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IntroductionFinding My Way to the Top of a Crooked Path






I must begin by asking the reader’s indulgence with a confession. I did not grow up on the reservation, nor did my mother teach me our language. On the contrary, my mother raised me in Pomona, California, as a descendent of the Relocation Generation that was a part of the Termination Era of federal Indian policy during the 1950s and 1960s. After graduating from Haskell Indian School, my mother, Marilyn Martinez (née Lewis) migrated to Los Angeles, where she lived in the Bunker Hill neighborhood. Before she met my dad, Martin Martinez, and had me in the summer of 1963, she lived a single life that in her words meant that she “had it made.” In addition to a small apartment, she worked for Max Factor. Among her friends was an Apache woman, Yvonne Williams, who spotted a call for auditions for a movie about Indians living in Los Angeles. Because my mom went with her friend, who did not want to go to the audition alone, she got a small role in Kent Mackenzie’s The Exiles (1961).


I did not learn of my mother’s silver screen experience until 2010, near the end of her life. My mom stayed with my wife, Sharon, and I at our apartment in Tempe, Arizona, and she mentioned Mackenzie’s movie in passing, which prompted Sharon to search for the film. I was at Arizona State University teaching my classes for the American Indian Studies program when this occurred. After learning about her appearance in the film from Sharon, I purchased copies and watched the film, which had fortunately been restored and rereleased in 2008, with my mother. Her scenes are brief, but after she passed away they became a shrine to her memory. Moreover, her role in a historically important film in American Indian cinema symbolizes the Indigenous exiled life. My mom was an O’dham* raised on the reservation who went to the Presbyterian churches in Gila Crossing, Sacaton, and Casa Blanca, was educated in boarding schools in Tucson, Arizona, and Lawrence, Kansas, and moved to Los Angeles under the provisions of the Indian Relocation Act (1956), yet she remained connected to her himdag. She remembered our language fluently and recalled much of what her elders told her about “being Pima.”


Throughout my childhood, Gila Crossing Village in the Gila River Indian Community, was virtually my backyard. My mom and I returned “home” countless times, sometimes with my dad. Gila Crossing, moreover, was where my grandfather, Simon Lewis, served as minister of the Gila Crossing First Presbyterian Church; it was also where he lived with my grandmother Margaret (née Childs) in a tiny two-bedroom house. An equally important destination was Ajo, where my mother’s only sister Sianna lived with her husband Leonard Charley, who worked at the Phelps Dodge mine. Ajo was where my great-grandmother, Martha Garcia, a Hia-Ced O’dham, grew up and married a white man, Tom Childs Jr., one of the founders of the copper mine where my uncle worked. Pomona, Gila Crossing, and Ajo marked the boundaries of my world as an O’dham. As for the boundaries that my dad brought into my life, they were largely limited to a handful of places in Los Angeles, San Bernadino, and Riverside counties, which is where his four siblings lived. His mother, Sixta Martínez (née Fierro Flores), lived in Corona, where my parents and I lived until I started elementary school. We lived in the shanty next door to my grandmother’s house. There was a chicken coop in the back full of chickens. On the other side of my grandmother’s house, next to the railroad tracks, lived an elderly man, Cornelius, who I called “Mr. Clean” because of his bald head. I thought he was my “next door grandfather” when I was little, but mom told me that he and my dad’s mom were “only friends.” My paternal grandfather, José Martínez, died a few years before I was born. Corona was naturally another important place in my personal geography, along with Chino, which was where my dad’s older brother, Tommy, lived. My dad was a Korean War veteran, Army Ranger, ex-con (he did nine months in Leavenworth), and a lifelong factory worker. He tried and failed to start his own business selling used furniture in Pomona only to wind up spending the latter part of his life until he passed away in 1998 selling used items at the Phoenix Swap Meet. West Phoenix is where my parents moved in 1989. It was an easy drive down to Maricopa Village, where my Uncle Bevan, one of my mom’s brothers, and his family often went to church. A few miles to the south was Gila Crossing. My mom worked at Wild Horse Pass Casino.


In case I am beginning to test my reader’s patience, I should explain that the reason that I am providing an overview of my background is because kinship is essential to understanding my identity, particularly as an Indigenous person. This identity informs the chapters on O’odham philosophy that follow below. Kinship shapes a person’s understanding of who they are, not only ethnically, but also their responsibilities within their family and community. Knowing one’s relatives provides one’s sense of self a source of grounding and stability. This is true even when someone grows up amidst an otherwise unstable family of origin. Thus, I know that I am an O’dham and Mexican person because of how my parents raised me, keeping me connected with my extended family and the places they lived.


One’s relation to the land, another kinship tie, is equally important to establishing identity. Because of my O’odham family, places like Gila Crossing, which is Akimel O’odham, and Ajo, which is Hia-Ced O’odham, initiated my awareness of our jeved, our ancestral homelands. Because of my Mexican family, I knew that my dad grew up in Big Spring, Texas—which I have seen only twice—before they moved (the better word is migrated) to Downey, California, when my dad was still in elementary school. This was during the Great Depression. I remember seeing my dad’s hometown only once. Otherwise, the center of my dad’s world was Pomona, where we moved in 1971 when I was in third grade. Accordingly, my identity is a weave of O’odham oral tradition, reservation life, the barrio, Mexican American history, and 1970s and ‘80s California living, which was anything but glamorous. We were poor and socially marginalized.


In addition to Sianna, my mom had three brothers: Avery, Bevan (mentioned earlier), and Steve. All but Steve, the youngest, was raised in the Akimel O’odham neok, our language. However, none of their children, meaning my cousins and me, were taught the language. When I asked my mom why she did not teach me to speak O’odham, she said matter-of-factly, “Who were you going to speak to?” Supposedly my mom and her parents did not count as people I could have spoken with in our language. I was also not raised with Spanish, which was my father’s first language. When I asked my dad why he did not teach me Spanish, he said sarcastically, “I would have felt stupid being the only one talking Spanish to you around the house!” My dad hid a lot behind his temper. Nonetheless, I was accepted and loved by both sides of my family. As I grew older, I learned that language deficiency, especially in the O’odham community, was commonplace. Yet to call what I experienced “normal” would misrepresent the hardships and injustices that my family, our communities, and our ancestors endured that made language loss the so-called norm.


In one respect, the book in hand honors my ancestors, or shohshon, by consciously resisting the fate, namely assimilation, that was assigned to them by our colonizers, the Americans, or mimilghan. As someone who identifies instinctively as an O’dham, my point of view as a teacher and scholar has always been in these terms. At the same time, I am always aware that the Americans in 1846 invaded and aggressively seized control of my Mexican ancestors’ lands. This calamity not only led to the 1848 Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, in which the Mexican Republic ceded half of its territory to the United States, but also to the 1854 Gadsden Purchase, which added lands below the Gila River to New Mexico Territory, which became Arizona Territory in 1863. Consequently, the O’odham jeved were divided by an international boundary that hehemajkam* (common people) on both sides did not ask for or want. What took many years to understand was that the two sides of my family, the two sides of my being, experienced colonization differently. Moreover, growing up I knew little of O’odham history due to jujkam, the Spanish-speaking Europeans, criollos, mestizos, and indios who migrated into the O’odham jeved. A part of my life’s journey has been learning this history.


With respect to language deficiencies, it was commonplace, albeit unfortunate, that my generation of Akimel O’odham did not learn our language, although we were never shamed for it. On the other hand, for many years, into adulthood, I regularly encountered shaming, bullying, and sometimes pity for not speaking Spanish fluently. I took Spanish in college, learned to read it quite well, but remained reticent about engaging others in conversation. I am still this way, even as a senior scholar and teacher, complete with twenty-five years as a professor. Such are the social and political forces that continue to influence how my identity is formed. Having said all of that, the book in hand is not about contemplating my belly button. While I have never failed to acknowledge my dual ethnicity, as noted earlier, I have naturally gravitated toward my O’odham heritage when it came to defining myself as a college-educated writer and thinker. As such, I have been less driven by ideology, theory, or social movements as an academic—though I am cognizant of these factors—and more influenced by the kinship ties I have maintained to my O’odham and Mexican families and communities.


A word now about methodology. When most people think about American Indian studies—alternately referred to as Native American and Indigenous studies—they tend to think of the social sciences, especially anthropology, as defining the American Indian studies discourse. This is despite the fact that from its inception in 1969 as a discrete academic field, American Indian studies has been interdisciplinary. Since 1969 American Indian studies programs have provided an American Indian–centered curriculum that is sorely lacking from American colleges and universities in all other fields of study. Hence one still sees classes on American Indian histories, literature, languages, and communities. All other fields have diversified over the past fifty-six years, but there is still a need for American Indian studies. An important development that emerged from the American Indian studies curriculum was the focus on federal Indian law and policy and the injustices inflicted on American Indians under the auspices of the Indian Bureau. This development likely led to a more social science focus in American Indian studies, be it reforming federal Indian law, tribal economic reform, initiatives in Indian education (such as tribally controlled colleges), language revitalization programs, and health and human services (especially aimed at addressing historical trauma). What does not come up typically is philosophy, which is my doctoral field. Suffice it to say, even taking into consideration that I also have a degree in American Indian studies, my work was cut out for me. There were any number of ways to make philosophy, as a discipline firmly lodged in the Western intellectual tradition, relevant to the American Indian experience. So what did I do? In order to answer this, I must beg for my reader’s further patience as I recount another (brief) anecdote.


When I was struggling to figure out my research agenda as a youngish assistant professor in American Indian studies during the early 2000s, I remember thinking a lot about Vine Deloria Jr.’s scathing criticisms of anthropology in Custer Died for Your Sins (1969) in addition to Charles Eastman’s disparaging reference to Bureau of American Ethnology reports as a “pile of bones.”1 Consequently, as someone trained in a philosophy doctoral program, which analyzes texts and ideas, I interpreted this as meaning I should conscientiously refrain from extracting anything from Indigenous people without good reason, and definitely not without their consent. What I wound up doing, which I continue doing today—and which is on abundant display in the chapters below—is delving into published books, articles, reports, and archives for the purpose of liberating Indigenous voices from their westernized confines. I never read ethnographic papers for what anthropologists thought, except as points of contention, but for what Indigenous elders and knowledge keepers had to teach. In my first peer-reviewed paper, titled “The Soul of the Indian: Lakota Philosophy and the Vision Quest,” I stated the purpose of my critical discourse on the Nicholas Black Elk narratives:


I want to emphasize at the outset that, as the subtitle indicates, this is a work of philosophy. As such, my treatment of the vision quest, or hanbleceya, will differ substantially from the disciplines that typically deﬁne American Indian studies, such as anthropology, history, political science, and literary criticism. I especially want to stress that this is not an exercise in ethnography. Instead of accumulating data from physical observations or extrapolating conclusions from ﬁeld interviews, I have analyzed the vision quest for its philosophical content, based on material already published, in which I highlight resources “written by” Lakotas, including works actually composed by Lakota writers and works in which a Lakota played a major collaborative role.2



This is a method that I applied to subsequent papers, including papers on O’odham culture and history that are now a part of the present volume.


Thus, the book that the reader now holds in her/his/their hands is a synthesis of papers I have written throughout my twenty-five years in American Indian studies. Recently I began a meaningful joint appointment with the School of Transborder Studies, which was motivated by the work I am doing on behalf of the Hia-Ced O’odham. As I edited and revised my previous work into the current discourse, I had the important realization that my book was possible only because of the teachings of Komal Hok, also called Thin Leather, a mahkai (medicine maker) and ne’etham (traditional singer). As an elder and sage, Komal Hok collaborated with archaeologist Jesse Walter Fewkes, anthropologist Frank Russell, and amateur folklorist J. William Lloyd, in which he availed his knowledge of the Akimel O’odham origin narrative and other teachings. In Aw-aw-tam Indian Nights (1911), Thin Leather was given authorial credit in an otherwise collaborative project. In the other two, “Casa Grande, Arizona” (1906–1907) and The Pima Indians (1908), he was accorded recognition as a much-valued informant. While by no means the only historic O’dham who possessed an expansive knowledge of the Akimel O’odham himdag, which is our way of doing things, Komal Hok and his contributions to significant works in O’odham studies gave his name a stature that went unmatched until George Webb and Anna Moore Shaw distinguished themselves, respectively, with A Pima Remembers (1959) and A Pima Past (1974).


As for my humble contributions to O’odham studies, my inaugural effort consisted of writing a 2003 paper, “When the Gila River Ran Dry: Jesus, Elder Brother, and the Fate of the Pima Indians,” about the Reverend Charles H. Cook, who was assigned to the Gila River reservation as missionary under the auspices of the Board of Indian Commissioners, which assisted the Office of Indian Affairs in “civilizing” its “wards” in the reservation system. My purpose was to understand how Presbyterianism became the dominant religion, in which churches (cheopi) supplanted rain houses (va’akikaj). Given the timeframe of Cook’s mission, 1870–1917, the emergence of the Presbyterian Church (Mihsh kih), specifically at Sacaton and Gila Crossing, occurred concurrently with the Akimel O’odham water crisis. The Piipaash, or Maricopa, who shared the reservation with us, were also impacted by developments in the Gila and Salt River valleys. This environmental and humanitarian calamity was instigated by settler appropriation of river water at Adamsville and Florence, leaving the reservation with an exhausted supply.3 The effect of Cook’s missionization, as a federally mandated intervention into O’odham society, is symbolic of the cultural shifts that developed during this era, when the O’odham himdag grew to embrace the churches that community members built with their own hands. Thin Leather was among these early converts. As of this writing, the paper on “Pima Christianity,” as I called it, remained unpublished until its inclusion here. Indirectly it formed the basis of my thinking about O’odham history, as illustrated by the personal references that begin this introduction.


Because my work in O’odham studies had to wait for other projects to germinate, most importantly my first two books, it would not be until 2010 when my first major work on O’odham history appeared. “Pulling Down the Clouds: The O’odham Intellectual Tradition During the ‘Time of Famine,’” which the American Indian Quarterly published, was set within the first two decades of the twentieth century, when O’odham had been suffering famine (bihugig) for more than a generation. Komal Hok’s knowledge, as it was related in works by Russell, Fewkes, and Lloyd, was not a mere tool for non-Indigenous researchers to validate their theories, but the product of a uniquely O’dham intellect and imagination. As portrayed in my paper, Thin Leather, Komal Hok, asserted his authority as knowledge bearer. Which is not to say that one sees Thin Leather speak truth to power, but rather that his status as revered elder shines through the discourses on salvage anthropology and archaeology. Consequently Thin Leather reaches across the generations, from a time when Indigenous people were presumed to be vanishing, to readers like me, who are a part of a generation defined by the Red Power movement, Indian nationalism, and decolonization.


In 2018, J. Brett Hill invited me to write an afterword for From Huhugam to Hohokam: Heritage and Archaeology in the American Southwest. “Whither the Huhugam? Decolonizing the Discourse on O’odham Cultural History” is a reflection, in contradistinction to the archaeological record, on the Akimel O’odham account of the rise and collapse of the ge’egdaj kikih,* the big houses, such as Casa Grande, which were constructed by the “Hohokam.” For American archaeologists, “Hohokam” developed into a distinct historical stage in human habitation of the Gila and Salt River valleys, which terminated with the collapse of “Classical Hohokam” civilization at the end of the fifteenth century. For the O’odham, huhugam** who constructed the big houses and canal system are ancestral O’odham, whose descendants adapted their riverine culture, their himdag, to a life without big houses. They originated instead the olas kih, a small domed house. Nonetheless, they still managed their canals and fields. Toward that end, Komal Hok’s account of the army (son:tal) of I’itoi, or Elder brother, is less of a historic event and more of an allegory of the environmental upheaval that razed the big houses, which compelled O’odham to rethink their relationship to their jeved. After the big houses fell, O’odham eventually reclaimed their ancestral homelands, their jeved, from the Gila and Salt Rivers to the Gulf of California, and eastward to the Santa Cruz and San Pedro Rivers, then southward into Pima Bajo jeved. Everywhere hahashañ (saguaros) grew was O’odham jeved, even far into what is today Sonora, Mexico. As Komal Hok recounts in Russell’s The Pima Indians:


While [I’itoi’s] war raged along the Gila some of the inhabitants of the Salt River pueblos sought safety in flight toward the Colorado. They descended that stream to the Gulf of California, the east coast of which they followed for some distance, then turned eastward and finally northeastward, where they settled, and their descendants are the Rio Grande pueblo tribes of to-day.4



When Italian Jesuit priest Father Eusebio Kino appeared near the end of the seventeenth century, an untold amount of time had passed since the era of the big houses. What Kino encountered were O’odham villages where olas kikih (round houses) predominated, and only ruins remained of the huhugam. In my afterword, O’odham himdag signifies our teachings about respecting what I’itoi (Elder brother, also called Siuuhu) taught the hehemajkam about how to live in the jeved that Jeved mahkai (Earth medicine maker) created from the muhadag (the mud) from their chest, and which I’itoi helped to recreate after a great flood (wi’inthag). Himdag, more specifically, is a network of respect relations based on kinship ties, which were shaped into the jeved by I’itoi, compelling hehemajkam to endure hardships that generated the knowledge they needed to sustain themselves. Consequently every aspect of the jeved is part of the O’odham narrative of how they came to be here. For example, a mountain, be it Muhadag do’ag (Greasy mountain), Waw giwulk (Narrow cliff), or Chuk do’ag (Black mountain), is not just a mountain but a living being with a story that explains its relationship with the people. I’itoi ki, Elder brother’s maze-like home, exists in each of these places. O’odham teachings, thus, are more than natural history recounting the creation of ecological phenomena. They also explain the interrelatedness of the O’odham jeved and all that dwells within these homelands in a balanced relationship between humans, nonhumans, and spirits. Indeed, the O’odham concept of illness is informed by this intrinsic connection between people and place, such that the concept of illness (mumkithag) is divided between those that are endemic to the O’odham jeved and those that are not.


“Earth Medicine Man Makes This Place: A Prolegomenon to an Akimel O’odham Environmental Ethics,” which appeared in a 2019 issue of Natural Communions Journal, regards the O’odham origin narrative as a form of philosophical thinking, which expresses ideas about the land (jeved) as an integral part of the kinship (wehm kihgag) that binds O’odham to their respective villages as well as the landmarks that define the places in which these villages (kikiham) exist as O’odham homes (kihthag). In order to explain these concepts, an important part of this discourse examines the ways in which O’odham philosophy as story (ha’ichu ahgithadag) is a categorically different type of discourse than what typically defines the western philosophical tradition.5 Unlike the western philosophical tradition, in which Socrates, Kant, Nietzsche, and Sartre sought to liberate morality from the social and religious conventions of their times and societies, my discourse on O’odham environmental ethics is about the relevance of the O’odham himdag to the contemporary lives of the O’odham hehemajkam, whose jeved is colonized by forces beyond their control.


Complementing “Earth Medicine Man Makes This Place,” “Elder Brother Dwells Here: How the Man-in-the-Maze, I’itoi Ki, Became a Symbol of the O’odham Himdag,” which I wrote for the 2020 Southwest Symposium Archaeological Conference, focuses on I’itoi ki as an example of O’odham symbolic thinking. While certainly not the only symbol or pattern that O’odham basket weavers put into their designs, the man in the maze nevertheless emerged as a universal symbol of the O’odham way of being. O’odham basket weaving, moreover, is integral to the emergence of this symbol due to being the medium through which the symbol spread across O’odham communities. At the same time, while the symbol encapsulates the oral tradition about I’itoi ki, the man-in-the-maze design as a discrete basket pattern did not appear until the early twentieth century. Significantly, the only published example of the story about I’itoi ki is in Anna Moore Shaw’s Pima Indian Legends (1969), titled “The Maze, or Se-eh-ha’s House.” As an Akimel O’dham, Moore locates I’itoi ki solely within South Mountain, near Phoenix, Arizona. According to O’odham oral tradition, as recounted by Komal Hok, I’itoi ki is also in Baboquivari and Sierra Pinacate. All three mountain peaks (dodoag) are the presumed source of the legend that Shaw tells, while the man-in-the-maze symbol is an innovation of the O’odham imagination. Given that I’itoi ki appeared at a time when O’odham across southern Arizona—and into Sonora, Mexico—were living under duress, when they had little sovereignty over their lives, the I’itoi ki symbol is also a symbol of O’odham resiliency. It evokes the story of I’itoi, in which the sisivani* that ruled over the big houses, tried to kill I’itoi—something that Thin Leather recounts at great length—only to return to cleanse the land and restore the himdag.


During the summer of 2021, I wrote an invited paper for the Desert Humanities Initiative, which is a part of Arizona State University’s Institute for Humanities Research, that appeared a year later in a one-time journal dedicated to the saguaro cactus. Contributors portrayed this Sonoran Desert denizen as an environmental, historical, literary, and cultural symbol of the land in which we live. My essay was about the significance of the haashañ** to the O’odham. Similar to my earlier works on O’odham culture and history, my discourse was based on O’odham oral tradition, which recounted stories in which O’odham metamorphosed into hahashañ that explained why they are regarded as ancestors (shohshon) who mark the natural boundaries of the O’odham jeved (homelands). The haashañ is also a gift whose power is contained in its fruit (bahithaj), which is transformed into a ceremonial wine (nawait) that beckons the rain (juhk). The haashañ in a sense embodies the O’odham sense of time and space. It is as much a symbol of our himdag as I’itoi ki.


Finally, in 2023, I wrote another invited paper for a recently published anthology of papers on trends in environmental philosophy titled Environmental Reflections on the Anthropocene: Nature Transformed, edited by Gabriel Ricci. My contribution, “When Coyote Stole Rabbit’s Heart: O’odham Himdag, Environmental Sovereignty, and the End of the American Empire” is prompted by the question, What becomes of an ethical theory when that theory is not based on the western philosophical or religious tradition? From an indigenous perspective, namely O’odham, I argue for an ethic based on oral tradition, which resists being abstracted into theory—and therefore universalizable—but instead must remain in narrative form as told and retold by O’odham ne’etham, such as Komal Hok. By virtue of Indigenous radical doubt, if you will, western ethical theories are cast asunder as products of the colonizing empires that have oppressed Indigenous ways of knowing. Instead, the O’odham himdag reclaims its relationship to the O’odham jeved against the American annexation of this land through conquest. Ultimately, rehabilitation of O’odham land depends on a resurgence of O’odham language, culture, and sovereignty. This is a relationship, our himdag, that goes back to the time when Bán (Coyote) stole Rabbit’s (Tohbi) heart (ihbthag).


Before explaining how the present volume is organized, I would be remiss if I did not say something about the one work not included here, but which is nonetheless guiding the work in hand. In 1993 I completed a master’s degree in American Indian Studies at the University of Arizona. My thesis, titled The Epiphany of the Earth: An O’odham Environmental Ethic, elevated the concept of himdag into a philosophical idea. In other words, rather than being limited to a shared value that ethnographers can observe in O’odham social and ceremonial behavior, himdag expresses an understanding of the lived world, the O’odham jeved, as a living being, which requires a respectful response from people (hehemajkam) who live here. For lack of a better term, himdag evokes the O’odham world view. Though, this world view is uniquely O’odham, as opposed to being a universal concept. As explained in my thesis, the root of himdag is “him,” which means “to walk.” Affixing -dag (or -thag), signifies rootedness, as in being indigenous to here, this jeved. Himdag, then, as a word for O’odham culture, means a way of being that is endemic to here. Why here is the O’odham jeved is explained through O’odham teachings, namely the origin narrative, in which Jeved mahkai (Earth medicine maker) shaped the earth from the madag (grease or fat) from their body. From this earth, the first people were made. I’itoi, Elder brother, who lived among hehemajkam, would teach them their himdag. Consequently, the O’odham himdag is the accumulative knowledge of the jeved (the lands) based on innumerable generations living with what Earth medicine maker gave them as their home. Of course, this meant making mistakes and enduring upheavals, learning difficult lessons, which includes “big houses” like Casa Grande, in which the land needed to be cleansed of corruption. In the end, the big houses gave way to the olas kikih, the small domed houses that defined O’odham habitation when the colonizers arrived.


As for my argument, I contrasted himdag with Immanuel Kant’s “categorical imperative,” or “moral law,” as developed in The Critique of Practical Reason (1788). I did so in response to the historic disregard for the Indigenous intellect among European thinkers, be they philosophers, spiritual leaders, or statesmen. Typically the Indigenous mind was relegated to being either “depraved” because they lacked any knowledge of the Christian god, or else “primitive” due to underdevelopment in evolutionary biological terms. Consequently it was commonplace among European scholars—not to mention their American counterparts—to assume that Indigenous people were incapable of rational thought, let alone higher-order thinking like science and philosophy. Without feeling obliged to explain myself as an Indigenous scholar and intellectual, I wrote my thesis making the contrary assumption. Hence I engage in an O’odham critique of Kant’s Critique without hesitation.


Essential to Kant’s analysis of moral reasoning is the preposition that what connects Man to God as his creation is the mind. Man is notoriously flawed and in need of moral guidance. Indeed, he is fallen. But he is also capable of redemption. However, in order to be truly moral, one has to comprehend why being moral is an intrinsic good. Man is made in the image of God, which implies that there is something that can transcend Man’s baser instincts and connect him to the supreme good. This something is Man’s inherent capacity for reasoning and understanding. Thus, when making moral choices, one’s ability to choose an action—even when alternatives are possible—on the basis of its suitability as a universal law is feasible insofar as universalization exists as a precept in the human mind. If Kant’s thesis is correct or valid then, for example, doing unto others as one would have them do unto one is sensible, or practical. With this Kantian analysis in mind, I demonstrated two facets of O’odham moral reasoning: first, that O’odham exhibited moral awareness through their kinship relations, their himdag; second, that the grounding of the moral law is not the Christian god but the earth, the jeved. While I have not revised and included my thesis as a separate chapter in this volume, I have integrated it into the book as a whole.


Naturally, in order for my papers and master’s thesis to become a monograph, as opposed to an edited anthology, I needed to organize and revise these disparate publications into a coherent discourse. What I have created through this process is a book on O’odham philosophy of history, which of course is an earth-based philosophy. Nevertheless, this is not a linear and time-centered discourse that postulates a destiny or purpose, be it the apocalyptic history of Augustine or the dialectical systems of Hegel and Marx. As an Indigenous mode of philosophizing, the O’odham concept of history is grounded in the jeved, meaning that O’odham origin narratives, which are the basis of O’odham oral histories (which are themselves village-based), which in turn form the foundation on which an O’odham concept of history is developed, not into theory, but what I call a philosophical narrative.


As such, the origin narratives that Thin Leather recounted for Russell and Lloyd may differ from ones other O’odham storytellers told to other researchers. Some of these are cited throughout the present volume. These differing teachings stem from the cultural and historical diversity that exists between Akimel O’odham, Tohono O’odham, Hia-Ced O’odham, and Wa:k O’odham (Sobaipuri). Not referenced as much, for practical reasons, are O’odham that jujkam called “Pima Bajo,” which are Òob O’odham, Ó O’odham, and Taramil O’odham. Because my focus is on Komal Hok’s legacy, these distant parts of the O’odham jeved appear only fleetingly. At the same time, these narratives share common threads, such as Jeved mahkai (Earth medicine maker) creating the earth from the muhadag, the grease, from their chest, which formed into a flattened disc, on which the first plant, the shegoi (creosote bush) was planted. O’odham storytellers also share teachings about Coyote, Elder brother, the first people, and the rise and fall of the big houses.6 Historical events, on the other hand, are significant if they impact a given village and are recorded on a calendar stick, or ooshikbina, for that village. O’odham therefore often do not reference people or events that Americans regard as important, such as their Civil War or Arizona’s statehood. This is why I am reluctant to use the term “world view” to describe O’odham perspectives on history.


Indeed, the O’odham jeved is not even in America. Nor, for that matter, in Mexico. America is another country, one that drove the Mexicans (jujkam*) away, south of a border (for which the O’odham do not have a word). Now the mimilgahn** (Americans) claim control of the land. Nonetheless, they are mimilgahn, not O’odham. But they are also not enemies (o’obga***) like the Ndee (Apaches) and Yavapai. Nor for that matter are they enemies like the Quechan and Cocopah, who long ago began fighting their relatives, the Piipaash, whom Akimel O’odham call O’obab, and jujkam called Maricopas.7 Sometimes the Piipaash called on their Akimel O’odham friends to help them fight their ancient rivals, so they did. Similarly, the Americans (mimilgahn) asked the Akimel O’odham, who they called “Pimos” and “Pimas” because they learned these names from jujkam, asked them to fight as well. Most often against o’obga, in which many battles and fatalities are recorded on calendar sticks. As for the mimilgahn, although they desperately needed their O’odham friends, who sometimes wore their uniforms as “scouts” under the provisions of the 1866 Army Reorganization Act, they did not always remember the debt they owed to O’odham for their sacrifices, let alone the land they took from them.


As more Americans settled their newly colonized territory (the 1862 Homestead Act brought thousands of migrants), they constructed their railway lines and built their farms, ranches, and towns. They also mined the mountains. And most significantly, they appropriated and wasted more and more river water, which eventually led to a water crisis that would take generations to resolve. During the height of the crisis, the 1870s to the 1910s, the O’odham and Piipaash barely eked out a living. This too is recorded on calendar sticks. Some thrived under the auspices of the Bureau of Plant Industry, which was developing a new strain of “Pima cotton” in Sacaton. However, O’odham farms in general were no longer sustaining the community but rather providing surplus crops for the general produce market. One cannot eat cotton and alfalfa, to put it succinctly. Consequently, the success that some O’odham and Piipaash farmers enjoyed was not shared by all. Many people starved. During this time of famine, Cook missionized the O’odham, Thin Leather worked with Russell, and O’odham basket weavers spread the man-in-the-maze symbol. It was a time of upheaval but also of resilience.8


At this point it may seem pretentious to begin talking about an O’odham philosophy of history, considering that these historical highlights document a steady decline in O’odham political and cultural sovereignty. Moreover, the effects of colonization were instigated by forces beyond O’odham control, including the Spanish mission system, American westward expansion, or the recurring periods of obga attacks and the spread of disease. From Father Eusebio Kino’s first mission, Nuestra Señora de los Dolores de Cósari, founded in 1687 along the San Miguel River in Sonora, Mexico, to Arizona statehood in 1912, the ancestral boundaries of the O’odham jeved steadily shrunk, divided into reservations, reduced to ejidos, and overtaken by nation-states, local governments, and private land owners. All of which is in addition to the language, cultural, and political divisions that colonization created between O’odham on both sides of the border.9 Nonetheless, what I am arguing here is that it is precisely because of the colonization of the O’odham jeved that an O’odham philosophy of history is necessary. O’odham need a way to think about what has become of their jeved. More to the point, an O’odham discourse on “history” stands as a corrective to the colonizer’s reasons, policies, and post hoc justifications for occupying O’odham land. Thus, the question driving this discourse is, What is the meaning of history when a people is not a proponent but a victim of empire building, colonization, assimilation, and progress? In the case of O’odham, one can observe the world and its events as did the calendar-stick keepers, in which case history must be expressed in the plural as histories and viewed as a community of voices.


Before proceeding, I should acknowledge that the art of the ooshikbina—“upon this stick you cut”—has been lost. As far as this O’dham author knows, while the oral histories that calendar sticks embodied are still remembered, the custom of maintaining these uniquely O’odham chronicles is not today an active part of the culture. Therefore my proposition of basing an O’odham philosophy on ooshikbina requires some explanation. This discourse, insofar as it claims to be driven by an Indigenous intellect, embarks on a critical analysis of the contexts—or con-texts, as I might have written during the height of Deconstruction—in which these ooshikbina appear, which are resources created by non-Indigenous researchers working in fields defined by the Euro-American intellectual tradition, such as anthropology. Consequently, whereas customarily a calendar-stick keeper would teach an apprentice to maintain the ooshikbina for their village, their kihhim, I have inherited these oral histories through the pages of two books and a paper. My purpose is not to simply accept that O’odham history is now locked in the colonized pages of those who recorded my ancestors’ voices but rather to liberate these O’odham voices in the pages of my discourse. In other words, my intention is to deploy the methodology that I initiated when I published my first paper on the Lakota hanbleceya.


What follows in the next seven chapters is at one level a synthesis of the papers I have published over the years, along with unpublished work, on O’odham culture and history; at another level I am propounding an O’odham notion of history that sees events that occur across the O’odham jeved as an extension of O’odham origin narratives. In one sense, such a concept of history only makes sense for O’odham, be they Akimel O’odham, Tohono O’odham, Hia-Ced O’odham, or Sobaipuri O’odham, not to mention the O’odham of Mexico. In other words, just as our teachings, our oral traditions, are meant only for us, so too is this reflection on O’odham histories. “Stories,” George Webb explains in the preface to A Pima Remembers, “were handed down from generation to generation, but today there are only a few of us who know them, and we do not make a practice of telling them.”10 At another level, what I am asserting is an O’odham perspective on history which is of value to non-O’odham and non-Indigenous readers who may be pondering how “Western history,” from the Age of Discovery to the high-tech age in which we live today, is understood by an Indigenous mind. Examples abound of course in the historical archives, beginning with the Nahua (or Aztec) codices that recounted Hernán Cortez and the Spanish invasion of Tenochtitlán. Other Indigenous peoples up and down the Western Hemisphere remembered and retold their experiences with multiple waves of occupiers. In addition to oral histories, Indigenous people initiated an array of media to preserve and honor their histories. From petroglyphs to quipu to winter counts and birchbark scrolls, Indigenous histories were written and recounted in an equally diverse array of Indigenous languages. O’odham calendar sticks are a part of this nonliterate—meaning non-alphabetic—phenomenon among Indigenous peoples. Suffice it say, as we proceed into the first chapter, such place-based and non-western values and ideas about history continue to inform and influence Indigenous thinking even under the duress of colonization. Enter the generation that raised Komal Hok into an O’odham sage and storyteller, who did not need to know how to read or write, let alone speak, English in order to bequeath to his descendants an origin narrative that has influenced O’odham thinking into the current era. I am one of these descendants.




A Note on How I Write in the O’odham Neok


O’odham and those well-acquainted with O’odham studies have likely noticed my idiosyncratic way of notating O’odham words and names. More to the point, they have observed my predilection for the Dean and Lucille Saxton system, which, in collaboration with Susie Enos, is published in their still-useful Tohono O’odham/Pima to English, English to Tohono O’odham/Pima Dictionary. My preference, however, is neither ideological or political but rather circumstantial—the Saxton and Enos dictionary appeared when I was a college undergrad, so immediately influenced how I wrote in O’odham. At the same time, I am acutely aware of the standardized orthographies that have emerged today at Tohono O’odham Nation and the Salt River Pima-Maricopa Indian Community. Preferred spellings, such as Huhugam (as opposed to Hohokam) or O’otham (as opposed to O’odham)—some even use a double capitalized O’O—are details that I respect. I rarely presume to correct another O’dham’s way of writing our language. So my way of writing O’odham is admittedly subjective yet reflects how I am interpreting the origin narrative and its teachings.


As for my writerly habits, I am most influenced by O’odham speakers I have known throughout my life and career, beginning with my mother and my extended Akimel and Hia-Ced O’odham family. In the case of my family, they never thought of O’odham as something written. My mom would say, “Don’t ask me how to spell it!” whenever I asked her how to say something in our language. However, because I became a scholar, the work of Ofelia Zepeda, my thesis director at the University of Arizona, and Don Bahr, who I got to know when he was at Arizona State University, also had an influence on my thinking. In fact, it was because of these two that I became aware of the issues and differing opinions about writing in O’odham. Having said all of that, my transcription of O’odham names, for example, Jeved mahkai as “Earth medicine maker,” and my seeming aversion to capitalization still need to be explained.


When my capable and perceptive editor copyedited my text, she asked me about my translation of I’itoi, “I understand that you generally prefer to keep O’odham terms lowercase, but I wanted to ask how English translations of O’odham names should be styled. For example, should the English translation of ‘I’itoi’ be styled as a generic noun (elder brother) or a proper noun (Elder Brother)?” My response was, “My idiosyncratic way of spelling O’odham will likely irk some. However, O’odham does not abide by the rules of English syntax, so neither should its English spelling counterpart. O’odham names, if you will, are nonbinary, neither proper nouns or generic nouns. They are both.”


As an example of how my idiosyncracies will irk some, when this book went through peer review, one of my readers said in her report, which was otherwise quite laudatory, that she noticed that I tended to not capitalize the letter j in jeved when writing about the O’odham jeved. She preferred to write it as “O’odham Jeved.” I understand the preference, having used it in some of my publications, which have now been revised into the present volume. More than signifying a proper name, capitalization is a way of elevating words into concepts, ideas, and cultural values, which have names that should be acknowledged and definitions that should be an integral part of any serious discourse. So O’odham Jeved (capital J) denotes an O’odham territory, even nation, that defies the colonial boundaries of the United States and Mexico and their respective states. Similarly, Jeved mahkai is often written as Jeved Mahkai and translated more frequently as “Earth Medicine Man” and “Earth Doctor.” (I should note for my reader that there are alternate spellings for all the terms used here.) So, why do I write O’odham jeved and Jeved mahkai? Am I not diminishing the significance of the O’odham neok as a way of asserting O’odham agency in an otherwise colonized world?


As I explained to Michael Millman, my acquisitions editor at the University of New Mexico Press, “as I continue to learn more about my O’odham neok, my O’odham language, and its cultural values, or himdag, the way I write O’odham has grown and changed.” Consequently, regarding capitalization, “O’odham do not reify abstractions as frequently as English speakers. . . . In the case of jeved, which means earth, soil, or dirt, the singular and plural are the same, namely jeved.” Accordingly, “my use of O’odham jeved is a reference to the O’odham lands, plural, which make up the O’odham jeved, or O’odham homelands, which Jeved mahkai, Earth medicine maker, made from him/herself.” Jeved, first and foremost, is the earth beneath one’s feet, which is experienced in the subjective perspective of the individual, their family and village. As a descriptive term, O’odham jeved, singular and plural, evokes the narrative quality that the term acquired when Jeved mahkai made the jeved, which Thin Leather recounted and left to us more than a century ago. Thus, my reason for using capitalization sparingly is to preserve the narrative and evocative quality of O’odham neok. As with other Indigenous languages, O’odham is at its most compelling when expressed in song. Thus the worlds that are made in origin narratives are typically sung into existence. Capitalization, to the contrary, has a way of freezing words in time. However, when I write a name, say “I’itoi” (Elder brother) as a phrase, to my ear it evokes the beginning of a story.


With this note in mind, what I have created in this book is one O’dham’s perspective on O’odham storytelling. My comments on language, writing, and history are not meant to be didactic, let alone a criticism of what my predecessors have done. Rather, The Maze of History is my ooshikbina, my calendar stick containing seven notches, seven inscriptions—meaning my seven chapters—which recount my thoughts, observations, reflections, and arguments on O’odham experiences on the O’odham jeved. With that, I hope the reader will join me and let me show you what I mean.










	
* O’dham is singular, O’odham is plural.


	
* hehemajkam is plural, hemajkam is singular.


	
* ge’egdaj kikih is plural, ge’e kih is singular.


	
** huhugam is plural, huhug is singular.


	
* sisivani is plural, sivani is singular.


	
** haashañ is singular, hahashañ is plural.


	
* jujkam is plural, juhkam is singular.


	
** mimilgahn is plural, milgahn is singular.


	
*** o’obga is plural, obga is singular.















CHAPTER ONE

Pulling Down the Clouds

Komal Hok, Jose Lewis Brennan, and the Origin of O’odham Literature






The Society of American Indians’s (SAI) 1913 list of active members includes only five “Pimas” (Akimel O’odham), named: Mrs. Jessie C. Morago, Lewis D. Nelson, Mary W. Nelson, John Plake, and Olie Walker. All were residents of Sacaton, Arizona.1 Throughout the eight volumes of the SAI’s journal, spanning the years 1913–1920, not a single O’dham contributor was published, though occasionally one of the O’odham communities was mentioned in an article, usually within the context of problems with the Indian Bureau. For example, Carlos Montezuma (Yavapai) in his article “Light on the Indian Situation” dramatically recalled his 1868 abduction by a “Pima raiding-party.”2 As the era of American colonization began in the aftermath of its 1846–1848 war with Mexico, which led to the 1854 Gadsden Purchase, O’odham were holding as tenaciously as they could to their jeved. In 1859, because of their friendly relation with the mimilgahn, which included protecting settlers from obga attacks, Akimel O’odham—and their Piipaash neighbors—were accorded the first reservation in Arizona Territory.3 It was an epoch that historian Jennifer Bess saw as defined by Chief Antonio Azul’s leadership.


During [Azul’s] tenure, the 1870s brought resource deprivation that resulted in extreme hardship, including water shortages that left fields barren for decades to come and, by the mid-twentieth century, led outside observers to conclude that Akimel O’odham farmers had become “as rusty as their farm tools.” But even in times of famine, the Akimel O’odham eschewed presenting themselves as victims and instead continued to strive to live up to their responsibilities as world-builders, emphasizing their agency and their rightful role in America’s economic network.4



When Bess summarized the O’odham reservation experience in Where the Red-Winged Blackbirds Sing, she equated “world-building” with the O’odham himdag. What this meant is that, although O’odham were powerless to change federal Indian policy, they nonetheless resisted having their minds wiped clean of their values, beliefs, and teachings. It was during these times that an O’dham thinker emerged as a resource, a deep well of knowledge, who left a legacy that continues to influence O’odham studies into the present era. He is remembered as Komal Hok, which the mimilgahn (Americans) translated as “Thin Leather” and “Thin Buckskin.” According to Jesse Walter Fewkes, Komal Hok was “popularly called Higgins,” a name that appears in “A Fictitious Ruin in Gila Valley, Arizona” (1907), analyzed below, then again in Lloyd’s Aw-aw-tam Indian Nights (1911), in which his first name “William” is added.5


In a footnote to the introduction of Donald M. Bahr’s 1994 book on ancestral O’odham history, The Short, Swift Time of Gods on Earth, he states, “Thin Leather’s mythology . . . was taken down independently three times, first by Frank Russell (published in condensed form in 1908), then by J. W. Lloyd (published in a more oral, more Indian English in 1911), and finally by [Jesse Walter] Fewkes (excerpts published in 1912).”6 Noteworthy is the observation that the fieldwork for these anthropology projects was conducted prior to 1910, during which time The Pima Indians by Frank Russell and “Casa Grande, Arizona” by Jesse Walter Fewkes appeared in print, followed closely by Aw-aw-tam Indian Nights by J. William Lloyd. More specifically, Russell and Fewkes published with the Bureau of American Ethnology (BAE) in 1904–1905 and in 1906–1907, respectively; whereas Lloyd published his work independently with the Lloyd Group of Westfield, New Jersey, in 1911. Also significant is that while Thin Leather is listed as an informant in the BAE reports, he is given more prominent credit in Aw-aw-tam Indian Nights, whose title page describes the book as “being the Myths and Legends of the Pimas of Arizona as received by J. William Lloyd from Comalk-Hawk-Kih (Thin Buckskin) thru the interpretation of Edward Hubert Wood.” Wood, it should be noted, was Komal Hok’s nephew.


As indicated earlier by the references to the Society of American Indians, the appearance of “educated Indians,” meaning Indigenous men and women educated in the English-based curriculum of Indian boarding schools, were few and far between. Nonetheless, their numbers were growing, and distinguished people of letters ascended into the Progressive-Era Indian rights movement. Among these were prominent leaders of the SAI Arthur C. Parker (Seneca), Charles A. Eastman (Dakota), Carlos Montezuma (Yavapai), Zitkala-Sa (Lakota), and Laura Cornelius Kellogg (Oneida). Some, like Eastman and Zitkala-Sa, published anthologies of “Indian stories,” which, because they were fluent in their Indigenous languages, they translated and edited themselves. Eastman published Red Hunters and the Animal People (1904) and Old Indian Days (1907), while Zitkala-Sa published Old Indian Legends (1901), which was complemented in 1921 with American Indian Stories. Publishers typically presented these oral traditions as children’s literature. Consequently there are no scholarly footnotes or interpretive essays and, most unfortunately, no original in the Indigenous languages.7 Nevertheless, Indigenous writers and thinkers were exhibiting an agency that would not be exceeded until the Red Power movement and the Native American renaissance that characterized Indigenous literature during the 1960s-1980s.8 However, the point being made here is that Komal Hok’s work with Russell, Fewkes, and Lloyd appeared during a progressive period in American society when Indigenous persons—with the right credentials marking them as civilized—began acquiring a voice in the world of published authors. Particularly in Aw-aw-tam Indian Nights, Komal Hok became a part of this marginal but not insignificant Indigenous community. But Thin Leather, as noted earlier, emerged without any O’odham peers. Komal Hok, probably without realizing it, invented O’odham literature. Consequently, Komal Hok was the Akimel O’odham’s first intellectual.


Before proceeding, it is necessary to stop and consider whether or not it is appropriate to call Thin Leather an “intellectual.” Unlike Eastman and Parker, Thin Leather was not a writer. Nor did he possess an education. Komal Hok’s contributions are based on allowing others to translate his O’odham words, as well as edit and present his stories and teachings.9 Calling Komal Hok an intellectual sounds naïve. However, by whose standard ought one to assess Thin Leather’s intellectual value? In 2014 I reflected on the phenomenon of the “intellectual” among Indigenous communities in settler-colonial America, which was my way of identifying an adaptation that Indigenous people were making to their colonization. What I wrote then was with thinkers like Samson Occom, Eastman, and Vine Deloria Jr. in mind. Nonetheless, including Komal Hok is justified and necessary. Academic standards need not apply.


The Indigenous intellectual is seen as forging his or her identity outside the confines of academia, thriving instead along the margins of tribal society, where one may be acknowledged as a relative and tribal member yet communicate effectively in a non-Indigenous language, in which one has to take all of the risk and responsibility for representing one’s tribe to an audience completely alien to the world in which one grew up. Maintaining this connection to one’s peoplehood without giving in to the dominant society’s preconceptions of Indians is one of the more challenging obstacles to getting one’s Indigenous perspective acknowledged by others.10



Komal Hok took a greater risk than he likely knew at the time when he shared his knowledge with the mimilgahn. Thin Leather was an O’dham from Ge’e Kih (Sacaton), who communicated effectively in English through translators, who were his relatives, to unknown and alien audiences. Lingering in the pages of the white man’s books, it would take generations for Komal Hok to be elevated from the annals of anthropology and into the status of a shohshon, an ancestor. As such, Komal Hok has joined his place among the huhugam, the revered ancestors who learned our himdag from Siuuhuu, our Elder brother.


If then, one is to evaluate the work of an Indigenous intellectual, it should be less in terms of how it matches with their mainstream counterparts in academia and more with how effectively that work retains the language and values of one’s ancestral community. As such, one is an Indigenous intellectual only if one is an Indigenous person in the first place, which means being born into one’s community’s traditions and teachings, such that these form the basis of one’s relationship with their homeland, language, kinship, and sacred history. Even taking the effects of colonization into account—complete with significant language and land loss—one can still privilege one’s ties to one’s people, history, and culture; however, the latter may manifest themselves under settler-colonial conditions. All Indigenous people bear the scars of their ancestors’ colonization.


Beginning with Samson Occom, the eighteenth-century Pequot minister, there have been numerous individuals in Indigenous communities who learned to thrive within the white man’s world. Komal Hok was one of these. The author of this text is another. There is no shame in surviving. For us both, the sources of our himdag are nonliterate. Philosophical and religious ideas and insights are expressed primarily through narrative, be it story, song, speech, or ritual action. Consequently, Thin Leather is an intellectual because he possessed an abundant knowledge of the O’odham himdag, not because he met the definition of intellectual that defined the work of the men who appropriated his knowledge, such as Russell, Fewkes, and Lloyd. If anyone wanted to know about the Akimel O’odham, they needed to seek out someone like Komal Hok. Fewkes and Russell could not find anyone like this in the anthropology department at Harvard University.11 Otherwise, by milgahn scholarly standards in which the certification conferred by an academic degree is presumed, one cannot say that an O’odham intellectual tradition appeared until 1978, when Tohono O’odham Alice Paul earned her doctorate at the University of Arizona with her dissertation “Development of a Classroom Based Procedure for Assessing Aspects of Intellectual Functioning for First Grade Children.”12 George Webb and Anna Moore Shaw, whose works are analyzed below, did not count, as neither was college educated. From an O’odham perspective, of course, they are highly respected writers and thinkers.


Thin Leather—obverse to Alice Paul—remained solely within an O’odham oral tradition, never writing down his thoughts, although he communicated through O’odham translators who were capable of reading and writing in English, namely Jose Lewis Brennan and Edward Hubert Wood. In light of this, Thin Leather is an intellectual insofar as this coincides with chegitokam, the O’odham word for “thinker.” Lloyd stated that Thin Leather was a “see-nee-yaw-kum, or professional traditionalist, who knew all the ancient stories.”13 Intellectual, of course, is a term of convenience. As used here, the term encompasses the nuances of Komal Hok’s life as a mahkai, a storyteller, a singer, and a weaver. Because he did not write, research, or lecture, as did Fewkes and Russell, he is not an intellectual in the same way as the American anthropologists who wrote about the O’odham.14 In this way Thin Leather is similar to Owl Ear, also called Chukud Naak, another of Russell’s informants in The Pima Indians, who is described as “an old man [an elder, kelimai]” who lived in Salt River village and was “the first from whom a calendar record was obtained.”15 In this capacity, Owl Ear served as a historian, keeping the annals of locally important events notched on a long wooden staff, an ooshikbina.


Calendar sticks, as Paul Ezell describes them, are “mnemonic devices with each notch representing a year, ‘the owner being expected to remember the events of that year.’”16 Much of what Owl Ear recounted for Russell consisted of the strife that plagued the region due to the Americans seizing control of O’odham land, consequently putting O’odham into conflict with their ancestral enemies. On December 28, 1872, for example, at the “Tanks,” an area within the Superstition Mountains, Akimel O’odham fought against Ndee (Apache) warriors. The O’odham that fought did so alongside American soldiers stationed at Fort McDowell. Owl Ear remembered this as “a sight long to be remembered.”17 Anna Moore Shaw, in A Pima Past (1974), refers to Owl Ear’s historical recollections as evidence that he “had a gift for telling stories as well as a good memory. Some of the events recorded on his stick also appear in history books, [such as Russell’s The Pima Indians].” At the same time, Shaw observed, “the Pimas often attached significance to happenings the white man thought unimportant. They just had different ways of seeing things.”18 When an O’dham slew a rival, for example, it required the victorious warrior to return home for a sixteen-day purification ceremony, complete with an honoring dance. For what was important, more so than the act of killing an enemy, was restoring the balance, the himdag, that was disrupted by obga attacks.19 When the Americans killed their enemies, they were most concerned about protecting their control over their territory, making the “frontier” safe for milgahn settlement, and expanding their empire. In other words, mimilgahn fought for profit.


Concurrent with the work of Owl Ear and Komal Hok, a very different O’odham world appears in the 1913 volume of The Quarterly Journal of the Society of American Indians. In these pages Tohono O’odham student José Ignacio had an excerpt from his essay quoted in an article featuring other Indian boarding school students. The excerpts were taken from submissions to the SAI’s contest for the best Indian student essay on education. Ignacio was credited with stating:


It is in accordance with the motto “Step out,” that we are getting our education, because it is on this point where many of the returned students failed. He has not gained sufficient strength to stand the hard knocks of the habits and customs of his people. He must have a better education to make a center rush on the old Indian ways and make a touchdown. It is clear he must have an education and one necessary to produce results, for the Indian’s greatest aid in the future must be himself.”20



It is unclear if this is the same José Ignacio who went on to become chairman of the Papago Tribal Council (1937–1940).21 What is known from the contest information is that the student whose essay was published in full as the “Honor Essay” was by James Smith (Warm Spring), who wrote “Education and Progress for the Indian.”22 With respect then to the O’odham intellectual tradition, of which Owl Ear and Komal Hok are a part, it would not be until after World War II when one sees the appearance of any writers of consequence, namely George Webb (1893–?) and Anna Moore Shaw (1898–1976). Both preceded Alice Paul, but neither obtained a college degree, let alone became a part of academia, which are differences that are significant to appreciating Paul’s historic distinction. Webb and Shaw, on the contrary, were a part of the American Indian intellectual tradition that anticipated what Vine Deloria Jr. called “the Indian protest movement,” which took place during the years 1964–1974, complete with the establishment of American Indian/Native American studies academic departments.23


It is precisely because he emerged as an O’dham chegitokam without speaking or writing English, nor ever attending school, let alone college, that Komal Hok provides a compelling example of Indigenizing the intellectual life. Thin Leather’s endeavors as an O’dham knowledge keeper, though shaped beyond his control by the academic process, retain their impact because of his connection to the O’odham himdag. My work as one of Thin Leather’s descendants is to recover, honor, and revitalize his voice, recognizing it as foundational to O’odham research and scholarship. Komal Hok’s distant yet familiar stories bespeak a people suffering from the effects of losing our akimel, the Gila River, which precipitated cultural decline over a seventy-year period, as O’odham ceremonies, most importantly the wiigiida24 (the cactus-harvest ceremony), which beckons the summer monsoons, withered in a waterless desert. “People must unite in desiring rain. If it rains their lands shall be as a garden, and they will not be as poor as they have been.”25 Because O’odham did not control their own land, which was now under Indian Bureau management, and were discouraged from turning to their mamahkai* for spiritual guidance, as they were expected to be Christian, the Akimel hehemajkam still desired rain. Only now they had to pray for rain in church rather than gather for the wiigiida. There is no record of what Komal Hol thought about this.


The water crisis was referenced twice in a 1914 issue of The Quarterly Journal of the Society of American Indians. John M. Oskison (Cherokee) briefly recounts his visit to the “Pima Reservation” in “Acquiring a Standard of Value,” in which he provides a firsthand survey of living conditions in central and southern Arizona. What is appalling in Oskison’s observations is the condescending way that he degrades O’odham grievances as pettiness, even though he is the one that admits that he knows little about either O’odham irrigation or the pertinent water laws.


I have been down, within a few weeks, to the Pima Reservation, in Arizona, and I saw there a gradation of opportunity that seemed to me exceedingly interesting. The first group of Pimas that I went to lived [sic] near Mesa, in a section which is highly developed and all under irrigation. I found it difficult with my lack of knowledge of the irrigation technique, to follow their talks. They had a series of grievances about their water supply, and it all hinged on certain degrees of service. They were A, B and C users under certain contracts with a certain water users’ association. They got so many acre-feet, and got the water on the land at a certain time. From there I went over to Sacaton, and there found a different set of grievances. The men at Sacaton wanted to talk. They seemed at Sacaton to understand less definitely what they wanted. From Sacaton I went to Black Water, and at Black Water it was a whole lot of petty details, like a bunch of children complaining that their teacher favored somebody else; there was internal dissensions based on what seemed immaterial things [my emphasis].26



In spite of the 1908 Winters Doctrine, which guaranteed water rights to reservations, the Akimel O’odham nonetheless endured a critical water shortage that threatened lives and their agricultural economy. Clearly Oskison did not understand, let alone appreciate, the legal nuances of the complaints, as they were contingent on a complicated analysis of reserved water rights. Obviously Oskison was not the representation that the O’odham needed.27


In “Shall the Pimas Be Robbed of Water?” a more sympathetic and informed essay presented evidence that a famine persists, even amidst an allegedly progressive era in American society. Likely written by Arthur C. Parker, who edited the volume, the status report on the “Pimas” was published between a lengthy editorial condemning the Indian Bureau titled “Hon Cato Sells, Commissioner of Indian Affairs” and a summary of “Local Meetings or Conferences”:
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