boundary and reduced the area by about one fifth, 
principally in an irregular strip running from east to west 
through the middle of the reservation where large white 
cattle ranches were located. 

. . . .  A n  a c t  o f  J u n e  2 8 ,  1 9 2 6 ,  a u t h o r i z e d  t h e  
purchase of the Steinfeld and Tiemey tracts near Sells. An 
Act of February 21,1931, authorized the purchase of the 
Menager Dam Tract and the addition of neighboring public 
domain and the Lejira Tract to the east of the Papago 
Reservation. On January 25,1940, the Romero Tract was 
bought, and on May 25,1940 the Marsellar Tract was 
added. 

The net result of the various Executive Orders and 
Acts is an area of 2,774,496 acres within the present 
Papago Reservation, 71,189 acres within the San Xavier 
Reservation, and 10,235 acres within the Gila Bend 
Reservation, a total of 2,855,920 acres (1944:225). 

However, legal boundaries still did not mean exclusive use. 

Better mining technology meant that final control over mineral rights was a hard 

fought battle. By 1939 a new market had developed for copper and mining companies 

were not willing to relinquish their claims. Thus while some O'odham land by 1939 had 

mineral rights reserved for the Indians alone, it was not, as discussed in Fontana (1974), 

until the Act of May 27,1955 that all their reservation lands had mineral rights held in 

trust by the U.S. Government. Even then, thousands of mineral claims filed before 1955 

remained in effect. Despite the legal control of all their awarded lands and increased 

control of the minerals found on the land, there was still not a significant modification of 

traditional O'odham lifestyle. Reasons for their continued cultural patterns were more 
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complex than simple legal control of reservation land. 

According to Hoover their isolation had been, through the 1920s, an important 

aspect of their ability to maintain their lifestyle. 

A very low standard of living prevails among the 
Papagos; yet, in spite of adverse conditions, they are among 
the few of our Indians who have remained entirely self-
supporting. Hardly any other Indians have had their area so 
little exploited by other people. Their very poverty has 
been their protection. Those who know them best speak 
highly of their virtues and regret that American schooling 
too often breaks down their racial traditions of virtue and 
honor... [A good example of the slow influx of outside 
institutions is found in the villages of] Kaka and Moivavi in 
the west-central part of the reservation, who together 
constitute a community of about 250 people. They are 
about the most isolated of the villages. It is only within the 
last year that the government has succeeded in getting the 
children from these villages to school (1929:50-51). 

However, isolation could not continue to be their salvation, thus the O'odham launched a 

new tribal government, including a written constitution, and validation of reservation 

citizenship rights, to assure control of their lifestyle. 

O'ODHAM GOVERNMENT 

One of the O'odham Nation's first actions, after reservation status was bestowed 

and boundaries firmly established, was to write a tribal constitution as a means of 

increasing control over their personal destiny. Prior to their constitution, which granted 

central powers for a single tribal government with representation from the various 

districts, the O'odham people lived in fairly independently governed villages scattered 

throughout Pimeria Alta. According to Underbill, 
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[m]ost of the people in the villages, were relatives: 
generally on the father's side. They elected a headman who 
was a sort of judge and shepherd to the people. He settled 
quarrels and told them when to have ceremonies. He lived 
in the house where they had their meeting which was just 
like a dwelling house only larger. Later he did not live in 
the meeting house but in a smaller house beside it. At 
night, he built a fire in the house and standing on the roof 
of his shelter, he called to the men to come and discuss 
village affairs (1940:29). 

Prior to this time, the village was the most important unit of government. 

Within the village there were two recognized O'odham political divisions. One, 

the separation roughly in half between the Coyote People and the Buzzard People, was a 

very loose organization that really had little political significance. The second, a 

separation based on clans, was much more important. According to Underbill, 

A clan ... meant a man and all his descendants through his 
sons. Women belonged to the clans of their fathers but 
when they married, their children of course went with their 
fathers and not their mothers. There were four clans, or 
some say five, though the fifth was not very distinct. The 
clan names cannot be translated: "Apap," "Apki," "Mam," 
"Vaf," and "Okari." None of the people could ever forget 
his clan because when he spoke to his father, instead of 
calling him father, he called him by his clan name. That 
meant that he would say to his father "my Apap."... 
[However, w]hat they really thought about was the village 
(1940:29). 

Village life, according to Underbill (1940) was very much a shared life. While the 

elected headman (ge'e) was accepted for his wisdom, knowledge of traditions, and ability 

to make magic speeches, he did not rule alone. Rather, there were usually additional men 

in charge of making accessorial leadership decisions about war, hunts, and games. These 
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leaders, who were almost all accepted priests, passed their offices on to younger men. 

Yet none of these men, nor their chosen replacements, had real authority. The people 

took their advice only because they were respected. It was all the men of the village who 

made the final decisions. As the following account indicates, their form of government 

was very democratic. 

Every night, especially in the sunrmier when all were 
camped together, the men came together in the council 
house. There the headman often made a speech, going over 
the duties which he thought all should perform. He told 
them to work hard and always be ready with the bow and 
arrows in case their enemies should come. Then they 
brought up special business and asked the advice of 
everyone. They never took action unless all the men 
agreed. That is to say, the older men. Young men until 
they were past thirty rarely spoke in meeting. They sat at 
the back of the house listening and if war was decided 
upon, they did the fighting but they were not thought wise 
enough to speak until they had experience. (Underbill, 
1940:31-32). 

The Spanish were the first to attempt to significantly change this overall structure. 

The Spanish government wanted to deal with only a single individual and hence 

introduced a gobemador system based upon a village mayor or govemor who reported 

directly to the Spanish government. While some villages, according to Underbill (1940), 

initiated a split system of govemment with the Spanish representative reporting directly to 

the Spanish while another head man carried on ceremonial activities, most headman 

simply added reporting to Spanish authorities into his duties. Thus while Spanish 

officials sought change, the old ways primarily still remained in existence. Citizenship, 
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prior to European arrival, was never a consideration as everyone belonged to the tribe via 

one of their two political alliances. Spanish authorities did not see fit to grant Indians 

citizenship but he Mexican government did. That status, however, was short lived 

among the O'odham as citizenship, including voting rights, was not immediately 

bestowed by the United States. 

CITIZENSHIP 

Understanding Native Americans' United States voting rights, including how and 

when they obtained them, is quite challenging. Some groups, including the O'odham, 

were given Mexican citizenship but after the Mexican War, the United States did not 

recognize it. The Gadsden Purchase further clouded the citizenship question by 

franchising some additional Native American groups but not the O'odham. Arizona's 

new territorial government added further confusion to the citizenship picture by trying to 

block all Indian citizenship rights. 

The first major change in citizenship status for most Native Americans, as 

discussed by Prucha (1984), came in 1924 when the Indian Citizenship Act was passed. 

It, in theory, gave broader voting rights to all. However, Arizona effectively restricted 

resident Native Americans' rights to vote until 1948 by "placing them in a status of 

persons under disability" (Deloria 1983:222). Thus despite the Executive Orders 

establishing the O'odham Reservation, and the new constitutional government they set up 

within their reservation, the O'odham were not able to vote "off reservation" until after 

World War H. By that time many O'odham had actively participated in the war effort and 
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many more were living off reservation. On reservation, however, it was a different 

situation. On January 6, 1937, the Constitution and By-Laws of the Papago Tribe 

Arizona were approved. 

O'ODHAM CONSTITUTION 

It was within this cultural context of an existing history of democratic rule and no 

off-reservation voting rights that the O'odham wrote their Constitution and By-Laws. 

Much of the Constitution and By-Laws contain overtones of the United States 

Constitution. Under the constitution all three reservations. Sells, San Xavier, and Gila 

Bend, were joined together to form a single tribal government, administered by a tribal 

council, with headquarters at Indian Oasis (Sells). Within the single government eleven 

districts were organized, nine on the Sells reservation and one each for San Xavier and 

Gila Bend. Much like individual states, each district was provided with an important 

degree of local political and economic autonomy through a system of district councils. 

Each district has two members on the tribal council. There are also differences between 

the United States and O'odham governments. One important difference between the two 

is the concept of enrollment or tribal membership. It stands out as a vivid example of 

differences between Anglo and Indian lifestyles. 

Participation in Native American economic programs, health clinics, and many 

cultural activities, according to Nancy Garcia (1999) typically requires tribal membership. 

Furthermore, because of the Native American semi-sovereign status, travel within 

specific reservation areas can be restricted to tribal members. The treaty process and 
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tribal recognition by the Federal Government are the basis for this unique Native 

American status. As part of the O'odham's self government they have the right, via 

constitutional restrictions, to determine who has membership status. In contrast, virtually 

anyone who lives in the rest of the United States, including many who entered illegally, 

can, because of the constitution, attend public schools, obtain health benefits, and openly 

participate in cultural activities. 

Therefore, Article H, that outlines who can claim membership and provides that 

the Council shall have power to adopt all children bom outside of the reservations, who 

are the offspring of members, and are more than one-half Indian blood, is one of the most 

important parts of the O'odham constitution. Additionally, Article VI, Section 2 provides 

that all members of the O'odham Tribe shall be given equal opportunity to participate in 

the economic resources and activities of the O'odham Reservations. Thus O'odham who 

meet membership requirements under Article n should enjoy rights guaranteed under 

Article VI. However, since the constitution was written 60 years ago there have been 

many O'odham lifestyle changes including that fewer and fewer O'odham live on 

reservation. As a result of this residency shift, tribal enrollment has, for many O'odham, 

become clouded. World War Q and later relocation programs played a substantive role in 

contributing to their changing lifestyle and thus to enrollment questions. 

INCREASED O'ODHAM-ANGLO CONTACT 

Forces of change were mentioned by Hoover, in 1929, as contributing to the loss 

of isolation when he wrote: "The region is becoming better known since the advent of the 
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automobile, the opening up of the mining camp at Ajo with railway connections to the 

Southern Pacific, and an automobile road now being extended eastward from Ajo and 

westward from Tucson" (1929:50). Since then a more significant factor was added: 

World War H. When Hoover wrote about the reservation's winds of change few people 

envisioned that there would be a second World War, and probably fewer realized the role 

Native Americans would play in it. However, many tribes, including the O'odham, did 

and not just as soldiers. They also worked off reservation in associated war industries. 

Such contact led to increased Anglo-O'odham interaction. 

World War II presented Native Americans the opportunity to participate in their 

centuries old warrior tradition. However, rather than bringing back captured enemies or 

horses, they returned with new cultural trappings. As a result of WW n and later 

conflicts, American and armed forces flags as well as military uniforms are now 

commonplace at many official tribal gatherings. The official opening to a pow wow is 

always the flag procession which is performed by military veterans. However, other 

cultural baggage, including commercial alcohol, a taste for non-traditional foods, and an 

increased desire to participate in the cash economy, also tagged along. While none of 

these are completely undesirable cultural items, a combination of them did ignite further 

change. In addition to military involvement, there were other new government programs 

during thel950s that fostered increased Indian-Anglo contact. 

The relocation and education programs of the 1950s, as chronicled by Pmcha 

(1984), played substantial roles in accelerating cultural change. The O'odham were one 
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of five selected tribal groups (Florida Seminole, South Dakota Rosebud Sioux, Turtle 

Mountain Chippewa of North Dakota, and the Shoshone-Bannock of Fort Hall, Idaho, 

being the other four) to participate in an attempt to reduce what the government saw as 

overpopulation and high unemployment on the reservation. While neither problem was 

solved by relocation activities, new ones developed. Off reservation living put the 

Indians in a very different cultural environment and further eroded their already 

challenged lifestyle. In January 1951 Commissioner of Indian Affairs Dillon S. Myer 

urged funding for the relocation of rural Indians to urban places. Considering the 19S0s 

political climate and the continued economic plight of many reservation Indians 

relocation seemed like a good solution to remedy increasing social problems. Further 

reinforcement of the concept came from those saying that during World War II the 

Indians who served or were employed in the war machine proved they were capable of 

working alongside other Americans. In 1952, the relocation program was extended to 

the O'odham and the Hrst O'odham were sent to Los Angeles. 

The program started slowly, and few were relocated during Myer's three year 

tenure. However Commissioner Glenn Emmons made it a focus of his administration 

both in terms of dollars conunitted and people resettled and by late 1954 the program was 

taking off. Between 1952 and the fint six months of 1959, 737 O'odham people were 

relocated (Unpublished document; "Work for Wages: The New Economic Base for the 

Papagos": 17). To increase the chance for program success, Enunons committed funds for 
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transportation both for the worker and their family to the 
conununity he has selected. [The Bureau provided] help in 
fmding a job, in locating a suitable home, and in getting 
generally adjusted in the new surroundings.... 
[Education also came to the forefront during this period as] 
Emmons recognized that a lack of educational opportunities 
impeded the overall advancement of Indian people (Fixico, 
1986:138-39). 

First reports indicated that the O'odham, as compared to other tribes, had a smaller 

proportion of returnees than almost any other tribe in the nation. Over the first six 

months of record keeping it was found that 94 per cent of the first relocates had made a 

successful adjustment. Furthermore, out of the 737 O'odham relocated between 1952 and 

1959, only 109 (16 per cent) returned (Numbers are from "Work for Wages: The New 

Economic Base for the Papagos":27). However, the records were only for the first six 

month period of each year and it took at least that long for the Indians to pay off their 

obligations and save enough money to return home. More realistic figures were produced 

via a limited Bureau of Indian Affairs check that indicated one-third may have retumed 

home, and local observers placed that figure at twice the BIA number. These higher 

numbers show that serious problems eventually developed in association with the 

relocation process. 

Such a dramatic change in lifestyle as moving from a reservation to an urban area, 

according to the "Work for Wages" booklet, produced culture shock among those 

O'odham that participated in the program. Living by a strict timetable, as required by city 

life, was unknown at that time to most reservation Indians. They also had to learn about 



175 

urban travel, shopping, and budgeting money. Noise, tension, and the hectic pace of city 

life were all frequently mentioned as complaints by the relocated Indians. 

While it is difficult to express the frustration and understand all the problems 

relocation probably produced, the following statement by a relocated O'odham is 

indicative. His statement explains an Indian's perspective in a way that a dozen BIA 

reports would never achieve. 

I am a Papago Indian very proud to be one, and 
what I want to say I hope you'll understand for I don't know 
much about the so-called English grammar. 

The main problems I'm concerned with is 
unemployment for Papago Indians.... 

They criticized how quiet I was. They wished they 
had hired someone else who'd be a little bit more lively. 
Well, this Indian isn't concerned about how much he should 
open his mouth, but rather how he should get his work 
done They criticized how rude I was. To the Papago it 
is silly to greet each other with the same word day after day 
after day, because it will only become meaningless.... 

You know, to the Papago it's quite funny to see 
people shake hands when introduced. Shaking hands is 
only for religious purposes. When meeting a new person a 
smile shows the person is already accepted as a friend.... 

These are some of the reasons I was told to quit my 
job. So now I'm looking for another, knowing I'll face the 
same problems in the white society (Tucson Dailv Citizen. 
(February 26,1971:31). 

My experiences in seeing and talking with Native Americans are that some 

company policies concerning their attire and hair length have been generally relaxed. That 

is a clear indicator that increased contact between Anglos and Indians has contributed to 

each becoming more tolerant of the other's cultural attributes. Still, on the O'odham 
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Reservation, for some, life seems to have changed very little. An example was provided 

to me while visiting with O'odham students working in a summer program. They told me 

that some of them had not spent even a single night off the reservation prior to entering 

the college program. With this in mind, it is extremely difficult for non-O'odham to 

comprehend the quantum cultural leap that must have occurred to relocate from Gunsight 

to destination centers including Chicago, Los Angeles, Denver, San Jose, and Oakland. 

World War n and the relocation programs also contributed to another changing aspect of 

O'odham culture: modification of their long established subsistence lifestyle. 

RECENT LIFESTYLE CHANGE AND ECONOMIC DECISIONS 

The O'odham had, until World War U, effectively maintained most of their 

historic lifestyle. What changes had occurred were subtle and measured. To do so they 

lived within Pimeria Alta and supplemented their meager income by growing subsistence 

agricultural crops, hunting and gathering, and participating in regional trade. However, 

since then increased interaction with Anglo culture has resulted in abandoning many of 

those earlier patterns. Now changing health issues, increased educational opportunities, 

and additional off reservation residency and increased employment are at the forefront of 

the emerging O'odham cultural patterns. To deal with these changes there is a need for 

increased tribal revenue. Currently conmiercial agriculture and casino gaming provide 

much of the needed revenue, but there is another option. The tribe could establish more 

reservation businesses, either private or tribal, to take advantage of the high volume of 

east-west tourist traffic. 



State Route 86 is a heavily traveled east-west corridor that has the potential to 

supply a lot of customers for local businesses. Current tourist destinations including 

Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument and Puerto Penasco, Mexico, result in a 

significant number of people driving through the reservation, especially during the fall, 

winter, and spring, but until recently few have good reasons to stop. Rather they fill-up 

with fuel and food at one end or the other and speed on through. Figures supplied by 

Organ Pipe indicate an average annual visitation of 65,623 for the years 1983 to 1998. 

The highest recorded number for a year was in 1998 and the lowest tended to be in the 

1980s, thus indicating a trend toward an increased number of tourist visits. 

March is consistently the month with the most visits. The highest count for that 

month was 18, 894 in 1998. In contrast, July had the lowest visits during 1998 with only 

1,857. This information confirms what O'odham businessman John Fendenheim told me, 

"it is difficult to survive the non-tourist months without selling to the local population" 

(Personal Conversation, January 16,1999). In response to this pattern, the O'odham tribe 

built the new Golden Ha:san Casino, Convenience Store, and Recreational Vehicle park 

facility on State Route 86. It is located at the reservation's western edge near Gunsight 

and is the first business one encounters upon approaching Why, Arizona from the east. 

Thus it is ideally situated to capture a share of the tourist business but it also has goods 

that the O'odham need to purchase. 

According to Sue Tout, the general manager for the Hickiwan Development 

Authority, the convenience store opened July 3,1997 and the 95 space RV park was to 
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open August IS"* (Personal Conversation July 20, 1997). Eventually a mini-casino 

opened on February 15, 1999. Casino construction was completed long before February 

but former Arizona governor Fife Symington was not in favor of Indian gaming and he 

was able to effectively block its opening during his tenure. Symington's action can be 

viewed as yet one more indication of Spicer's cycles of conquest by external forces. The 

O'odham had been operating a licensed gaming casino on San Xavier land since 1985, 

long before Symington was elected governor and should have had no problem opening 

the second casino. However, Arizona government has had a history of negative dealings 

with their Native American population, dating back to their struggle to vote, and 

Symington was simply continuing that tradition. 

In response to Symington's action, Williams (1999) told me that the O'odham 

nation has started an "open door" policy with the Arizona press. This policy represents a 

reversal from their previous strategy of ignoring the media concerning O'odham casino 

details. In addition they have, according to a tribal official, begun using one million 

dollars of tribal money to launch a casino advertising campaign that focuses on the 

positive aspects of Indian gaming. In particular the ads describe how gaming improves 

the tribe's overall income, employees tribal members, brings fresh tourist dollars into the 

conmiunity, and provides educational scholarship funds. Clearly this action is an 

example of cultural opportunism and represents O'odham adjusting to external pressures 

to strengthen their semi-sovereign status. The tribe has other opportunities to improve 

their economic condition, especially along State Route 85. 
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Businesses along both State Routes 85 and 86 are highly visible to tourists headed 

for Organ Pipe National Monument and Mexico. If the O'odham increase the number of 

business ventures and improve existing ones, they will increase their chance of attracting 

tourist dollars. Ms. Tout discussed with me the need for other new capital ventures for 

the nation including a badly needed motel in Hickiwan District. Currently she is training 

O'odham employees to take over management. In 1997 the store and RV park already 

employed 14 members of the Tohono O'odham nation and that number has increased 

steadily. 

Another project in the planning stages is a tribal museum. According to Joe 

Joaquin, the building of a cultural museum has been discussed for a number of years by 

the tribal government to serve as a Sells' tourist destination (Personal Conversation June 

25,1996). The tribe already does craft demonstrations at a number of sites near their 

reservation including the Arizona-Sonora Desert Museum and Organ Pipe National 

Monument, and the addition of a museum would permit the artists to have a permanent 

place to display goods and yet another place to present demonstrations. There are also 

some new O'odham private businesses along Route 86. 

John Fendenheim, who lives in the village of San Pedro, has established a new 

business located near the eastern reservation boundary and Kitt Peak Road. Named 

Wiwpul Da'ag Trading, his business establishment has a convenience store as well as a 

native arts shop. Like the Golden Harsan complex, Mr. Fendenheim also employees 

reservation residents and thus supports O'odham family groups. Mr. Fendenheim told me 
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he has four employees and markets local O'odham products including baskets, jewelry, 

and audio tapes of O'odham music, thus also increasing employment for local artists. He 

started the Indian Arts portion of his business three years ago and it has been doing quite 

well. However, because sales are slow in the summer when traveler numbers are down, 

he built and opened a second operation named Coyote Convenience Store adjacent to the 

art shop. The store helps carry his arts business through the hot summer months by 

marketing goods to the local population. Recently he added a restroom building and now 

he wants to build a gas station (Personal Conversation January 16, 1999). Food items 

carried by the store include tepary beans {Phaseolus acutifolius), a traditional O'odham 

food that he purchases from Ak Chin O'odham farmers near Phoenix. 

Starting a business like his is quite different than starting one in a non-reservation 

locale. In essence, there is no planning commission, local zoning ordinance, or design 

review. Rather, as I was told by Bernard Siquieros, then owner of the former O'odham 

restaurant Ha:san Ha-Sa:gid near Quijotoa, one has to first ask for and receive the 

blessing of the district in which the business will be located and then apply to the tribal 

government to start a business (Personal Conversation June 25, 1996). Since individual 

parcel ownership on the reservation was never established it is sometimes difficult to get 

approval to construct new buildings and pave parking lots. 

Because Mr. Fendenheim wanted to control the land where his business was 

located, he leased it from his district. By doing so he is like any independent business 

person who pays rent to the lease holder. He said that his lease reduces the opportunity 
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for other O'odham to accuse him of making a profit at the expense of the tribe. New, 

private businesses, while good financially for the owner and tribal employees, raise 

additional questions as to how such changes will further affect their lifestyle and whether 

such change will lead to cultural erosion. 

To further comprehend the abundance of culture change since 1917 it is important 

to examine other recent changes within O'odham lifestyle. Thus the discussion now 

switches to census patterns followed by comments on the O'odham's view of the land, a 

review of their resources and use of native plants, their changing agricultural practices, 

abandoning their subsistence economy, and developing a cattle industry. 

POPULATION: GROWTH, ENROLLMENT, UNEMPLOYMENT 

Recent discussions with tribal members led me to understand that enrollment is a 

major issue among the O'odham just as it is for other Native American groups. As the 

O'odham socio-economic conditions, including tribal income and health services continue 

to improve, the tribal government has to determine who is qualified to share in the group 

benefits. Concern also focuses around enrolled O'odham with few or no traditional 

cultural patterns moving back onto the reservation and further deteriorating what some 

tribal officials see as an already fragile O'odham lifestyle. Additionally, there are 

Mexican O'odham who were traditionally part of the recognized tribe but have been shut 

off by the international border. 

As of November 3,1998, according to Nancy Garcia, Director of the Enrollment 

program, there were 21,561 total enrolled tribal members. Of that figure, 11,660 live on 
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reservation and 9,901 live off reservation. With an annual growth rate near two percent, 

the O'odham population is growing rapidly. However, this situation has not always 

occurred. As previously discussed, prior to European arrival the land's natural carrying 

capacity often regulated population numbers. While European introduced diseases 

reduced the number of Native Americans, Europeans also brought improvements 

including more dependable and higher yielding crops. Finally, the United States 

established more stability between warring Southwestem factions, and introduced 

improved health services. This action eventually stabilized most populations and 

eventually created population growth. 

Herbert V. Clotts's 1914 O'odham population study is considered the most 

accurate tally from this early period. His study found 5,313 O'odham living on their 

historic lands. At that time few, if any, lived elsewhere. In contrast, Kelly, notes that 

when "the Bureau of Ethnic Research [did their demographic study] for the year 1959,... 

the total population of the main reservation was 4,166, with 628 additional Papagos on 

the San Xavier and Gila Bend reservations and 6,981 living elsewhere or with residence 

unknown, for a total living Papago population of 11,775" (1974:68). This represents a 

population doubling in less than 45 years. Little wonder that the new reservation was 

soon challenged to support the increased numbers. 

A 1998 census done by Ms. Garcia's office found a total of 8,298 O'odham living 

on the reservations. The most interesting pattern found in comparing the more recent 

census data to earlier data is the overall population movement within the reservation (see 
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Figure 1 page 164). In general, there has been an increased population concentration in 

fewer districts. Whereas in 1914, Sif Oidak District, located in the extreme north, had the 

largest percent of the population with 1,115 O'odham out of 5,313 total, or twenty one 

percent, and Sells District had twelve percent, those numbers had reversed by 1959. In 

1959 Sif Oidak had thirteen percent and Sells had twenty five percent. When a 1982 

census was done, Sells had jumped to forty two percent of the total reservation population 

and Sif Oidak had fallen to eleven percent. 

The 1982 census, unlike the 1998 census, shown below, is not the official 

enrollment census. However, according to Norbert G. Manuel (1996) the earlier one 

better represents the actual O'odham population distribution. As he told me, for the 

enrollment census in 1998, the O'odham residents listed their voting or "home" district 

rather than where they actually resided. Thus many Sells' residents maintain a traditional 

family "home address" elsewhere, and a Sells' residence. The "home address," might no 

longer contain a sound house but it is still the historic family residence. Thus the 

enrollment Sells population for 1998 was 2,094 (see below) and is twenty one, not forty 

two percent of the total. 

Overall, the trend that Figure 1 and Table 2 illustrate is clear. Movement has been 

to the headquarters district and away from the traditional agricultural districts. Increased 

opportunity for government employment is, according to Williams (1999), behind much 

of the relocation. As a result, many former villages are totally or almost totally 

abandoned. In 1914, according to King and Jones (1961), there were a lot of seasonal 
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TABLE 2 
TOHONO O'ODHAM ENROLLMENT STATISTICS; 1998 

ON OFF 
TOTAL RESERVATION RESERVATION 

DISTRICT ENROLLMENT ENROLLMENT ENROLLMENT 

BABOQUIVARI 2,767 1,465 1,302 

CHUKUT KUK 2,120 1,081 1,039 

GUACHI 2,011 1,264 747 

SAN LUCY 1,228 498 730 

SELLS 3,612 2,094 1,518 

GUVO 1,541 760 781 

HICKIWAN 1,531 928 603 

PISINEMO 1,522 679 843 

SAN XAVIER 1,605 1,041 564 

SCHUKTOAK 1,298 711 587 

SIF OIDAK 1,653 1,114 539 

NO DISTRICT 673 25 648 

TOTAL 21,561 11,660 9,901 

Source: Enrollment Statistics, Tohono O'odham Nation, November 3,1998 

workers located in the northern districts. They farmed at home part of the year and 

worked to the north for Anglo farmers at other times. Now when one visits Sif Oidak 

they find mostly an aged population consisting of retired farmers. The same pattern 

exists for the southern districts where settlements disappeared as akchin fanning and 

shallow wells dried up. 

Deep wells, in what Kelly (1974) refers to as the central part of Pimeria Alta, 

replaced shallow wells and resulted in new settlement patterns. Northern Pimeria Alta 



FIGURE 1 
TOHONO O'ODHAM POPULATION CHANGE BY DISTRICT: 

1914,1959,1998 
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corresponds roughly to the current Sells Reservation. This part of the O'odham's former 

land is where they concentrated after non-Indian farmers and miners, as well as the 

United States Military, took over the western and eastern parts of Pimeria Alta. Kelly 

notes that "between 1900 and 1960 ... the abandonment of fifty [former settlement] 

locations [occurred] in the central zone of [O'odham] country" (1974:308). While Kelly 

only touched on the settlement issue, other researchers did more in depth works. 

King and Jones (1961) did an extensive study of each O'odham district that 

chronicled village changes between Clotts' 1914 study and 1961. The information is 

extremely revealing of the shifting O'odham reservation patterns. The authors listed 

village history, political affiliation, religions affiliation, economic endeavors, services 

offered, and settlement patterns regardless of whether they were occupied or not. For 

example, Buenos Aires, Baboquivari District, originally a Mexican ranch, was almost 

abandoned in 1960. It had 15 standing houses, only 2 of which had improved roofs. 

Located in the extreme southeastern comer of the reservation, Buenos Aires had no 

education facilities, no telephone, and no native religious activity. Sam Segundo, 

according to King and Jones, treated the location as a private ranch. The information 

found in King and Jones illustrates how the O'odham have developed a pattern of 

abandoning marginal settlement sites and moving to locales with deep wells and greater 

employment opportunities. 

Considering the size of the Sells Reservation (4,335 square miles), which is 

almost as large as Connecticut (5,019 square miles), its total population is modest. When 
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compared to Connecticut's 655 people per square mile and 3.2 million population the 

O'odham population of 11,600 with a density of less than 2.7 people per square mile 

appears extremely small. However, as we have seen, even that population is challenged 

to live there and certainly they no longer live off the land. In the near past when 

subsistence farming dominated the economy, relocation activities were undertaken to 

reduce the on-reservation population in an effort to improve their lifestyle. However, 

relocation went the way of subsistence farming. Reservation economic growth now 

appears a more promising means to support its continuing, youthful population. 

According to the 1990 census, the current Arizona state wide median age is 32.2 

years while on the O'odham Reservation it is 24.1 years. This figure is quite close to the 

1982 re-count census figures. In 1982 there were 3,926 individuals, a little over forty 

seven percent of the population, under twenty one. Youthful population is not new among 

the O'odham. Kelly mentioned it in his 1963 population and economic study of the 

O'odham people. The figures he presented (see Table 3) illustrate how similar the 1963 

O'odham population age patterns were to the 1963 rural American patterns. By adding 

columns for 1990 census information to that table one can see how the O'odham patterns 

have changed very little. Table 3 presents the combined data. Kelly's figures prove that 

both population segments had a high birth rate as the largest percent of the people in any 

category are found by combining the first two groups for 1963. Those same two groups 

reappear in 1990 as a sizable percentage of the population. At the same time, the birthrate 

for 1990 remains fairly high. This is especially noticeable when compared to the 1990 
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TABLE3 
TOHONO O'ODHAM POPULATION BY AGE GROUPS 

COMPARED WITH RURAL AMERICA 

TOHONO O'ODHAM 
POPULATION 

RURAL 
AMERICA 

1963 1990 

Age 
Group 

Number Percent Number Percent Percent Percent 

under 5 1671 14.65 923 11.87 12.39 10.06 

5 to 9 1598 14.01 934 12.01 11.98 10.89 

10 to 14 1335 11.70 801 10.30 9.57 10.50 

15 to 19 1158 10.15 737 9.48 7.32 9.00 

20 to 24 993 8.70 611 7.86 5.10 6.50 

25 to 34 1624 14.24 1120 14.41 13.26 6.90 

35 to 44 1156 10.13 959 12.33 13.22 7.40 

45 to 54 891 7.81 680 8.75 10.59 6.70 

55 to 64 512 4.48 486 6.25 7.96 5.40 

over 64 466 4.08 524 6.74 5.56 25.80 

Sources: Kel y (1974) anc 1990 Arizona Census 

1963 1990 

non-Indian population. The median age, between 19 and 20, for O'odham people thirty 

years ago further points toward a youthful population. In 1963 median age for the United 

States' rural population was 27.8. A combination of a high birthrate and a young death 

rate could be the cause of this low O'odham median age. However, as will be shown 

when health issues are discussed, much of the low median age can be attributed to early 

death among Native Americans. Still, the 1990 data for O'odham people does show a 
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slight increase in the last two age groups, 55 to 64 and 65 and over and thus suggests 

improved overall health in the last thirty years. Such increased longevity often has links 

to changing economic opportunities. 

Working off reservation to compete in a cash economy, whether associated with 

laboring in cotton fields, taking jobs in Tucson, or joining the military effort, has meant a 

substantial percent of the population has migrated to other locales. The result was that an 

increasing poor population lived on the reservation while those off reservation became 

more economically stable. Unemployment figures for the O'odham reservation, as with 

many other Indian reservations, far exceed those of non-Indian groups. The 1990 Census 

figures show that 22.5 percent of all reservation residents over 16 were unemployed. 

However only the uninformed would believe such a small figure. There is also a 

substantial number of habitually unemployed, those who have been out of work for 

several years and no longer seek work, on each reservation and they are not enumerated. 

Thus many states, including Arizona, simply do not report the complete Indian 

unemployment picture. 

The census states that 36.9 percent of the total O'odham population over 16 years 

of age were actually in the labor force population in 1990. Thus out of 5,458 adult 

O'odham (over 16) living on the reservation, there were 2,015 individuals available to 

work. With 22.5 percent unemployed, the employed number of actual workers amounts 

to 1,562 while there were 3,443 people not in the labor force. These high figures have 

been typical ever since subsistence agricultural practices ceased and unemployment 
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statistics were made available. If the habitually unemployed are, according to Tim Giago 

(1998), also counted then reservation statistics for out of work individuals often exceed 

50 percent. Giago says this is is especially true "[o]n large reservations such as the Pine 

Ridge and Rosebud Reservations in South Dakota and on the Navajo Nation of 

Arizona, New Mexico, Colorado, and Utah" (Yakima Herald Republic. 2-28-98:4A). In 

contrast, Arizona as a whole in 1990 had 67.99 percent of its labor force employed, 

almost twice that of the O'odham, and the unemployment figure stood at 5.3 percent. 

The state unemployment figure has actually gone down since 1990 and now stands near 

the 4.5 percent level, while O'odham unemployment remains high. This leads to other 

social problems. 

"American Indians are more than twice as likely as others to become victims of 

violent crime, the Justice Department reported... in its first comprehensive analysis of 

Indians and crime" (Yakima Herald-Republic. 2-15-99:1 A). This announcement comes 

at a time when lowering violent crime rates are making headlines in major cities from 

coast to coast. While "[t]he murder rate among Indians is no higher than for whites, and 

only a fifth as high as among blacks,... Indians are twice as likely as blacks and three 

times more likely than whites to be victims of rape or aggravated assault" (Yakima 

Herald-Republic. lA). Children are often the victims of abuse and neglect and it is 

therein that the biggest increase occurred between 1992 and 1995: 18 percent. Better 

reporting is often behind such dramatic changes in crime but many Native Americans do 

have a history of alcohol abuse and that is often behind child abuse cases. 
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One problem tribal police face is that some reservations, including the Navajo, 

O'odham, and White Mountain Apache, are vast and thus difficult to patrol. Recent 

nationwide statistics show the average number of tribal officers to 1,000 residents is less 

than one-half as many as in non-Indian rural communities: 1.3 as compared to 2.9. As a 

result of a 1997 study, the Clinton administration requested and received from Congress 

an increase in "spending on Indian law enforcement by more than 80 percent, or $108 

million, to pay for new jails, patrol cars and up to 1,000 additional officers. The 

administration asked for another $145 million increase in 2000" (Yakima Herald-

Republic. 9A). The 1997 study prompted the federal law enforcement officials and tribal 

leaders to declare a public safety crisis on the nation's reservations and proposed to 

double the size of their police forces. Now when one visits Sells they see a new Tribal 

Police complex offering a more usable space inside and out. It has now taken on the 

appearance of non-Indian police departments. To ensure equipment security the new, 

primarily four wheel, drive vehicles are parked behind a high metal fence topped with 

razor wire. 

The O'odham force at 4.8/1,000 is higher than the national average. However, 

according to Capt. Gary Quinn of the O'odham police department, "it's hard enough for a 

police force of 56 officers to patrol an area the size of Connecticut. When you add to the 

mix a police-to-citizen ratio that is one-third the national average and an inmate 

population that is double the detention facility's capacity, law enforcement on the 3-

million-acre Tohono O'odham Reservation becomes overwhelmed" (Arizona Daily Star. 
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4/17/98). Since he was quoted in that article the police chief resigned. According to 

Richard Clifton, the tribe's director of public safety, there has been a department 

restructuring to introduce more community policing within the reservation and an 

emphasis on getting officers out of their patrol cars (Personal Conversation, January 15, 

1999). 

Still, despite all the recent change, including rapid population growth, increased 

unemployment, and general cultural decay, most O'odham continue to have a close 

relationship to their land. Unfortunately the land has never been capable of fully 

supporting its people and, because of increased damage from overgrazing, arroyo cutting, 

and introduced non-native vegetation, it is now less capable of doing so. As a result, 

additional O'odham people have to live off reservation where jobs are more plentiful. 

However, many of those want to return because, as numerous O'odham have told me, 

they have cultural links to the physical environment. 

O'ODHAM LAND 

For the O'odham, land was a gift from the Creator, for their use as long as they 

maintained proper rituals and showed proper respect for it. Families had perpetual 

usufruct rights that could be passed on to sons working with their fathers. Historically 

this was a sound tribal practice and Ht their farming and land ownership needs. Village 

councils were, and still are, instrumental as decision making bodies that rule on continued 

use of agricultural lands as well as other important community activities. However, 

ownership of allotted land was confiised by imposed inheritance pattems and this has led 
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to yet another challenge as to what constitutes the best use of agricultural holdings. 

The elaborate cultural systems that developed long before European contact 

produced order in the O'odham physical and spiritual world. Within the system was a 

legend that O'odham were created from the physical Earth. This belief continues among 

many O'odham and is reflected in their reverence for specific physical landform features 

throughout the reservation. Baboquivari Peak is the most important single physical 

feature as that is where I'itoi, the Elder Brother, lived in a cave. In addition, each district 

has a significant mountain. In the past it was common for races to be held where men ran 

to the top of these mountains. While some O'odham still visit the cave and climb to the 

top of their district mountains, it is not as customary as in the past. Some O'odham also 

continue to use specialty plants for ceremonial purposes and spiritually relate to certain 

animals that occupy special places in myths and oral histories. However, increasingly the 

O'odham majority live on the land rather than in harmony with it. 

The O'odham oral history chronicles their own personal emergence onto Earth 

much as European stories trace their origin first through the Bible and later through 

written history. According to O'odham legend, after a great flood. Elder Brother and 

Coyote came out from their hiding places within the earth and wandered around for 

awhile to see what had survived. They did not find people, therefore 

Elder Brother said, "Let's make some more people." So 
they took clay and made people. They put them out 
somewhere and Elder Brother said, "In four days they will 
come alive and will be like those that were washed away in 
the Flood." In four days. Coyote went with Elder Brother 
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and when they arrived they discovered that they were 
already alive and were wandering around talking. Elder 
Brother said, "Evidently they were well made, so we'll 
make some more people" (Saxton, 1973:59). 

Thus attachment to the land begins with mankind's creation from the actual clay 

found within it, but their marriage to the land is more complete than just their own 

personal creation. The connection responsible for the O'odham's sense of place includes 

links to the entire desert biome. This sense of place includes a unique ability to identity 

with their environment. That identity evolved along with the development of the skills 

required to live within it. Eventually specific ceremonies and/or celebrations grew up in 

association with use of their environment and further facilitated the human/environment 

links. One such link is found between the O'odham and saguaro cactus. 

According to Castetter and Bell's work, The Aboriginal Utilization of the Tall 

Cacti in the American Southwest, while "[a]griculture in the Southwest has been greatly 

modified by the introduction of foreign plants,... the methods of utilizing wild plant 

products still remain in some places essentially on the aboriginal level" (1937:4). The 

author's reference was specifically to the O'odham people. As Castetter and Underwood 

stated, 

the Papagos, after a brief Spanish influence, were left to 
their own devices. They had acquired horses from the 
Spaniards, and had learned to plant wheat and a few 
imported fruits and vegetables. Except for these changes, 
however, their old economic life continued. (1935:3-4). 

This was in sharp contrast to the more northern Pimas who dwelt along rich, easily 
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accessible river bottom lands of the Gila that were much coveted by Anglo settlers. 

Fundamental to maintaining their life was the O'odham ability to live within the land's 

limits. 

PLANT RESOURCES 

The O'odham, like other Native Americans, exploited the vegetative resources of 

their area to the utmost, often using the same plant at different times of the year for a 

variety of purposes. Roots, fruit, and greens were eaten with branches and sprouts used 

for baskets. Wood was collected for cooking and making implements as well as shelters. 

During extended periods of drought they might have to live entirely off native plants 

available without cultivation. Storage became almost as important as collection with 

some foods being kept for an entire year. May, the month at the end of their stay at the 

Well, often was the worst and was thus named in O'odham ko'ohk macat, "the painful 

moon." 

Several researchers have, over time, examined both the common uses of plants for 

their material culture as well as those associated with ceremonies and religion. Castetter 

and Underwood's The Ethnobiology of the Papago Indians, is one of the best studies. It 

notes plant uses and also gathering techniques. 

Some foods like the hackberry were simply used by the 
people in the neighborhood, while others like agave and 
acorns were gathered by special parties and either utilized 
or traded. There was one island of unusual flora on Elder 
Brother's mountain, Baboquivari. Here, near a permanent 
stream, grew the special luxuries he had provided for his 
people, and parties went to pick them for trade or on behalf 
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of a village. Certain staples, however, grew in great 
quantity and these were gathered by everybody. 

When a crop was reported ripe the village organized its 
food gathering expedition. If the expedition were for only a 
day the women went alone; if it were a longer trip, whole 
families went. The younger women and boys fetched water 
daily, the men hunted and at times helped in the picking. In 
such cases the regular community life was transferred to the 
camp (1935:13-14). 

Owing to the harshness of Pimeria Alta, availability of native plants is limited to 

those that can tolerate prolonged drought, extreme heat, and intense sun. However, one 

can not suggest the land is stark for it supports an astonishing variety of natural life. As 

one looks across the horizon a vast panorama of grasses, bushes, and even trees come into 

view. None, however, stands out like the saguaro and perhaps none are really as uniquely 

environmentally adapted as the saguaro. 

SAGUARO CACTUS 

Historical O'odham cultural territory closely corresponds to the saguaro range. 

While other plants also are also found throughout Pimeria Alta, none have filled such a 

large variety of needs for such a long time within O'odham lifestyle as the saguaro cactus 

{Cereus giganteus). If one thinks of Navajo and their cultural ties to sheep or Hopi and 

their unique use and means of growing com, then one must connect the O'odham to the 

saguaro. It is so much a part of their environment and daily lives that the O'odham have a 

saguaro creation legend. 

Thus we have the creation of a plant that, according to Nabhan 
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is not seen as a "separate" life form at all, not something of 
an "other" outside world. [For] Papago classify saguaros as 
part of humanidnd; a saguaro cactus is "that which is 
human and habitually stands on earth."... It is not, I 
believe, that saguaros are likened to humans because they 
often have "arms" coming off their upright trunks. It strikes 
me that the Papago liken saguaros, Cereus giganteus, to 
Homo sapiens because no matter how much they tend to 
dominate a landscape, they are still vulnerable They 
are Indians" (1982:26). 

In the past the saguaro was much more important economically to the O'odham 

than it is today. As Castetter and Underwood point out, 

[e]very family has an accustomed camp on some slope 
where sahuaro grows and here they have a rough shelter, 
with a water jar, perhaps a metate, and a cooking pot. 
Cactus camp is always an occasion of jollity. It means 
almost the first fresh food of the year, for much of the pulp 
is eaten fresh; the first taste of anything sweet; and, 
principally, the preparation for the great drinking ceremony 
which is regarded as responsible for bringing rains 
(1935:20). 

Picking season was short, only about two weeks in late June or early July, and 

most of the work was done by women. The Tohono O'odham yearly activities and thus 

their calendar cycle began and ended with the saguaro fruit harvest and festival. The 

activities that accompanied harvest helped close the long, dry cycle between winter rains 

and summer monsoons and brought life back to the desert. Originally the O'odham 

picked the ripe saguaro fruit on their way from their Well as they were migrating to the 

Field. Since the fruit is at the tip of the branches, a long pole made from ribs of a saguaro 

tied together was used to reach up and knock it off. Pieces of creosote bush (JLarrea 
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tritentata) or catclaw (Acacia greggii) were tied to the pole to facilitate getting the fruit 

off the plant. The pulp from the fruit was used for a number of purposes including 

making a fermented drink from the extracted juice which is consumed and then vomited 

back onto the ground as part of a ceremony to hasten the arrival of rainfall, just as Crow 

had done when he ate from the first saguaro plant and vomited into a basket. 

When the Spanish arrived, the O'odham were already consuming a number of tea 

like beverages made from several plants including sage (Salvia columbaria), broomweed 

(Baccharis sarothroides), and tansy mustard (Sophia pinnata). However, none were as 

important to O'odham lives as the ceremonially consumed tiswin, a fermented saguaro 

juice wine. Castetter and Underwood described the process of manufacturing the drink 

and the ceremonial drinking of the liquid in detail. They note 

[t]he only important intoxicating beverage ... a sort of 
cider made from the giant cactus fruit (Camegia gigantea). 
In districts where it grows it is brewed once a year by each 
village with elaborate ceremony, the brewing, the drinking 
and the actual intoxication being part of the ritual for 
bringing rain.... 

The resulting drink, called navai't, is a crimson-colored sort 
of cider with a slightly nauseating taste, which, when drunk 
in the ritual quantity induces vomiting. This beverage is 
almost impossible to keep, therefore the tradition is that the 
whole supply must be consumed within twenty-four hours 
(1935:26). 

The process of vomiting returned the juice to the Earth and was important, in O'odham 

culture, to the development of summer rain. 

"It has been estimated that as recently as the 1920s and 1930s Papagos harvested 
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about 450,000 pounds of saguaro fruit annually" (Fontana, 1989:43). While some of it 

was eaten fresh most of it was turned into tiswin and consumed at the annual saguaro 

ceremony. It was also during this same time period there was a concerted effort by the 

BIA to "stamp out native ceremonies and especially the consumption of intoxicating 

beverages. At the height of the drought in 1922, agency police raided Big Fields and 

Santa Rosa " (Lewis, 1994:150). The O'odham, sure that the ceremony was needed 

even more during this extended period of drought, simply turned the ceremony into a 

secret one. 

Thus, like so many other Native American practices of the period, this ceremony 

was not lost. However, traditional farming practices, as discussed below in this chapter, 

decreased after reservation establishment and finally ceased. As this change occurred part 

of the spiritual connection between the O'odham and their land also declined and the 

saguaro ceremony became less important. Without crops there was really no need to have 

a ceremony to hasten the arrival of sunmier precipitation. Still, the links remain 

important to some O'odham and therefore plans were being made for a renewal of the 

time-honored saguaro ceremony as well as the planting of a few Helds in the ancestral 

manner during the summer of 1999. 

Saguaro seeds were removed from the pulp, dried, and then used for flour while 

the moist pulp was made into cactus jam or dried for later consumption. In later times, 

according to Bruhn, "the seeds have been used mostly for chicken feed. Minor uses of 

the seeds were as a source of oil and as a tanning medium for skin dressing. The seeds 
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contain approximately 16% protein" (1970:324-25). The seeds have such a hard outer 

coating that when consumed raw, the seeds passed through the host almost unchanged. 

These were, in time of severe drought and hunger, collected from feces, dried and ground 

to meal, thus producing a "second harvest." While this method of gathering the desert, as 

many others, has ceased with time, it has not been so long that living people do not repeat 

conversations about it. 

Storage of saguaro fruit was common after the pulp was pressed into a cake like 

patty about the size of a layer cake. When cached in a dry place it kept for years. 

According to Castetter and Bell's research, 

[p]its, either lined with straw or walled with flat slabs of 
stone, were preferred for... storage. When the dried 
product was to be eaten, a piece was sliced off with a knife 
or knocked off with a stone, soaked in water, and sucked. 
The seeds were picked out, dried, and stored in sacks of 
fawn skin (1937:20). 

Even the thorny husk or shell is important, for when it is discarded It is placed with the 

red lining upward to further hasten rain. Saguaro fruit and plants were used by numerous 

other Southwestern Indian groups but none used it as extensively as the O'odham. 

The combined minor and major uses of saguaro were almost endless. According 

to Castetter and Bell they made, 

wooden tongs,... [drying] racks warp material [for] 
lattice wrapped weaving, and warp material for house 
doors, sieves, and stirrers cradles and children's 
carrying baskets were made, in part, of these ribs, also 
rounds of present day ladders, and... the burden carrier... 
. Split sahuaro ribs were utilized by the Papago for rough 
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traps, especially for catching quail, also for roofing and all 
sorts of light tools [Also] from these ribs the Indians 
made lances [T]his wood served as fiiel or hearth 
material in starting fires with the palm drill.... The ribs 
were also used to make Papago ceremonial framework and 
a type of dice for one of their games .... Four sahuaro 
spines, tied in a row, made a piercing instrument in 
tattooing among the Papago, and these Indians occasionally 
used the dry spines, which bum rapidly and brightly, for 
signaling at night. Vessels, dishes, and tobacco pouches 
sometimes came from sahuaro wound scars (1937:25-26). 

During a recent visit the reservation, I saw saguaro ribs also being used for fence 

material and ramada roofs around homes as well as them being used as a ramada roof 

over a shrine. Additionally, where available, the Natives also used organ-pipe cactus 

(pitahaya) for many of the same purposes. A relative of the saguaro, this cactus has a 

more limited environmental niche within Papagueria than the saguaro, being found 

principally in the western and south central portions of Pimeria Alta. Such practices 

obviously further enforced O'odham topophilia. However, saguaro harvest was 

traditionally linked to other cultural practices and as they changed or disappeared so did 

modifications occur within the practice of collecting saguaro fruit. 

Without seasonal migration, saguaro harvest is now sometimes later, even in 

August. The number of O'odham involved in the harvest has also diminished until just a 

few people participate. Thus one finds yet another example of rapid twentieth century 

cultural change within traditional O'odham society. The question of when to migrate is 

no longer a life sustaining decision in O'odham lives and therefore saguaro harvest time is 

not determined by the need to be in a specific location at a specific time. However, 



202 

harvest is still culturally important and, while modified, continues to remain a foundation 

stone to traditional O'odham people. 

O'ODHAM LIVESTOCK 

At the same time seasonal migration between Field and Well by the O'odham 

people was disappearing, a new cultural pattern was emerging: livestock ranching. While 

not as ancient a tradition as seasonal migration, the livestock industry has recently 

become an important part of O'odham lifestyle. As one drives around the reservation 

he/she cannot help but be amazed at the remote locations where livestock appear. Cattle 

in particular can be found browsing on the toughest looking plants while cactus pads hang 

from various parts of their bodies. The cattle culture, much like the former seasonal 

migration, is based upon changing annual activities including calving, roundups, and the 

yearly rodeo and thus has been worked into a new O'odham calendar. 

Cattle and horses have played changing roles in O'odham lives. While cattle are 

largely considered to be like a walking savings account, horse ownership gives one 

special status. Thus, ever since cattle have been raised as domesticated animals, 

possession of them has been more important than profits from sales. In general, most of 

the livestock are range animals that wander freely within the reservation confines. It is 

not unusual to see them in people's yards, school yards, or even in the Sells mini 

shopping center parking lot. They make themselves at home any place they are not 

fenced out, including around tribal and federal government buildings. When it comes 

time for them to rest, any kind of shade works just fine. Some cattle are so domesticated 
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that they have learned to turn on outside hose bibs and drink from the stream of water that 

ushers forth. I am told, however, that they do not shut them off. All this is quite 

acceptable because of their unique place in O'odham culture. However, it was a long time 

after their first introduction before they reached the current level of acceptance. For most 

of their history they were considered to be nothing more than animals to hunt. 

Cattle were introduced by Spanish Jesuits first into the Altar and Magdalena 

valleys of Sonera and later into the more northern reaches of Pimeria Alta. Wagoner 

notes that the O'odham were in fact "the first to work the cattle brought into what is now 

Arizona by Father Kino in the late 1600s" (1952:10). Like the O'odham, the cattle 

adapted to the Sonoran desert and actually flourished. However they did not always do so 

in the same domestic state as introduced. Many of the earliest cattle became feral. Such 

animals, grazing off desert shrub and bunch grass rather than being com fed in a feed lot, 

were probably as tough as the desert. No doubt this quality endeared them to these 

equally hardy desert people. They were also popular with other Indian groups and were 

considered fair game by the Apaches. 

Before the end of Apache problems, domestic cattle were just another item to be 

stolen by the Apache and taken back to the hills. During the Apache's hasty retreats back 

to the mountains, cattle often escaped or become lost. Thus it was fairly common to see 

them in many parts of southern Arizona, but not usual to see them as part of a herd. It 

was not until after the end of the Apache presence that the O'odham really began re-

domesticating and raising them on a more commercial basis. Assimilation of the cattle 
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industry into O'odham culture was, as lifestyle change in general, at the O'odham's own 

tempo. As a consequence, when Gwyneth Xavier wrote his 1938 study on the cattle 

industry of the southern O'odham districts, some two hundred years after Kino first 

introduced them, he said that "[t]he northern Papago, in the memory of the present old 

people, had almost no cattle or even horses" (1974:2). 

It was, according to Xavier (1974), between the 1870s and the 1930s, that 

livestock became increasingly important within O'odham culture. However, cattle and 

horses were not viewed equally by the O'odham. Cattle were part of their subsistence 

economy and thus served as a means to an end. Horses, in contrast, were an end in 

themselves. Cattle in particular were considered family property and upon a man's death 

they were distributed among the children. Horses, while of little economic value to most 

Anglo ranches, were actually more important than cattle to the O'odham. Ultimately both 

horses and cattle were given as gifts and traded and their Hnal disposition depended upon 

the needs of their owners. Outright sale, however, remained of minor importance and that 

is what has caused so many twentieth century environmental problems. 

The reservation itself, damaged from years of an open range cattle policy, over 

grazing, arroyo development, heavy summer showers, frequent strong winds in the dry 

spring period, and an abandoned traditional agricultural production, is not currently 

capable of economically supporting or feeding its existing population. It is difficult to 

accurately measure all the damage as many areas are difficult to fully access. However 

Kelly's report, based on analysis of Soil Conservation information indicates that "[a]bout 
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a third of the San Xavier Reservation (25,210 out of 71,090 acres) are Severe or Critical. 

On the main... Reservation, erosion is reported [in total acres] as follows: Slight.... 

193,534; Moderate .... 1,183,840; Severe .... 1,160,960; Critical.... 236,200" 

(1974:45-46). These figures are out of a total 2,774,534 acres for that reservation. 

Severe and Critical status accounted for 50.3 percent. Thus the large reservation is even 

more damaged than San Xavier. The categorizes are based upon the amount of lost 

topsoil with Moderate being less than 5 inches. Severe from 5 to 9 inches, and Critical 

more than 9 inches. 

In 1974, Kelly continues, the highest percent of damage was reported in Schuk 

Toak District where 252,160 of the 456,654 total acres were Severe and 92,800 acres 

were Critical. On the southwest side of Aguirre Wash it was the worst. This district was 

followed by Gu Achi, and Sif Oidak Districts along Santa Rosa Wash. Chukut Kuk 

District is the next worst in damage order. The least damaged areas tend to be 

concentrated in the central, southeast, and extreme northwest parts of the reservation. 

The central part of the reservation was one that Anglo cattlemen had, because of its better 

pasture quality, initially tried to maintain control over so it did not become part of the 

reservation lands. 

Earth dams and spreader dikes were added to many areas since the 1930s in an 

attempt to reduce runoff damage from summer storms and also to provide stock watering 

locations. These earthen works are designed to distribute the water more evenly and thus 

increase the pasture area while reducing arroyo development. However, erosion 
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continues to be a serious problem. Ongoing, recent studies by the Sells Field Office of 

the United States Department of Agriculture's Natural Resources Conservation Service, 

according to Ms. Egan (1996), continue to report serious problems that, if not addressed 

in a timely manner will result in further degradation of the soil. Such conditions severely 

limit the O'odham ability to increase pasture carrying capacity and develop a truly 

commercial livestock industry. It also limits the possibility of re-establishing akchin 

farming and thus the land's potential to support economically a large returning 

population. The high annual growth rate coupled with damaged land has been one more 

reason people have had to look for non-agricultural employment opportunities. 

Recently, there has been some success with pasture improvement associated with 

a test fencing of damaged areas to limit livestock grazing. The fencing provided for cattle 

rotation with use restricted on selected pastures. The result was, pasture condition 

improved in the fenced area where cattle were not permitted. However, traditional 

grazing habits and patterns are difficult to change and therefore there has been little 

support to continue the project or increase the fenced area. However, such practices must 

be implemented if the O'odham expect to engage in profitable livestock operations. 

With no breeding policy and infrequent sales, cattle and horses numbers increased 

on the open range but not their quality. In addidon, drought was hard on the livestock 

just as it was on agricultural crops but livestock did not necessarily expire during short 

dry periods. However, they were more likely to be sold off during drought to make up for 

the loss firom crop failure. Still, as numbers increased year after year the range carrying 
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capacity was eventually exceeded. Xavier said in 1939 that "[t]he number of cattle on the 

range is unknown" (1974:360). However he did give a series of estimates including one 

for "1934 .... [as] 14,295 head of cattle; 5,960 horses; 985 mules" (1974:360). Of those, 

over 44 percent were found either in two districts: Baboquivari or Chukut Kuk. The 

stockman hired in 1934, a Mr. Nation, did an estimate based upon sales receipts. His 

figure, according to Xavier, was "25,000 or more" (1974:360) head of cattle. Which 

estimate is correct? There is no way to verify either figure, a problem which, according 

to an O'odham cattle official, still plagues cattle figures today. Again, the two southern 

districts accounted for just over 44 percent of the total herd. Within all the districts, 

ownership patterns varied widely. 

The major cattle ranchers resided in those two districts where most of the cattle 

were found, but as Xavier said that "at least 90% of the people owned cattle. Aside from 

the few large owners of cattle ... the number of cattle owned by the average family was 

small, seldom above ten head in the South and less in the other districts" (1974:369). 

However, in the 1930's the O'odham had other concerns about livestock ownership than 

just the total number or value. On the Navajo Reservation, according to Wood et al. 

(1979), in the 1930s the Federal Government initiated a livestock reduction program. In a 

decade, "stock numbers were reduced from 1,100,000 to about 600,000 The program 

was hailed a success at the time, but it soon became evident that the Navajo looked 

bitterly upon the program" (1979:24). The O'odham were concerned that such a program 

would be established on their reservation as well, and it was. 
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The Federal Government in the 1930's was more concerned about land carrying 

capacity than the place of livestock in Native American lifestyle. Therefore, they did not 

hesitate to reduce the number of sheep on the Navajo Reservation and the number of 

horses and cattle on the O'odham Reservation. Horses because they were not sold or well 

managed were, and continue to be, a significant O'odham problem. Dobyns says that 

in 1934 there were estimated to be more than eight thousand head of horses roaming over 

the Sells Reservation. He further notes that if "these had been good, valuable horses, the 

situation would not have been so serious, but they for the most part they are Indian 

ponies, mustangs, mavericks and broomtails, having very little commercial value and 

constituting a serious menace to the range, particularly in dry season" (1949:20). By 

1941 that estimate, according to Dobyns, grew to 20,000 horses. This was in addition to 

30,000 cattle. Between 1934 and 1949 he says the horse population had been reduced to 

about 7,500, but reduction was not all owing to government policy. Rather, drought and 

animal diseases, including dourine, black leg, and hoof-and-mouth were much more 

successful deterrents to continuing the trend to larger livestock counts. Still, by the time 

livestock numbers were on the decline much of the damage was done and increasing the 

number of charcos and adding more wells could not bring back the pasture. 

Exactly how many cattle now roam the O'odham Reservation is, according to an 

anonymous tribal livestock authority, unknown. He said, in a recent conversation, that 

the tribe does not have "good baseline information and they have not had one for twenty 

years." Rather, there have simply been estimates done from time to time. Therefore, the 
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numbers suggested by Kelly (1974) at 10,082 cattle and 4,770 horses are just as valid 

now as they were then. More important are the "stock units" and "stock unit capacity" 

numbers that Kelly offers. He states that the stock unit capacity for the Sells Reservation 

is 10,304 and the number of stock units is 16,070. He does qualify these numbers with 

the note that "because no livestock count figures are available, these numbers are 

estimated" (1974:98). Obviously the O'odham continued to struggle with not only the 

actual count but also with the problem of exceeding the range's capacity. 

As a result of such poor accounting methods, and the current push for better range 

management, the nation, according to the livestock official, is finally doing a current 

count. There are a number of reasons why it is difficult to know how many cattle are on 

the reservation. Care has historically been haphazard and, as a result, many of the cows 

do not calve on an annual basis, nor do they necessarily start to calve in a normal time 

cycle. It is not unusual, the livestock official told me, for cows to be five years old and 

still not have a calf. Drought, no scheduled feeding program, and general lack of 

veterinarian care all contribute to the problem. At the same time, there are changes under 

way. 

Southwestern Native Americans have an association that is actively working to 

improve both the range livestock and the pasture conditions. I attended one of their 

annual workshops and came away with the impression that they were adamant about the 

industry becoming an important aspect of their resource base. The O'odham doing so 

would be a significant tribute to their ability to further adjust to their desert environment. 



210 

However, until they begin fencing cattle out of the severely damaged range areas, increase 

breeding selectivity, and provide for better animal husbandry, the livestock industry will 

remain a cultural/ecological opportunity that has not matured, and but one more reason 

why the O'odham became increasingly dependent on off reservation work for wages. 

AGRICULTURE 

For centuries O'odham people depended on agricultural crops introduced from 

Mexico for their food. These crops became part of the O'odham yearly migration cycle 

with Mid July through August being the time when people moved to the Fields. This 

season, termed Jukiabig Masad, was, if the weather cooperated, a wet period when quick 

maturing sixty day crops of com, melons, squash, tepary beans, and cotton were planted 

and harvested. Even with the introduction of European wheat and cattle the farming 

sequence remained little changed. 

According to Fontana, the O'odham "were able to raise perhaps a fifth of the food 

they ate by practicing.. .ak chin or de temporal (rainy weather) farming" (1989:43). 

Brush dams built at arroyo mouths spread water from summer thunderstorms over 

adjacent fields. Exactly how many acres were farmed at anyone time, like how many 

livestock were on the range, can, for a number of reasons, only be estimated. During 

summer, flelds would have been visible and good estimates could be made concerning 

acreage farmed. However, that was the hottest time of the year and thus least pleasant 

for government officials to travel. In addition, some areas they farmed probably were 

never conceived as potential agricultural locales and therefore overlooked. Nabhan 
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discusses how remote some farming areas were in his booic. Gathering The Desert. 

As part of Nabhan's research he made a series of trips to Survuk valley in the 

region of Pinacate, Mexico. Elis book discusses how, despite extended droughts in the 

nearby Gran Desierto lasting up to "a full thirty-four months without any measurable 

precipitation" (1985:110) a style of akchin farming still continues to periodically be 

practiced by the Romero family. The land they cropped looked unfit for agriculture but 

had, in reality, been cultivated for centuries. This locale possibly represents the most arid 

limit of O'odham agricultural activity and one that Indian agents would probably not have 

visited when they were making acreage estimates. 

Nabhan, while visiting Recardo Romero at home in Cholla Bay, Mexico, was told 

that "all it takes is one good flood to give us enough water to mature our [tepary] beans" 

(1985:110). If that is so, a good monsoon season in Pimeria Alta would have provided 

ample precipitation to mature even the most difHcult to grow O'odham crop. Add to that 

the concept that the O'odham would have selected their best seeds for replanting, the 

chance of getting a good crop was even further improved. According to Nabhan, tepary 

beans, the original hardy variety planted so long by the O'odham, are 

[v]irtually [the] ... only cultivated bean [that] can bear the 
intense heat of the Sonoran Desert and produce viable 
pollen and pods full of seeds in temperatures above one 
hundred-five degrees [I]t is with ... Desert People that 
teparies are most closely linked Their own folklore 
contains this tidbit the white tepary bean is the child of 
the Desert People. It was bom here and endures dryness. 
When it doesn't rain enough, the white bean still comes up. 
The Desert People will always eat it and live here. 
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The Milky Way is said to be the white bean. He 
lives clear across the sky. Beans grow in abundance and we 
see them scattered across tlie sky (1985:112-13). 

The interesting aspect of O'odham crops is that like so many other desert plants 

they consume large quantities of water when available and make the most out of the 

water. Thus they grow rapidly, produce fruit early, and complete their reproductive cycle 

before many plants even flower. One sees this adaptation all over the Sonoran Desert 

where annuals wait patiently as dormant seeds until a wet season occurs and then they 

burst forth and bloom. Maturity is quick and a future plant generation is assured. All one 

has to do is plant tomatoes and watch them stop setting fruit when the temperature 

reaches 100 degrees to understand how important quick maturing plants are to a 

successful harvest. 

Tepary beans, like other O'odham crops, had to be domesticated. Exactly how and 

when that process occurred is difficult to pinpoint. While the activity probably did not 

occur in Pimeria Alta, there certainly are undomesticated beans growing there. As part of 

their gathering pattern the O'odham figured out which wild beans were usable long before 

they started fanning domesticated ones. As gatherers, they continued to collect the beans 

in large quantities until quite recently. Nabhan discusses seeing the wild bean called 

frijolillo (Phaseolus filiformis) gathered by the Romero family. He says they "were... 

the last Sonoran Desert dwellers known to harvest wild beans" (1985:116). Of course, he 

was referring to gathering at a certain scale. O'odham are still familiar with this plant 

even if they no longer harvest it in any quantity. Additionally, even if it is not currently 
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gathered the collecting process could be revived. 

By the late nineteenth century, according to Castetter and Bell, the O'odham 

were growing five kinds of beans, the first known being 
tatcoa pavfi (white bean), doubtless the white tepary, which 
they regarded as having been brought from the Colorado 
River Valley in some forgotten time. Pima and Papago 
informants invariably regarded the tepary bean as an 
aboriginal, staple crop, and [George] Freeman was 
definitely of the opinion that it was ancient in cultivation 
among these peoples (1942:92). 

However when the authors did their investigations among the Pima and O'odham they 

found them only "growing three species of beans: teparies {Phaseolus acutifolius), 

kidney beans (P .  vu lgar i s )  and lima beans (P. lunatus) (1942:89). 

While beans were a major O'odham crop, maize remains the longest cultivated 

one. By the twentieth century there were a number of varieties grown, all of which were 

hardy, quick maturing, and used to produce flour. The different varieties were classed by 

color with white and purple (from light blue to a blue-black) being the most common and 

yellow maize much less common. The O'odham also grew a red com for flour. Sweet 

com was, until very recently, virtually unknown. According to Castetter and Bell, "flint 

com was not Indian com, but of Mexican origin and had come into [the O'odham] area 

comparatively recently [and] dent com was wholly unknown ... until recently, and 

many individuals have never seen it" (1942:84-87). Com, because of its long history, and 

life-giving qualities was often used in southwestern religious ceremonies. 

I^obably the most interesting variety was called flathead com. It was named that 



214 

because it had flattened ears that were sometimes split at the top. Castetter and Bell said 

it had 

considerable significance, and the Papago "think something 
great about it." It is ground into ceremonial meal and used 
only on certain occasions. In the important Papago practice 
of making the ceremonial expedition to bring salt from the 
Gulf of Mexico, Papago men must take some of this meal 
and sprinkle it in the Gulf before removing salt or anything 
else produced in the water. Also, at the harvest dance 
ceremonial commeal was sprinkled on the ground in front 
of the singers This com was never planted. Young 
people must not eat such ears, although there is no 
restriction upon old people doing so; if a young woman eats 
such com her next baby may be flatheaded; if a boy eats it 
he may become flatheaded (1942:87-88) 

While com had been grown for centuries before European arrival, there were 

several important crops introduced after Spanish arrival. According to Castetter and Bell, 

some crops did much better than others. 

[The] introduced crops which proved to be of greatest 
significance in early Piman economy were wheat, barley, 
watermelons and cowpeas in that order, the most important 
domesticated animals were horses and cattle. Although 
maize was anciently the leading crop the introduction of 
wheat gradually shifted the balance, and, among the Pima 
wheat rather quickly came to rank flrst, maize second; 
among the Papago, maize continued to hold first place until 
about one hundred years ago because of the difHculty of 
adjusting wheat culture to the desert habitat (1942:75). 

However, satisfactory varieties were eventually found, including Early Baart and Sonora, 

and wheat was soon on its way to becoming an important commercial crop. 

The changes in acreage planted to maize, wheat, and other crops is chronicled in 
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the annual reports of the Commissioner of Indian Affairs and other contemporary articles. 

In 1846 Emory, while doing a report on the U.S. and Mexican border, found the natives 

"cultivating maize, wheat, watermelons, beans, pumpkins and cotton, [and in 1856 he 

added to the list] sugarcane and peas" (1857:117). Grossmann, in 1873 said "[w]heat, 

com, beans, and above all, pumpkins and mesquite-beans are their principal food" 

(1873:419). These works note a definite shift from maize to wheat as the most important 

crop. The 1878 Report of the Commissioner of Indian Affairs said the O'odham were by 

then "cultivating 2,500 acres of land and [had grown] six thousand bushels of wheat, five 

hundred of com and three hundred of oats and barley" (1878:298). The 1904, 1908, and 

1919 Reports describe a similar trend for the San Xavier O'odham where the land was 

irrigated. In 1904 and 1908 the number one crop was wheat followed by barley. In 1919 

they raised "ten thousand bushels of wheat, and 250 tons of barley hay" (1919:287). 

While wheat was the principal irrigated crop in 1919 at San Xavier, pink beans were 

reported as the staple crop among the desert O'odham. 

Acreage reported in cultivation during the early twentieth century varied widely 

from year to year. Drought periods saw reduction in acres planted while wet years 

produced increases. Particular crops planted varied with the amount of annual 

precipitation as well. Because of the short maturing cycle of most of the plants, crops 

could be planted after a rain just as easily as before. Nabhan noted that condition when 

he reported the Romero family planted their field after it rained and still the crop 

matured. Estimates for total farming activities near the beginning of the century would 
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probably be around 20,000 acres. In 1919, according to Lewis, "4,500 Tohono O'odham 

farmed 16,000 akchin acres while the San Xavier O'odham cultivated 1,500 acres in 

irrigated allotments" (1994:149). During the 1921-23 drought the number of acres under 

cultivation would have been significantly reduced. 

Unlike humid climates where droughts are short, arid climates are experiencing 

some level of drought over fifty percent of the time. Drought has already been discussed 

as a factor behind cultural and economic declines in other Southwestern Native American 

populations and civilizations, however, it also needs to be discussed with relationship to 

O'odham agricultural activities. In 1921-1923 there were three straight years of drought 

which affected farming as well as the reservation cattle industry. It was during these 

years that the decision was made that akchin farming was not dependable and thus "it was 

useless to plan on any agricultural industries [on the Sells Reservation] (Lewis: 150). 

With prolonged drought the deep well at Sells dried up and eventually so did the 

irrigation wells at San Xavier. While the traditional O'odham solution had been to either 

return to Well villages and gather food or go off reservation to trade work for food these 

options, owing to lifestyle change, had diminished. An awakening to a cash economy by 

the 1920's, as mentioned by Underbill (1940), resulted in a new emphasis on cash crops, 

primarily wheat, and purchased commodities. The previously mentioned livestock 

industry compounded by the grazing and browsing traditional native plants. At this point 

the O'odham responded to the challenge with a new cultural opportunism position: They 

now began to go off-reservation to work for wages rather than food. 
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TRADITIONAL AGRICULTXJRE'S DEMISE 

As the twentieth century unfolded, the O'odham practice of planting life 

sustaining subsistence crops diminished until today they have virtually disappeared. With 

their demise the O'odham ability to supply their own nutritional needs also faded. Now 

rather than growing food they grow a few commercial cash crops at San Lucy near 

Arizona City. The agricultural proceeds now return to the O'odham in the form of a 

check rather than food. Only a very few O'odham still plant small gardens adjacent to 

their homes or on reservation land. This twentieth century decline of subsistence 

agricultural activities has resulted in a significant cultural change within the O'odham 

lifestyle. 

A number of factors, including overuse of surface and groundwater, the increased 

wage work in Arizona's commercial cotton production, failed BIA farming programs, 

overgrazing by increased numbers of livestock, and direct distribution of food 

commodities, damaged, undermined, and eventually destroyed the need or desire to farm. 

While the demise of traditional agricultural methods does not need to be viewed as all 

bad, it has contributed to serious cultural erosion including the decline of farming 

associated ceremonies, the concept of farming as a time honored activity, and a marked 

dietary change. 

Tucson and its environs, including San Xavier Reservation, have long used 

surface and groundwater to meet their own agricultural and domestic needs. Problems 

developed for reservation farming quite early as domestic needs outstripped the available 
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supply. Until the 1908 Winters Doctrine decision, the O'odham had little recourse to lay 

claim to water. As a result of Tucson's water use, first the Santa Cruz River went dry and 

then shallow wells on nearby San Xavier, dug by hand and used for centuries, also dried 

up. Recent litigation over available water on behalf of the O'odham has yet to be settled. 

However, Tucson was not the only entity pumping water from beneath the desert. Non-

Indian farmers who had discovered the desert's ability to produce ample returns off 

irrigated acreage as well as mining operations began pumping water from ever deepening 

wells. One of the big users was cotton. 

Cotton production was concentrated in the American South and some of 

England's colonies, especially Egypt and Sudan, for years. While the O'odham had 

historically grown cotton for domestic use, Arizona had not been a major cotton producer. 

Cotton has strict climatic growing patterns and aridity is one of the restrictions. 

Furthermore, since the South was such a dependable supplier of cotton, there was little 

reason to consider commercial Arizona cotton. However with the advent of World War I 

access to Egyptian cotton was interrupted. That action, coupled with a boll weevil 

infestation in this country, caused farmers and manufacturers to look for new cotton 

varieties as well as new cotton farming regions. Arizona, with newly developed irrigation 

projects, became one of the new cotton farming locales. 

Cotton was used in tire production and tires were needed for the war effort. 

Goodyear Tire and Rubber Company, located in central Arizona, began farming cotton 

under a subsidiary. Southwest Cotton Company. In addition, cotton was, at that time. 
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essential to the clothing industry. With increased cotton production came an increased 

need for more permanent and seasonal workers. The O'odham, because of their 

familiarity with the crop and conscientious work, as discussed by Kelly (1974), habits, 

learned from years of toiling in the desert, were the first labor choice of the new growers. 

However, part of the O'odham annual cultural schedule, their pilgrimage to Magdalena, 

Sonera, for the October 4"' Feast of Saint Francis, conflicted with the cotton cycle. They 

also left harvest early to plant their own winter wheat crops. 

Arizona cotton production continued after the war's end and, as chronicled by 

Kelly (1974), O'odham employment numbers increased. However, as long as reservation 

crop production remained high, harvesting their own fields continued to be foremost. It 

was during the 1920s that this pattern began to further break down. The combination of 

prolonged drought and increased Anglo water use increasingly took its toll on O'odham 

farming and in response, the federal government intensified its Indian food subsidy 

program. Roodwater farmed fields in 1914 according to Clotts was estimated at 9,177 

acres whereas Kelly (1974) reported only 536 acres as being farmed and only 3,930 acres 

available for farming. In addition, not only has there been a reduction in acres farmed but 

also acres that are capable of being farmed. By 1986, Nabhan (1986a) reported no acres 

farmed. 

O'odham that resisted the change from akchin farmer to wage earner obviously 

grew increasingly smaller. If it had not been for the difficulty with drought in the 1920s 

and economic depression in the 1930s the shift firom farmer to wage earner might have 
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been quicker. In addition, the O'odham were still struggling to formalize their new 

reservation, and their overall Pimeria Alta landbase was being reduced at the same time. 

To help out during this difficult economic period. New Deal programs, including the 

Indian Emergency Conservation Work (lECW) were linked with the Indian 

Reorganization Act (IRA) to increase Indian employment. These acts further increased 

cultural change and resulted in a new opportunism; work for the government. 

The lECW and later the Indian Division of the Civilian Conservation Corps 

carried on a variety of projects on the O'odham Reservation, including water development 

and erosion control works. They also undertook reservation fencing, road construction, 

and telephone line installation, in addition to livestock and range rehabilitation. While 

the increased employment opportunities meant increased income, it also meant more 

O'odham depended on federal jobs. Some O'odham saw this as a form of selling out as 

government employed Indians were, at that time, actually looked down upon by more 

traditional tribal members. As is often the case with government reservation projects, 

some of the new plans improved conditions and others were total failures. 

The construction of balsas (bolsas) was one project that eventually resulted in 

increased soil damage and further agricultural decline. Mexico had been effectively using 

a type of balsa or pocket to farm some arid locales and these became a pattern for the 

O'odham reservation. The concept, according to Castetter and Bell, was to form "a sort of 

embanked reservoir, supplied through a gate which allows water to enter from an arroyo. 

When filled to overflowing, a depth of about two and one-half feet, the water is allowed 
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to go into a ditch through a gate on to the land, and it is possible to raise a crop from the 

water in a single filling of the balsa" (1942:169-170). These were not Charcos, but the 

concept was similar. Charcos are actually clay lined tanks used to store water for stock 

purposes. With New Deal financing, Balsa construction commenced and at first there 

was some success. They could be filled and refilled and Castetter and Bell report that 

"[i]n 1939, a planting of teparies, soybeans and cowpeas was made August 26 at Sells, 

under balsa irrigation, and a good crop resulted" (1942:170). Dobyns, however, later 

reported much less success. 

In 1949 when Dobyns carried out a summer study of the reservation he said 

bolsas were too expensive and also too risky. Only the 
better ones should be left. 

What ever the causes, it seems that the bolsas have 
not been successful enough for the Papago reservation to 
justify further development. The small return in terms of 
successful crops so far can hardly justify the great initial 
outlay and maintenance costs the bolsas represent. While 
the bolsas are spectacular, the results have been 
conspicuously poor. 

Better crops are still obtained on flood farms than in 
the bolsas by the Papagos around the bolsas. This would 
indicate that attention should be focused on improving 
flood-farming practices gradually, step by step, in a natural 
development. Spectacular new departures should be 
approached only with extreme caution (1949:53). 

Thus what worked in Mexico did not do so in Pimeria Alta. Arizona has a shorter 

growing season and less total precipitation than the Mexican balsa agricultural areas. As 

a result of the different climatic patterns balsa farming on the reservation proved to be 

ine^ective and detrimental to farming activities. In addition, poorly selected locations 



222 

coupled with inadequate construction techniques caused accelerated erosion and further 

loss of vegetation. Still the O'odham were willing to try anything that would make their 

struggle with the environment an easier task. 

Regardless of the success or failure of a system, Dobyns points out the key factor 

concerning the O'odham and their willingness to work with Agency officials: 

consistency. Too often additional problems were generated when Agency projects were 

proposed and then either not carried through or abandoned mid-stream. As Dobyns said 

[i]t is not wise for Agency officials to undertake an 
intensive program in one area or with one or a few 
individuals, then drop that area or individual if they get 
their fingers burned. They should stick with the area or 
individuals. The Papagos will forgive them if their 
technical program doesn't work one time. Papagos do 
expect them to keep trying, as the Papagos themselves have 
done for many centuries, to overcome the natural handicaps 
of the unfriendly environment. The Papagos are more apt 
to work with the official who continues trying than the one 
who backs off when one program doesn't go well 
(1949:55). 

By the 1950s it was becoming increasingly clear that traditional fanning 

techniques were, despite both tribal and Agency attempts, disappearing rapidly. In 1940, 

probably 80 percent of the 1,200 O'odham families living on the reservations did 

subsistence farming at least part time. However, as New Deal programs closed in the 

early 1940s, the O'odham who had been working looked for new sources of income 

rather than returning to subsistence farming. Some entered military service while others 

returned to picking cotton. Another serious drought occurred in 1943 and further 
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damaged the already declining agricultural system. What had existed as an O'odham 

lifestyle for hundreds of years had faded in less than fifty years. Along with failed balsa 

farming, the depression, commodity distribution, and increased off- reservation work, 

came a new diet and associated health problems.. 

DIET AND HEALTH 

Two major O'odham lifestyle changes, ones that have been always linked through 

time, stem from the demise of traditional agriculture. The first, linked to cultural change, 

is the reality that as yet another facet of the O'odham lifestyle faded, so did their 

connection to the land. The second, a radical dietary change, is linked to O'odham 

physical well-being. Traditional foods, once intimately related to the O'odham cultural 

pattern of hard physical work, times of feast and famine, hunting and gathering, and 

seasonal migration have been largely replaced by the consumption of processed foods. 

The combination of these two changes has resulted in major health problems including 

alcoholism, cancer, obesity, high blood pressure, and diabetes. 

Like so many other aspects of O'odham lifestyle change, the dietary one occurred 

over a long period of time and came about as a result of a number of intertwined cultural 

and physical events. For example, if the O'odham environment had not been repeatedly 

stressed, or their population had not increased so dramatically, or if the govemment had 

not started a commodity program, or wage earning jobs had not become so readily 

available, then perhaps the change would never have occurred. It did not do so in the 

Mexican O'odham population where genetically identical people are only beginning to 
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experience similar health problems. However, unlike their northern Tohono O'odham 

neighbors, the Mexican O'odham still carry on a much more traditional lifestyle that 

includes more physical work and subsistence farming and few processed foods. However 

the change did occur among the northern O'odham, and in part it was linked to some not 

so obvious programs. 

Tom Holm, a Cherokee and Professor of Indian Studies, feels that one 

overlooked, underlying cause of current Indian health problems was a government baby 

program that started in the 1920s. It involved BIA trained health officials, known as field 

matrons, working with reservation sanitation issues and their objective was to reduce 

infant mortality. The matrons wanted Indian mothers to use canned and processed food 

products, including milk. As a result, many mothers stopped nursing their babies. In 

conjunction with this program, reservations sponsored "healthy baby contests." The 

concept of healthy became linked with "well-fed," thus the beginning of a trend to 

overfeed Indian babies. Certainly this program could have had an impact, just as the 

educational system has. 

First boarding schools, beginning in the late nineteenth century, and then 

reservation schools also contributed to the changing diet. Boarding school children, 

according to Prucha (1984) were forced to relocate not only off-reservation, but usually 

out of state. Students were not allowed visits home, often for many years at a time, out of 

fear that they would return to their "heathen ways." While much of the food they ate was 

grown in the schools' agricultural programs, it did not include historic Indian crops. 
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Rather, as part of the total acculturation scheme, they were to undergo Anglo 

acculturation including speech, dress, and diet. Even reservation schools contributed to 

the changing diet. 

Reservation schools, like public schools, included lunch programs. These were 

largely based on surplus food, including wheat, butter, cheese, and niilk, none of which 

were part of the historic O'odham diet. Dobyns, in his 1949 O'odham report, quotes a 

school kitchen employee as saying that "we were not allowed to give the children Papago 

food because the teachers said it was too solid. They had white food that you can't get at 

home" (1949:62). It is not long, Dobyns continues, until the "young people tend to 

associate a certain degree of sophistication to Anglo foods" (1949:61). As more and 

more Indian children attended school, the impact of these programs, that were later 

expanded to include breakfast and after-school snacks, increased. 

However, dietary change involved more than just replacing O'odham agricultural 

crops, it involved changing their whole lifestyle. Crops, while an important source of 

food, supplied only a small percent of their food. The rest of the time they hunted and 

gathered. In the arid Pimeria Alta, that was a time consuming occupation. O'odham 

wage workers were finding it easier to purchase and prepare packaged foods than expend 

the energy to harvest it. Coupled with readily available items from the relatively new 

Basha's Super Market, it is little wonder that there has developed such a distinct cultural 

disparity between the diet of elders and many young people. The shift, however, has not 

come without consequences. 
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Along with the dietary switch came increased eating of fast foods purchased to 

serve the changing needs of a wage earning society. This same pattern appears in non-

Indian society as lives become more harried but not on the same level. For the O'odham 

the change included a new dietary base with maize being replaced by wheat. Indian "fry" 

bread made from wheat is now served instead of tortillas and it is made with and fried in 

lard. Sugar rich products have become everyday food and seasonings gathered from 

desert plants are no longer used. All one has to do is visit the delicatessen in the Sells 

Basha's market to see the role fried foods now play in the O'odham diet. Mr. Homer 

Marks of the Soil and Conservation District told me that when the market first opened the 

deli section carried an assortment of prepared food items, but what sold best were the 

fried ones. Over time the management changed the menu to reflect the O'odham 

preference and fried foods now make up almost all of the menu items (Personal 

Conversation June 25, 1996). Even meat and beans cooked at home have lard introduced 

into the process. While the change did not occur overnight, it did happen and the end 

result has contributed to a significant decrease in over all quality of health including new 

weight problems and increased diabetes. 

The Food Distribution Program on Indian Reservations (FDPIR) or Commodity 

Program also adds to the problem. First introduced to supplement the limited Indian diet 

as well as reduce United States surplus agricultural goods, the United States Department 

of Agriculture (USDA) program distributes a conmiodity package containing canned 

foods including meat, poultry, vegetables, ftoiit and juices, dry beans, pastas, flour, com. 
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rice, and other goods. These products, mostly high in fat, salt, and/or sugar, were also not 

part of the historical O'odham diet. Since each qualified person in the household is 

entitled to one conwnodity package, they have come to makeup a large percent of the 

lower income O'odham diet. While individuals are not eligible for the Federal Food 

Stamp Program at the same time as the Food Distribution Program, they can switch back 

and forth on a monthly basis. 

A single individual, according to the USDA Food and Consumer Service Bulletin, 

qualifies for the Food Distribution Program if their monthly income is below $757.00 and 

a two person household does with less than a $970.00. Because the qualifying income 

raising with each family member, a large family can have several low income wage 

earners and still receive food assistance. While commodities are an obvious asset for 

people on limited incomes, the type of food they distribute contributes to O'odham 

overall health decline. In addition, other new aspects of their caloric intake, including 

consumption of commercial alcohol have further contributed to the growing health issues. 

Table 3, below, highlights a few of the Native American health problems including 

chronic disease and diabetes. 

Alcohol use was conmion among Native Americans before European arrival but it 

was primarily associated with ceremonial activities and large-scale feast days. According 

to Waddell and Everett, 

[sligniHcant tuming points in Papago alcohol usage were 
[associated with] the influx of veterans returning home 
after World War n or urban workers returning home after 
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the war industries declined. A further important pivotal 
point was the increasing population living on an 
economically depleted reservation resource base, pushing 
more and more Papagos into greater dependency on 
marginal economic outlets in the cities, commercial farms, 
and mines (1980:39). 

Alcohol is not sold on the reservation but it is readily available immediately off 

reservation at Why and Robles Junction. In addition, "[t]equila as well as Mexican beers 

had a rather extensive history of usage, as evidenced by the current heavy commercial 

traffic at the Mexican-Reservation border between Papagos and Mexican merchants" 

(Waddell and Everett, 1980:39). Reservation alcohol use is in itself a topic that warrants 

updating and more extensive study. To offset these problems Indian Nations must 

provide reservation health care education programs. 

One can not overestimate the key role education can play in improving the overall 

O'odham health scenario. This is especially true with cancer, high blood pressure, 

obesity, and diabetes, that, according to the National Institute of Health, are the top killers 

of Native people. Overcoming these health problems will require a concerted effort by all 

three, the tribal government, Indian Health Service, and reservation education system. 

Together they can produce a better understanding of the seriousness of these diseases and 

how to avoid the complications associated with them. According to recent diabetes 

research, few O'odham understand the connection between diet and health problems, 

including diabetes and cancer and thus they both have become serious medical problems. 
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TABLE4 
MORTALITY RATES AMONG NATIVE AMERICANS: 1986-88 

(Rate per 100,000 population) 
Ratio of American 

Indian and & Native Alaskan to 
Cause of Death Native Alaskan United States: White U. S White 

Cardiovascular 
disease 

169.8 203.6 0.8 to 1 

Chronic liver 
disease 

28.3 8.4 3.4 to 1 

Diabetes mellitus 26.4 8.7 3.0 to 1 

Source: U.S. Mortality Rates: Monthly Vital Statistics Report (Sept. 1989) 

Current research shows, as is illustrated in Table 4, that diabetes is a major 

problem for all Native Americans. The rate for Native Americans versus U. S. Whites is 

three to one. At the same time, cardiovascular (heart) disease, often referred to as the 

"disease of the affluent," is actually higher for Whites. Statistics for chronic liver disease, 

including cirrhosis, show an even higher percent ration between Native Americans and U. 

S. Whites. Thus, Native Americans were not as bad off in 1989 in some health categories 

as Whites but by 1998 that pattern had changed even further. 

According to Health, 

the first two leading causes of death, heart disease and 
cancer, are the same for the American Indian and white 
populations in the United States, [while] other leading 
causes of death [still] differ for the two populations. In 
1996 unintentional injuries and diabetes ranked higher for 
American Indians (3"* and 4"') than for white persons (S"* 
and T""), and cirrhosis, which ranked 6"" for American 
Indians, ranked 9"' for white persons. For American 
Indians the age-adjusted death rates for unintentional 
injuries (57.6 deaths per 100,000 population) and diabetes 
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(27.8) were about double the rates for white persons, and 
the rate for cirrhosis (20.7) was nearly 3 times the rate for 
white persons (Health, United States, 1998:10). 

The overall O'odham Reservation health picture, while not as challenged as the extremely 

high Pima diabetes rate (50 percent of adults 35 years or older), still reflects theses 

statistics. According to Wirth and Associates (1993), 18.3 percent of 8,368 O'odham 

people who visited EHS had diabetes. They go on to say that 

[t]he prevalence of diabetes in the adult clinic user 
population ranged from 2.7% in 18-to 29-yr-olds (82 Of 
3003) to 42.6% in 60-to 69-yr-olds (255 of 597).... At 
expected, the prevalence of diabetes increased with age for 
both male and female clinic users. Female clinic users 
were 1.3 times more likely than male clinic users to have 
diagnosed diabetes (1993:355). 

According to Dr. Solomon of the O'odham Indian Health Service, Type 2 diabetes, once 

restricted to middle aged and older patients, is now being seen in O'odham children as 

young as 7 due in large part to the obesity problem (Personal conversation July 2, 1996). 

To change this situation research into these problems needs to be stepped up and 

the general population must be informed about prevention, treatment, and solutions. A 

simple change of diet is a necessary first step. If the tribal government becomes more 

involved in planting and maintaining historic crops and thus supplying a different dietary 

choice, the situation could be improved. Together these health issues seriously reduce the 

older O'odham population and thus eliminate their ability to pass on their important 

cultural patterns. In conversations with reservation tribal members about existing 

problems, diabetes is always mentioned as being a serious concern. In an effort to 
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improve tribal health the O'odham tribe has developed a school curriculum titled 

"Growing Healthy" which is aimed at educating Native children in many aspects of health 

and a healthy lifestyle. The existing tribal economic ventures, including their industrial 

park, commercial agriculture, and particularly the Desert Diamond Casino are good 

revenue producers that could provide the necessary funds to significantly increase health 

education projects and initiate more diabetes programs. However, to do so will require 

reversing the trend away from raising historic agricultural crops. 

CHANGING CULTURAL LANDSCAPE PATTERNS 

Visiting Big Fields (Gu Oidak) in 1995 with Mr. Angelo Joaquin, an O'odham 

district representative, I did not see anything reminiscent of the subsistence farming 

period. Instead of well maintained agricultural areas we saw deserted fields, broken 

down fences, and small disintegrating outbuildings. The soil was overworked and the 

ground's surface pockmarked with rill scars resulting from monsoon rains falling on over 

farmed and overgrazed fields. Mr. Joaquin had not visited that particular area in a while 

and he was surprised. He spoke of former farming tenants he knew and said that he had 

thought at least one or two of them were still carrying on akchin farming. Houses still 

remain adjacent to the abandoned Helds and descendants of the former farmers lived in a 

couple of the homes, but most were occupied by people working in Sells or even Tucson. 

A church sits at the western edge of Big Fields. Behind the church is a large, well 

maintained cemetery. September is the time of the year when graves are groomed and 

decorated in preparation for All Soul's Day on November first. In Mexico it is called el 
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dia de los muertos, the Day of the Dead, and is marked by elaborate festivities. It is the 

day of the year when the Roman Catholic community remembers and prays for its dead. 

In typical O'odham opportunism fashion the festival has been modified and thus their 

celebration, while different than the Mexico one, fits O'odham lifestyle. As Griffith 

points out, 

[m]any of the artifacts which are commonplace further 
south-the skeletons, the candy skulls, even the elaborate 
loaves of pan de muerto or Day of the Dead bread, are hard 
to find here.... What does happen here is that people visit 
the cemeteries and clean and redecorate their family graves 
... [In addition], they look different. Most of the graves 
are covered with high earth mounds, and most of the 
monuments are crosses, often painted in brilliant colors ... 
[M]any O'odham crosses are blue, pink, or green, [and] 
many of the crosses are not identified by any sort of painted 
name. This probably relates to the O'odham tradition, 
honored less today than it was a generation ago, of not 
mentioning a person by name after he or she was dead and 
buried... Even more than in the case of Mexican 
cemeteries, the dead are there, a real presence. (1992:121-
123). 

In addition the O'odham place food offerings by the graves. This area, with its neatly 

kept church and well maintained cemetery obviously has been an important locale for a 

long time. 

Big Fields had a population of 250 when Clotts did his survey in 1914 and was the 

fourth largest Pimeria Alta O'odham settlement at that time. The Indian Bureau Irrigation 

Division was busy in the early twentieth century developing drilled wells and charcos for 

farming locales like Big Fields. However according to Lewis, the 
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local residents opposed a planned well. They wanted 
neither the cost of the project nor the government school 
that seemed to pop up at every well. In 1925, [they also].. 
. opposed construction of an irrigation dam that they argued 
would ruin their akchin fields and attract more cattle to 
their already overgrazed range" (1994:149) 

Thus damaged fields are nothing new in Big Fields. Little wonder that seventy five years 

later they had given up farming and the area had become more like a Sells suburb. 

Other nearby structures include a meeting house in front of the church along with 

the ubiquitous village basketball court. Not far away is a Rainhouse with its ramada. The 

latter is still used for cultural activities including Indian dances put on by students from 

Sells' schools. Visits to the area between 1995 and 1999 revealed several more changes 

around Big Fields. Recently a new pressurized water system complete with a large, 

elevated storage tank was installed to replace a long defunct windmill. It is one of several 

systems that, according to a Big Fields resident, are being installed around the 

reservation. Filled by pumping water from a deep well, it will supply current and future 

domestic needs. Also, a nearby open-pit disposal site has been closed and small 

dumpsters have been dropped off along the road between Sells and Big Fields to be used 

as part of a reservation trash clean-up program. There are new homes being built and a 

couple more homes look abandoned. However the majority of the homes, at least from 

the exterior, look unchanged. Around most of the older home, outside cooking is still 

common as are outhouses. Indoor plumbing is only a recent reservation addition. 

Among the gathering of homes not far from the Big Fields church are a couple of 
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adobe structures long occupied by the Lopez family. Similar to other reservation village, 

a cluster of two or more homes are often lived in by an extended family unit. Five years 

ago the Lopez family were more clearly representative of the O'odham culture time 

sequence dating back to when Big Fields was a thriving farming locale. Danny Lopez's 

mother still spoke only O'odham and manufactured beautiful baskets out of natural 

materials. She lived in one home while Mr. Lopez and his family occupied another. Mr. 

Lopez falls into the O'odham age group that was sent away to a boarding school for the 

education their parents never received. Boarding schools meant learning English and not 

speaking O'odham. 

When and if students returned to the reservation they usually missed the 

opportunity to grow up learning akchin farming techniques and O'odham cultural stories. 

Many of those who went off-reservation ended up in South Tucson where they found day 

labor jobs or to Ajo where they worked in the mine and lived in the "Indian Village." 

Danny Lopez was one who went to Ajo, but, since his mother never learned English, he 

retained the ability to speak O'odham. Also, he was home enough to know about 

O'odham agricultural practices and cultural stories. Now he is putting these skills to 

good use through his involvement in a recently revived reservation winter storytelling 

program. Additionally, he teaches in various school programs. 

Mr. Lopez, until recently, taught the O'odham language to students at the Indian 

Oasis School in Sells. Now he is associated with the recently founded Tohono O'odham 

Community Action (TOCA) group and teaches at a new charter school in Tucson. On 
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Fridays he now teaches farming skills to some of the school's students in a small garden 

plot appropriately located behind the Indian Health Service buildings in Sells. If the 

program succeeds and expands, an important aspect of O'odham culture will be rekindled, 

if not then their ancient Himdag will suffer yet another devastating blow. 

A concern for the O'odham Himdag was what initiated the San Xavier farm 

cooperative organization working with volunteers from grades three to eight. Under the 

direction of Clifford Pablo, the program began before the charter school project. Again, 

the re-introduction of traditional farming skills and offering a more readily available 

supply of traditional foods were the reasons behind the program. San Xavier land, 

although severely fragmented through allotment and inheritance, is a still good place to 

grow historically healthier O'odham agricultural crops. It has a solid, existing 

infrastructure, including wells, level fields, farm equipment, and concrete lined irrigation 

ditches. It also is easier to reach by the one-third of the O'odham population living in the 

Sells and San Xavier districts, not to mention those living in nearby South Tucson. 

Mr. Pablo says "[t]he effort is mutually beneficial.... It provides traditional 

food items that are shared between the cooperative and the mission school that the 

youngsters attend." Tucson Citizen Thursday June 27,1996. When I spoke with Mr. 

Pablo, he said that the co-op would still like to farm all the former San Xavier District 

fields but water rights litigation and legal ownership of the allotted plots are problems 

that first must be resolved. In preparation for that day, the co-op holds private meetings 

at San Xavier and schedules workdays to keep equipment, irrigation ditches, and fences 
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in repair as well as upgrade services as deemed necessary. Recent visits to the fields 

uncovered several small gardens producing a variety of agricultural produce. Both of 

these programs are trying to maintain cultural pattems. However, there is much more 

than culture at stake when one considers that the food the O'odham eat is probably the key 

to their high diabetes rate. 

Both Mr. Lopez's and Mr. Pablo's projects will help O'odham youth to better 

understand the importance of cultural choice, however, it will take a much larger scale 

project to overcome current dietary problems. Native Seed Search, under Angelo Joaquin 

Jr's direction, in an effort to assist the O'odham has been gathering plants, seeds, and 

information about O'odham agricultural crops and other plants. Native Seed Search has 

also been working with O'odham people to maintain a more historic lifestyle. One of 

their projects involved bringing acreage back under cultivation to produce desert crops. 

However, for the most part this activity has not been highly successful in getting local 

people to re-establish traditional agricultural crops. That is not to say the seeds did not 

germinate, but rather that interest in the program waned. It has been mentioned around 

the reservation that the reason for failure was that the O'odham themselves were not the 

driving force behind the program. They did not instigate the activity and were not the key 

players in making it succeed. However, this coming summer a group of O'odham from 

Gu Vo District are discussing setting up a project on their own. They want to re-farm 

some acreage located in the southern part of the district. To help ensure success they plan 

to use surface water from Menager Dam to start with, rather than depend on surface run 
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off and often unpredictable precipitation. 

Unlike the San Xavier District where one sees flat, cleared fields, irrigation 

ditches, standing fences, and even occasional gardens, the generally smaller agricultural 

locales on the Sells Reservation have typically not been cultivated for a number of years. 

Thus by now they are covered with secondary brush growth and difficult to recognize for 

their former importance. In January of this year I visited Gu Vo district and looked over 

the fields. The fields there need a lot of work but they are still recognizable and the 

irrigation ditches still have gates in them. 

Renewed traditional agricultural activities would be of great benefit to the 

O'odham people, especially their youth. As with much of the younger United States 

population, television has taken the place of outside activities. While many accept this as 

inevitable I do not. When the health of a nation is at stake, as it is among O'odham both 

on and off the reservation, then it is time to make changes and reverse trends. Research 

into why the O'odham are so susceptible to diabetes, sometimes referred to as the new 

Indian smallpox, is still being carried on but a solution to the overall problem has not 

been found. 

SUMMARY 

The recent history of the Tohono O'odham Nation, as discussed in this chapter, is 

quite different than their historic past. No longer could the O'odham depend on their 

harsh, arid environment and remoteness from colonial central authority to protect their 

lifestyle. Now non-Indians live and work adjacent to the O'odham reserved lands and 
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almost one-half the O'odham live off-reservation. In addition, the O'odham family no 

longer resides in small, isolated, self-governing, semi-self sufficient settlements. Rather, 

they are moving into the larger reservation communities and even South Tucson. 

Concurrently, self-government has been replaced by elected tribal officials who meet at a 

tribal government facility in the rapidly growing Sells community and use the adopted 

O'odham Constitution and By-Laws to administer a rapidly changing society. During this 

era, and following establishment of the large Sells Reservation, the O'odham have had to 

make increasingly complex decisions about the direction their lifestyle was going to 

follow. Some of their decisions have led to lifestyle improvement, some have not, and 

the jury is still out on at least a few. 

Abandoning akchin farming must have been a difficult determination for most 

older O'odham farmers. However, following the recurring droughts during the twenties 

and the depression in the thirties, it was time for a change. To do so required abandoning 

their subsistence economy and joining the cash society. The O'odham had been moving 

toward this economic status during the previous era when they worked in mines, sold 

mesquite wood, and started to raise wheat on a limited commercial basis. However, it 

was during the current period when the final transition was complete. Interestingly, the 

depression with its offerings of government jobs was one of the major factors involved in 

the transition. 

According to Williams, (1999) the Tohono O'odham government and the Federal 

government combined are the biggest employers of O'odham Reservation workers. Thus, 
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what started out as an attempt to help O'odham fanners through twenty bad years of 

weather and falling crop prices resulted in a completely different economic pattern. 

Government jobs, at first looked down upon by almost all reservation Indians, turned out 

to fit nicely into the cultural/ecological opportunism concept. The jobs presenting two 

opportunities: gainful employment and the opportunity to stay on the reservation. In the 

final analysis staying on the reservation now appears to be just as important now as 

remaining in Pimeria Alta was in the past. However, throughout this era there have been 

several push factors that worked against the O'odham remaining on their historic land. 

Non-Indian agriculturalists in the first one-third of the twentieth century continued 

to try to and obtain the best Pimeria Alta lands. Their success undoubtedly hastened the 

decline of akchin farming. Mining companies also remained a push factor as they worked 

to take over any O'odham land that showed promise of mineral deposits. However, it 

was the Federal government that really emerged as the major force seeking to move the 

O'odham people off the reservation and assimilate them into mainstream Anglo culture. 

Boarding schools were one of the approaches they employed, and relocation became a 

second. In between the two. World War n became a major factor in its own right. 

During World War II many O'odham voluntarily moved off-reservation. As a 

result of this action, many now live in close proximity to the dominant cultures they so 

long avoided. The war opened up a whole new world to the O'odham and introduced 

them to a culture that few of them had ever experienced. Even boarding school was, in 

many ways, an Indian experience. Despite the fact that they were not permitted to speak 
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English, wear their hair long, or dress in any traditional garb, they still were in the 

majority and they did eventually return to the reservation. The military, and its associated 

defense industries, led to new off-reservation settlement patterns. O'odham workers 

settled in major cities and became the predecessors of relocation Indians. With the 

relocation came some unwanted cultural traits and renewed health issues. 

The change in diet associated with living off the reservation eventually had some 

very negative impacts on the O'odham population. Alcoholism is obviously one that 

comes to mind. However, diabetes is also partially linked to that demographic change. 

Granted, the switch from a subsistence farming economy to a cash economy also played a 

significant role in the increased number of diabetics on Indian reservations. After all, if 

there had not been a reduction in historic foods and a change in the work patterns 

associated with those crops, then diabetes might not be a problem. However, the shift did 

occur and a change in dietary intake associated with living off-reservation became both a 

cause of diet alteration and a link to diabetes. Also during this time of off-reservation 

resettlement there began to develop new economic ventures within the reservation. 

Unemployment remains a nationwide reservation problem and the O'odham are 

no exception. However, the O'odham economic picture is improving as new local 

business ventures open and profits from casino gaming continue to increase. Exactly how 

far the new sources of income will carry the O'odham Nation is difficult to ascertain, but 

currently the future looks bright. Tourist dollars are being stockpiled into education 

funds and spent on reservation improvements not even envisioned in the recent past. The 
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economic and educational future is looidng brighter for many Indian tribes including the 

O'odham. The question now is, will their Himdag survive or is it destined to disappear 

with the changing lifeways? 
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CONSEQUENCES OF CHANGE FOR CULTURAL SURVIVAL 

HIMDAG 

Himdag is not a concept most Anglos associate with or understand, for it is a way 

of life inclusive of terms such as culture, heritage, history, values, traditions, customs, 

beliefs, and language. The O'odham say it was 

Given to us as a gift of our Creator, our Tohonno (sic) 
O'odham Himdag has endured through generations. No 
other Indian Tribe or Nation can claim it. It is what makes 
us Tohonno O'odham. Within our Himdag, respect is 
strong. This is evident by the respectful terms used in clans 
relating us to the earth and animals. Our dialects separate 
and yet unite us again through the circle of life. In order for 
our Himdag to be carried on, we must care about our 
heritage and preserve the gift that was given to us since 
time immemorial. Therefore, our Tohonno O'odham 
Himdag demands respect and maintenance by all who claim 
it. (Language Policy of the Tohonno O'odham, 
unpublished) 

Their Himdag has been and continues to be a binding element of their lifestyle, 

one that needs continual respect to ensure O'odham unity against the dominant society's 

persistent cultural influence and legislative attempts to modify the O'odham traditions. 

Since the O'odham are connected closely with their environment and land it is natural that 

their oral histories tell how they themselves and the flora and fauna within their daily 

lives originated from it. Even today some older O'odham people can point to a specific 

place, such as a spot under a tree, and say "that is where I was bom." Chona went even 

further in her connection to the land when she said "I was bom there ... on the land" 
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(Underbill, 1979:3). 

That kind of bond is difficult for non-Native Americans to comprehend. It is also 

hard for reservation O'odham to discount such age old links for as Underbill stated: "it is 

the land that possesses the people. Its influence, in time, shapes their bodies, their 

language, even a little, their religion" (1979:3). Thus, through centuries of human-

environmental adjustment, Pimeria Alta came to serve their needs so completely that 

outside cultural institutions were challenged to interfere with the connections. In 

addition, as Angelo Joaquin Jr. reiterates, "[b]ecause our reservation is so huge ... we 

have been isolated from the dominant culture, and this has allowed us to continue our 

traditions" (Arizona Daily Wildcat, Jan. 19,95). However, change through time has 

weakened the isolation and now the O'odham people must decide if it is time to further 

modify their Himdag. 

Colonial rule no longer comes from far off, nor is it an unseen authority. As the 

O'odham economy strengthens, the Arizona state government is increasingly interested in 

finding means of collecting a share of the new O'odham wealth. It thus becomes 

increasing important to educate a segment of the O'odham population so they can 

maintain the tribal sovereignty guaranteed under the Supreme Court's interpretation of 

the United States Constitution. It is also important to educate their children in their 

native language since the spoken word makes transmission of their Himdag possible. 

This is especially so because many O'odham words do not translate to English or from 

English back to O'odham. As a result of close contact with the dominant culture some 
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elder O'odham are now focusing on how to slow the introduction of new cultural 

institutions and maintain aspects of their traditional lifestyle. To do so they have to 

continue to make opportunistic choices that direct and adjust existing cultural patterns. 

A good example of such choices was seen at a recent bank opening in Sells. 

On September, 5, 1996, Bank of America opened the first ever bank on the 

O'odham reservation. Located in the Sells' shopping center it is accessible to most tribal 

members. Banks have historically not been a part of O'odham culture. Rather, most 

O'odham kept their savings, if any, at home, or in livestock wandering around the open 

range. Questions that prompted me to attend the grand opening centered around how the 

O'odham Himdag would interact with this stanch symbol of Anglo society and how the 

general population would react to a bank. Because my friend and spouse Michelle was, 

for many years, a Bank of America employee, I was familiar with new branch openings. 

They were usually low-key affairs with cookies and punch and lots of speeches about 

what the bank was going to do for the community and how pleased the bank was to be 

there. A bank, however, represents a new O'odham life experience. Therefore, any 

O'odham activity associated with the opening needed to be special, and it was. Yes, there 

were speeches by Bank of America officials saying how pleased they were to have the 

opportunity to work with the Nation and to be first bank on O'odham tribal land, but 

there was much more. O'odham survival through time has depended upon their ability to 

take advantage of their cultural/ecological opportunities and exert control over their 

choices. To make the bank work the O'odham also needed to exploit the 
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cultural/ecological moment, and they did. 

The first O'odham indicator I saw as I drove up was that a cooking ramada had 

been set up near the new bank and a group of women were busy preparing a feast. There 

were huge pots of beans and meat cooking and another filled with lard to cook the fry 

bread. All this was happening, despite the summer heat, over an open wood fire. 

Furthermore, there at least two hundred in attendance and a significant number of those 

were elders. The ceremony itself was just that, a ceremony, a true cultural experience. 

The color guard, dressed in military regalia, presented the O'odham and United States 

flags and opening remarks included O'odham prayers. O'odham officials delivered 

speeches in both languages, thus assuring that all present would be able to understand the 

significance of the day. Next was a building "blessing" by a tribal medicine woman who 

used smoking sage and eagle feathers for her ceremony. This was done before anyone 

could officially enter the structure. Finally there was the O'odham feed that involved 

two service lines: a short one for the elders who ate first and a very long one for the rest 

of the attendees. However, the ceremony did not end there. 

The O'odham culture has always included group participation in most ceremonial 

activities and the "group" was certainly included in this one. The afternoon was filled 

with performances and entertainment by various O'odham groups and concluded with a 

dance that was scheduled to start at 7 p.m. and continue until 1 the next moming. The 

dance featured both "Cisco Band" and "Santa Rosa Band." While I can not testify to how 

long the activity actually went on, suffice it to say that the post-bank opening was not a 



246 

typical Bank of America event. In addition, some O'odham participated in pre-opening 

ceremonies. The new bank employees had a "sweat" the night before as part of their 

personal readying for their new position. This illustrates how the two cultures can blend 

and yet the O'odham can maintain respect for their Himdag. However, that skill becomes 

increasingly difficult as lifestyle change, owing to increased on and off-reservation 

commitments, accelerates. 

The O'odham have experienced tremendous change during the twentieth century 

and at an increasingly accelerated pace. Never before in centuries of occupying the 

American Southwest have they needed to respond to so many cultural and physical 

environmental adjustments in such a short time frame. As their subsistence based 

economic structure has dwindled, they have deemed it necessary to modify their historic 

settlement patterns. At the same time, drought, overgrazing by unrestrained livestock, 

increased erosion, and severe competition for water has damaged their potential economic 

viability. In addition, the Federal Government has, on numerous occasions, set out to 

suppress some cultural patterns and ceremonies. 

With so many challenges it is amazing that the O'odham have been able to 

maintain a distinctive Himdag, but they have, albeit a modified one. As with the rest of 

their lives, the O'odham have had to make Himdag choices that ensured survival of 

selected aspects of their culture. In doing so, other aspect of their culture either had to be 

modified or discarded. Thus their practice of cultural/ecological opportunism has spilled 

over into all aspects of their lives. In the case of Himdag, the O'odham have maintained 
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a living language but given up other ancient cultural practices including akchin fanning 

and many associated ceremonies. Now they are at a point where, in order to maintain 

their modified Himdag, they need to continue to practice their existing cultural 

ceremonies and work at reestablishing former ones before their existing storeroom of 

elder knowledge disappears. They can do so by utilizing their increased revenue base to 

improve educational opportunities and support further reservation development. 

NEW EDUCATION VENTURES 

Currently the O'odham, with barely over one percent college graduates, have one 

of the lowest rates of college educated people among all tribal groups. However, 

increased income from casino gaming and commercial agricultural ventures means it is 

possible for them to offer more scholarships for students to attend college. In 1998 the 

tribal government "turned over $1.4 million in casino revenue [to establish a] college 

board of trustees. [Chairman Edward Manuel called it] the first step toward the nation's 

own community college [and] a move to get O'odham out of poverty" (The Arizona 

Daily Star. 9/4/98). At this time the tribe's Legislative Council has not decided whether 

to finance it out of casino profits or not, but at least they are moving ahead with the 

decision to start Arizona's second tribal conununity college. 

O'odham people with whom I discussed the community college issue were 

divided between where to place the school. Some thought it best to have it on-reservation 

and thus more accessible to all potential students while others felt that an off-reservation 

locale was better so the students would be forced to increase interaction with the 
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dominant culture. The general comment was that the O'odham were becoming 

increasingly involved with Anglos through economic ventures and therefore should be 

share closer educational contact. However, transportation and distance are both issues 

that must be considered. Currently existing colleges, Pima Community and University of 

Arizona, are 60 miles away and many O'odham do not have a good means of 

transportation. However, Pima Community College recently began to offer O'odham 

language courses and is interested in expanding its O'odham enrollment, thus perhaps a 

vanpool would be an appropriate venture. 

At the same time they are discussing developing a community college, the 

O'odham also need to address their secondary school graduation rate rank. While their 

high school graduation rate improved by twelve percent between 1980 and 1990 it is still 

at under fifty percent. This percent is low even among Indian groups. Thus their 

potential college student base remains low. The new O'odham charter school in Tucson, 

initially planned to be located in Sells, is perhaps a step in the right direction. But if it is 

to improve the overall education picture then it needs to be supported by the tribe and 

currently that is not the case. According to a recent newspaper article, the 'Tohono 

O'odham Nation educators panicked when they found out [the charter school was going 

to] suck half of the students out of the Sells high school. So the reservation community 

pushed the college-preparatory school into Tucson" (The Arizona Dailv Star. 12/28/98). 

O'odham students need to understand the importance of education. Some tribes, 

including the Yakama Nation in Washington work with the local schools to place former 
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Indian students into education programs and then back into the public schools as teachers 

and thus as role models. With their increased income, the O'odham can easily step up 

participation in such a program. However, education is not just about students going to 

college and finding meaningful employment, it is also a key to maintaining and 

improving other aspects of the O'odham lifestyle, especially their fragile health. 

O'odham people all need to be aware that Native Americans are generally at a much 

greater risk to contact several debilitating diseases including cancer and diabetes and 

education is a primary means to reach that goal. Basic to preventing these diseases is 

ones ability to understand the connections between diet and overall fitness. Again, new 

educational programs supported by increased tribal revenue should be considered a good 

expenditure. 

NEW REVENUE SOURCES 

The Desert Diamond Casino has become an extremely successful venture for the 

O'odham people. According to a newspaper article dated January 21, 1999, O'odham 

officials said the "casino again earned more than $80 million" (The Arizona Daily Star). 

In 1997 they used part of their profits to distribute $40 million to 11,000 members. Even 

the new enrollment increases have not slowed the tribe's willingness share the wealth 

among all uibal members and therefore the "O'odham voters approved a citizens' 

initiative to give $2,000 to each of the more than 20,000 members every two years" (The 

Arizona Daily Star 1/21/99). Now that the new Golden Harsan Casino is in operation it 

will add even more to the tribal revenue base. At the same time, they are also expanding 
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other revenue options. 

Subsistence agriculture was the mainstay of tribal survival for centuries but that 

period has passed. While the tribe has not given entirely up on agriculture as a viable 

economic option their interest is now in commercial agriculture and cash crops. Ardell 

Ruiz is the Chairman of the Gila River Farms Board. He told me that the board oversees 

about 10,000 acres of agricultural land near Arizona City. The tribe acquired the farm 

land in exchange for tribal land near Gila Bend. The Federal government needed the 

tribe's Gila Bend land for a proposed reservoir. As with most tribal financial issues, 

tribal members were hesitant to discuss their return on the land, but they did say it was 

good. 

Currently they are only farming about one-half of the land but are woridng on 

increasing the acreage. When I last visited the farm, workers were in the process of 

surveying more acreage in preparation for leveling it so it could be flood irrigated. Other 

Arizona tribes, including Akchin O'odham and Yaqui, also have farms in the vicinity. 

Interestingly, while tribal members are anxious to receive their share of the income from 

the farms, Mr. Ruiz tells me that they have trouble getting them to work during harvest 

season. Rather he has turned to hiring Hispanic labor that tends to follow the cropping 

patterns of the Southwestern United States" (Personal Conversation, May, 1997). 

Perhaps this is an indication that those O'odham who want to work, want full-time jobs 

rather than seasonal labor. If so, then that certainly is another indication of change. 

The Arizona City farm is not the only commercial venture that the O'odham now 
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operate. There is also acreage in the Papago Farms area near the Mexican border. This 

farmland, once under a long-term lease to a non-Indian corporation, raises crops similar 

to those at Arizona City including cotton and milo maize. However there is not 

electricity at Papago Farms so irrigation is conducted with the aid of diesel pumps. In 

contrast, the Arizona City farms uses Central Arizona Project (CAP) water. The tribe is 

interested in expanding their commercial agricultural ventures including developing a 

farm near the eastern panhandle portion of their reservation. One of the problems they 

are now encountering is that district members whose land is being farmed are not as 

willing to share the profits with other O'odham districts. As improvements are made to 

the cattle industry, it could easily face a similar problem. 

O'odham cattlemen continue to pursue many of their age old livestock patterns 

and because of this the cattle industry still struggles. Earnest Heam, a Bureau of Indian 

Affairs natural resources officer, told me that the drought of 1996 again pitted traditional 

Indian farmers and BIA officials against each other (Personal Conversation, April, 1996). 

At issue is range management. BIA officials want to see the O'odham put up fences and 

rotate livestock grazing while the cattlemen want to continue open range policies. The 

basis of the BIA argument is that every time there is a major drought, thousands of 

livestock die. Historically the O'odham have not provided supplemental feed, protected 

pastures from overgrazing, nor supported a fencing program, and the results have been 

devastating over and over again. However, if improvements are made, then who will 

profit from them, individual districts or the tribe as a whole, becomes an issue. 
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Furthermore, who will pay for the improvements? 

Ms. Egen, a United States Department of Agriculture employee, was doing a new 

soil assessment of the reservation when I visited with her and Gilbert Two Two, an 

O'odham employee. She was, at that time, having what she termed, "some fairly 

successful meetings" with local cattlemen concerning their grazing practices. Since this 

was during the 1995-96 drought the O'odham were again seeing first hand the problems 

associated with continuing their current livestock program. In the course of our 

conversation, the decade old Southwest Indian Agricultural Association (SWLAA) was 

discussed as potentially playing an active role in improving reservation livestock 

operations. 

SWIAA, governed by a 12-member Board of Directors, was established to 

provide a forum to discuss areas of mutual concern to Native Americans and exchange 

ideas and Information. Elliot Booth, SWIAA President, said that the organization was 

"formed because national Indian groups weren't considering the problems of agriculture. 

We have keep on fighting for recognition for Indian agriculture. We're the reason 

Congress is beginning to take notice" (Unpublished SWIAA Newsletter). Congressional 

recognition is, of course, quite important. Many tribes have financial resources under 

BIA control that they currently do not have adequate accounting of or access to. Thus, 

organizations like SWIAA play an increasingly important role in assuring that the 

O'odham and other tribes receive the funds and recognition they deserve. 
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CONCLUSION 

The Tohono O'odham people have, through time, occupied a dicey and 

demanding environment. In doing so they developed a lifestyle that, in many ways, 

reflects and mirrors their setting. Like their predecessors, who came to this area some 

10,000 years before the present, the O'odham have been able to remain in Pimeria Alta 

because of their ability to adapt to change and their opportunistic way of life. 

The earliest people living in the Southwest had a continuum of occupational 

patterns for about 2,000 years. While there, these Paleoindians faced difficult lifeways 

challenges. They were part of the big game hunting tradition which depended upon large, 

now extinct, mammals for their survival. It was during their occupancy period that the 

moist climate they lived in changed and became more arid. As the climate became more 

marginal, the game they depended upon began to disappear. Ultimately, those early 

people faced the first of many occupational decisions: to remain or move on? 

Actually we are not sure what their decision was but we do know that people 

continued to occupy the region and they did so by adjusting to a more marginal climate. 

As big game disappeared new lifeways developed. At first gathering mixed with the 

hunting of smaller game became the food base for the new Desert Archaic culture. 

However, that was also eventually replaced as newly domesticated crops from Mexico 

began supplementing hunting and gathering. After several thousand years of occupation, 

the Archaic culture gave way to sedentary agricultural practices starting around 500 B.C. 

and another new era slowly emerged. As with the previous ones, new lifeways came 



254 

forth to accompany the new society. 

In the Southwest, three major groups made the changeover from hunting and 

gathering to sedentary agriculturalists: the Hohokam, Anasazi, and Mogollon. Of the 

three, the Hohokam occupied at least part of Pimeria Alta. There they established large 

scale sedentary agricultural practices based on irrigation and large settlements. Thomas 

(1994) suggests the new culture continued for around 2,000 years. After ail that time the 

Hohokam culture went into a decline. Why remains an unanswered question, but some of 

the results we do know. The Hohokam seem to have broken up into a series of smaller 

communities and some of these dispersed further out into the desert. Some of these 

people who went into the desert represent the beginnings of the Tohono O'odham people. 

Prior to European arrival the Tohono O'odham had a desert lifestyle that allowed 

them to occupy a harsh, arid environment. However, the O'odham culture did not 

represent completely new lifeways but rather a continuation of Hohokam cultural 

practices on a different scale. Akchin farming no longer was based on large irrigation 

projects but rather it used available surface runoff that was now directed towards 

agricultural plots by a series of small diversion and directional dams. At this time, small 

extended-family size, politically semi-independent villages replaced the large Hohokam 

settlements. Hunting and gathering again became much more important as agricultural 

crops were relegated to a secondary food source. Eventually a new and unique culture 

developed. 

Agricultural activities in the O'odham's new home were never as dependable as 
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the former agricultural locale. Therefore the emerging culture included a pre-European 

pattern of working for Pima neighbors to the north in exchange for food. In addition, the 

O'odham established an annual migration pattern between Fields and Wells so they could 

farm part of the year and hunt and gather the rest of the time. As the O'odham culture 

changed to accommodate desert life they began to develop religious ceremonies 

associated with the new physical environment. Many of the myths, legends and 

ceremonial activities were eventually incorporated into their everyday life and still remain 

part of their culture today despite the forthcoming colonial onslaught. The O'odham 

lifeways and Pimeria Alta became linked prior to European arrival. 

Spanish arrival in Pimeria Alta had, in many ways, a minimal affect on the 

O'odham lifeways. They did bring new European agricultural crops and livestock as well 

as different political and religious institutions, however, the O'odham never fully 

accepted any Spanish cultural institution. Rather, the O'odham selected those aspects of 

the European culture that further enhanced their ability to remain in Pimeria Alta. 

Furthermore, the Spanish never established a large enough population base to force their 

different culture institutions upon the O'odham. That is not to say that the O'odham 

lifeways did not change as a result of European arrival, as they did. However, for the 

most part the O'odham remained west of the primary Spanish settlement areas. From 

there they could exercise their cultural/ecological opportunism policy to improve their 

survival chances. However, no matter how far away they were the O'odham were not 

able to escape the effects of European diseases. 
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Prior to Spanish arrival, Native American people had not experienced common 

European diseases such as measles, cholera, and smallpox. These introduced diseases 

had a devastating effect on all Native Americans, including the Tohono O'odham. No 

matter how much any of the new cultural additions improved Native American lifeways, 

they could not compensate for the losses suffered owing to European disease. Still, even 

with a seriously reduced population base, the O'odham and their way of life, survived 

Spanish intrusion just as they would under Mexican control. 

The newly formed Mexican government did not have the capital or manpower to 

occupy the more remote, former Spanish territories. Thus the O'odham continued to live 

in Pimeria Alta much as they had in the pre-Spanish period. Unfortunately one former 

O'odham problem returned after the Spanish left. Apache raids had decreased some 

under threat of the Spanish military. Now the raiding activity increased again as Mexican 

authority in Pimeria Alta waned. As a result, Spanish-O'odham settlements along the 

Santa Cruz River were largely abandoned and most of the O'odham once again moved 

west of the Baboquivari Mountains. There ancient akchin farming practices coupled with 

hunting and gathering again fulHlled most of their needs. What cultural institutions were 

added to the O'odham during the Spanish and Mexican era, again were done so only in 

modified form. Thus it would not be until the nineteenth and twentieth centuries when 

the United States had already taken over most of Pimeria Alta that significant changes 

occurred in the O'odham lifeways. 

Unlike its predecessors the United States quickly established control over the 
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former Spanish-Mexican lands. Occupation became a reality as thousand of people from 

the United States, including trappers, settlers, farmers, miners, and land speculators, came 

in waves to exploit the previously unconquered Indian frontier. With them they brought a 

complete array of new cultural institutions. Even the O'odham who had previously so 

successfully retreated into their uninviting desert environment were unable to escape this 

new, different form of colonization. The O'odham were, however, able to survive as a 

cultural entity much better than most Native American groups and again the key was the 

O'odham's ability to adapt. 

Saarinen (1966) notes that the Great Plains are another region that required people 

to adapt in order to successfully occupy the locale. Like the Great Plains, Pimeria Alta 

has always been perceived as a difficult area to inhabit. Drought in the Southwest, like 

drought on the Plains, is not predictable enough for everyone to risk settling there, let 

alone establish farming. Still, much as Saarinen's study found a relationship between age 

and experience, there is a definite relationship between the how long the O'odham have 

occupied Pimeria Alta and their understanding of what is required to survive there. Thus, 

newly arrived non-Indian people were challenged to stay once they had experienced 

drought. This was especially true during the early United States occupation period. 

United States miners and cattle ranchers had a greater impact on the O'odham 

than the Spanish and Mexican governments because they drew the O'odham into their 

economy. Until these ventures developed, the O'odham had experienced cycles of 

conquest that Spicer (1962) noted as being the pattern of early colonizers, but they had 
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not experience a concerted effort at permanent settlement. With the United States 

eventually came hundreds of thousands of people and an active, local government who 

were more interested in exploiting the natural resources than converting the O'odham to 

the Catholic religion. Instead, this new "colonizer" brought a cycle of economic conquest 

that was destined to change the O'odham from a subsistence level, barter community into 

a cash based society. However, even 150 years after United States takeover the O'odham 

still survive as a unique cultural group. 

Now, after all of the centuries of change and adaptation that were discussed in this 

dissertation the question is why do they continue to hold on to their land rather than join 

the "melting pot" of American society? Furthermore, why has there recently been a 

significant return-migration to the reservation? Supreme Court Justice Black presented a 

wonderful answer to that question when he said, "this is their home-their ancestral home. 

There, they, their children, and their forebears were bom. They, too, have their memories 

and their loves. Some things are worth more than money and the costs of a new 

enterprise" (Williams, 1993:27). In order for the O'odham to hold on to their harsh, arid 

land and maintain their connection with it, they have had to taken advantage of 

cultural/ecological opportunities. In the process they have modiHed their lifeways and 

their Himdag, but they have not given up their home: Pimeria Alta. 
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