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	Foreword

	GHOSTS IN THE GRAVEYARD





In the summer of 2006, I traveled to Ganado, Arizona, to interview people who had worked and studied and lived at Ganado Mission, what had once been a pioneering health-care institution on the Navajo Reservation and had been the home to Sage Memorial Hospital and the first Native American nursing school.

When it was over, I started the dozen-year walk that led to this book. I did this for three reasons.

One: I believe in ghosts. The intensity of human life travels forward through time and space, from past to present. I believe that life leaves behind the traces of those earnest efforts—those ghosts—in boxes upon boxes of documents, in letters, in reports, in brochures, in yearbooks, in newsletters, and in photographs, all strung out over thousands of miles at different libraries, archives, museums, and repositories. I have used all of them to bring these stories to you in this book.

Two: After a four-hour interview with a niece of one of the Sage Memorial nurses, I took a walk up to the old cemetery on the hill above the mission. The cool breeze tapped the grama grass against the prickly pear cactus, and the green cottonwoods spangled and shimmered in the wash running past the mission campus. I used to come up to this cemetery to catch na’ashó’ii dich’ízhii (horned toads). We would pick them up carefully, call them our chei (grandfather), give them a kiss on the back, and let them go back to eating ants on the small hills between tombstones.

That day I was there to pay respect to the graves of the Ganado Mission teachers and workers. Some sandstone grave markers had been etched to near-anonymity by wind and time. Some were so well-tended that the graves could have been dug just a week before.

I walked along the western fence. That’s where I found the stakes.

Aluminum stakes as long as my hand lay in a pile as though someone had walked along the property and tossed them aside. Each stake was capped with a tin plate the size of a playing card. Small type at the bottom of the plate read that it had been provided by a mortuary in Gallup.

They were grave markers for people who had been buried in the Ganado Mission cemetery. They had probably been people who had died in the hospital.

Each tin plate was blank. The names had worn off.

I knew that it was Diné tradition to be buried in secret so that no witches could steal your jewelry from your corpse or curse your family. But something stirred in me. Maybe curiosity. Maybe a reflex of compassion. It made me want to know more about those people whose names had faded from the cheap aluminum grave markers on that hill above Ganado Mission.

Three: I had met with a local elder who had served in the Korean War and gone to school at Ganado Mission. He was patient enough to sit with me while his daughter made Navajo tea in the kitchen. We talked about his days at the school, and about the similarities between the Diné people and the Israelites, both ranging in their deserts between mountains.

When I told him I was hoping to write a magazine article about the mission and some of its people, he placed his rough hands on the table. His silver bracelet with its red coral, white shell, and turquoise arranged in the shape of an American flag glittered in the late afternoon sun coming from the kitchen window.

“You should not be doing that,” he said. He shook his head slowly and looked at his hands.

“Magazine articles are no good,” he said.

Oh crap, I thought.

“You should make it all into a book,” he nodded. “That way it will last longer.”

“Yeah, he’s probably right,” his daughter said from the stove.

I listened to them both.




	Prologue

	THE LAST NIGHT





SO HERE IT was. The last night.

Dr. Clarence Salsbury stepped to the soft grass around his stone cottage. Beyond the edge of the lawn blew the desert sand. The leaves of the Russian olive, mulberry, Siberian elm, and cottonwood saplings hissed in their neat rows along the walk to the hospital behind the cottage. Salsbury listened to them and wondered if he’d be alive the next morning.

He squinted through the darkness. The flat desert plain spread out. Buildings rose from the sandlike monuments of pale plaster. He could make out the two-story schoolhouse at the far southwest corner and the two-story stone dormitory for the boarding school. Down the street paved with coal cinders stood the large adobe building that previous missionaries had used as a schoolhouse, dorm, cafeteria, and shipping depot. Across from Salsbury’s cottage, the adobe dining hall, with its sand-toned plaster and neatly painted white windowsills, seemed to glow in the starlight.

Salsbury had been contracted at Ganado Mission at an annual salary of $2,000 in May 1927. He’d visited the site two months before his wife, Cora, and thirteen-year-old son, Chalmers, had arrived in late June. The night he’d picked them up at the train station in Flagstaff, it had been raining for five days. Route 66 was a muddy trail on their 120-mile drive north.

They’d left Flagstaff at sunset and arrived in Ganado ten minutes before five o’clock in the morning. In the dark blue of the sunrise, they saw the same collection of buildings that the local people had seen slowly growing in the valley: the schoolhouse, a boys’ dormitory, a girls’ dormitory, the church, the powerhouse, the dining hall, and the hospital.

“The place looked so desolate and so forlorn,” Salsbury said.

His wife, Cora, a stout, plucky woman with curly brown hair she kept short and practical, broke down and cried. As far as she was concerned, they’d been exiled.

“She didn’t see how she could ever weather it, you know, under these conditions,” Salsbury wrote. “But she bucked up and she went to work.”1

Cora had started some creeper vines growing along the dining hall’s foundation so the leaves reaching up to the roof could bring some more green to this desert that seemed molded by the devil’s own hands from piñon pine, juniper, prickly pear cactus, and sagebrush.

She’d added the lawn around their cottage, a flower garden, and a vegetable garden. Something to remind them of home. Dug each row herself, just like she had during their service in China. The growing was stubborn, but so was Cora.

Out in front of the dining hall, the early summer’s crickets and grasshoppers ticked and sang in the field of alfalfa hay grown for the dairy cows and day-labor mules. The powerhouse across from the hospital had shut down for the night, its large boilers ready to burn the stocked coal for the day’s electrical power and the morning whistle at 5:30 a.m. sharp. If there would be a whistle.

The night was quiet enough to hear the brown water lapping at the edges of the irrigation ditch more than a hundred yards away. The water in that ditch started up at Ganado Lake and flowed two miles to the mission’s ten planted acres along the edge of the Pueblo Colorado Wash. Another ditch ran a mile southwest to the trading post owned by the famed Juan Lorenzo Hubbell.

That’s where the local people had gathered tonight.

Depending on what they decided around their campfires in the yard in front of Hubbell’s store, Salsbury figured they would be coming to kill him.

Salsbury stood six feet, two inches tall and weighed over 210 pounds. In his days at medical school in Boston he’d been an actor, and his defined, muscular physique had been a favorite of art professors when he’d worked as a nude model for different art schools and sculptors in the city.2 His stern gaze, broad forehead, square jaw, and imperious, strong nose often reminded his wife of a fierce angel when he was concentrating.3 And Salsbury was concentrating now. He’d served for twelve years as a missionary doctor on the Chinese island of Hainan. He’d faced down armed Red Chinese soldiers during his family’s escape from Mao’s Revolution in the harbor of Hoihow.4 He’d seen how mobs behaved. There might be one gathered at the hospital before long. He was forty-one years old. His pants rode over the fat of his hips, more now than they had in those years in Hainan. His arms had grown softer. His strength wasn’t the same. He wasn’t sure it would be enough if a mob came.

And things had been going so well.

Salsbury had come to serve as the doctor under the aging superintendent, Rev. Fred Mitchell, who had been serving in missions on the reservation since the beginning of the century.

Mitchell had traveled much of the reservation’s twenty-four thousand square miles (then only slightly larger than the state of West Virginia). More than twenty thousand Navajos lived there, and most of them had never seen a stethoscope or read a book. Mitchell had started a Navajo language school for missionaries and taught a Bible school for young Navajo men who wanted to become lay evangelists.5 From behind his wire-rim glasses and carefully trimmed gray mustache, Mitchell often repeated to Salsbury the dictum he’d learned from his decades in “Navajoland”: “Evangelizing a Navajo is like preaching to a jackrabbit. First, you have to go out and find him, then you can keep him for a few hours, and then he’ll run off, and you only hope that you see him again.”6

By June 1927, he’d learned how right Mitchell was.

In his first year, Salsbury couldn’t do much good in the Ganado Mission hospital. Hardly any sick Navajos came to the building. For them, it was a death house. In their traditional beliefs, when a person died, their soul walked into the next life and left behind all its evil spirit that could never find harmony in the world. That spirit was a black distillation of menace—what Jungian psychologists might call a shadow self—that they called a ch’įįndii. And the local people knew that many walked in the hospital. The adobe building was a deathtrap not much different from the many stone buildings around the valley that had belonged to the ancient culture of the Anasazi, which they also refused to enter or even to touch.

Salsbury’s only patients had been other Anglo missionaries and the Navajo children from the boarding school.7 The government hospital on the other side of the forested Defiance Plateau in the Tsé’hootsoí valley wasn’t doing much better either. The superintendent of the Navajo Agency at Fort Defiance had requested funds for a new general hospital, but the money had been tied up as government planners decided whether or not to also build a sanitarium to treat tuberculosis. In any case, it didn’t look like the money would arrive. And the services at the government hospital couldn’t keep up with the outbreaks of trachoma and tuberculosis.

The other government hospitals at Shiprock, Tuba City, and Crownpoint weren’t doing much better, either. They had been plagued by malpractice and neglect since they’d been built in the early 1900s.8, 9 Tuberculosis infected sometimes as much as a third of the Diné people living on the reservation.10 The year Salsbury arrived, the entire boarding school at Fort Defiance was gutted into a school just for trachoma patients.11 For Salsbury to actually reach local patients, he had to drive out in his touring car with his Native interpreter and his pack of medicine.12

When the locals saw this brawny Anglo man in a noisy car, they mostly kept their distance. His first breakthrough came when they trusted him enough to let him doctor their horses.13

The first time Salsbury saw an adult human patient happened by accident. He’d been driving (mostly skidding) over a sandy road when his spare tire popped off the back of his car. He stopped and drove back over his route to look for it. As he drove, he noticed a man riding his horse along the road. Salsbury spoke through his interpreter and learned that the man was a hataałii (medicine singer) and he had seen the spare tire. He’d picked it up from the road and hid it behind some sagebrush so nobody would take it.

When Salsbury asked the medicine man if he could get it for him, the hataałii said he was late to give a sing at a nearby hoghan and didn’t have time.14 So Salsbury tried to make a deal. If he got him the tire, he’d drive the hataałii to the hoghan in his car. The medicine man agreed.

After dropping off the medicine singer, Salsbury and the interpreter walked back to the car when the unthinkable happened: the hataałii called to the interpreter and asked Salsbury to come into the hoghan to examine a child. Salsbury diagnosed the child with pneumonia and gave some suggestions. He headed back to the car. The hataałii called to him again and said his own eyes were bad and wondered if he had any medicine with him.

Salsbury examined the man’s eyes and saw the inflamed eyelids, pink whites, and inverted eyelashes; it was trachoma, a bacterial infection that had hit the people in Navajo country hard over the years. Salsbury treated what he could and asked the hataałii to come see him at the mission hospital with his wife and child. When they showed up a few days later, Salsbury treated them all successfully. The hataałii shook Salsbury’s hand with the gentle Navajo handshake that was almost like a caress and called him ’Azee’ííł’íní Tsoh (Big Doctor).

He wasn’t the first doctor they’d seen. Salsbury soon learned their stories of ’Azee’ííł’íní Naaghaa’íí (Walking Doctor), a white-haired, bespectacled Irishman who had run the mission’s first hospital out of the back room of the mission’s stone church. When the Presbyterian Board of Foreign Missions paid to raise the adobe hospital in 1911, and local people refused to use it, ’Azee’ííł’íní Naaghaa’íí would fill a gunny sack with bandages, stuff his coat with glass bottles of medicine wrapped in newspapers, and walk as far as twenty miles at a time to treat patients in the scattered family hoghans and sheep camps.

In his first two years, he was able to treat more than 1,100 cases. During the influenza epidemic in 1918 that killed scores of people across the reservation, far fewer people died in the area around Ganado because ’Azee’ííł’íní Naaghaa’íí took to the long roads out to the mesas and valleys with his medicine.15

Then came the husband and wife team of Dr. Alice and Gary Burke from Buffalo, New York. Like ’Azee’ííł’íní Naaghaa’íí, they also had to chase down their patients. In their first fall and winter at the mission, they logged more than five thousand miles visiting hoghans and camps around the valley.16 Their “near patients” lived five miles away. Before they had to close the hospital in 1920 when the water supply ran out, only three patients had ever walked into the building.17

When the Burkes gained any ground, it was only at the pleasure of the local hataałii.

Typically, they would call on a patient and find a medicine man had already arrived to do a sing. Usually, the Burkes would then leave. But once, a hataałii stood aside, let the patient be treated, and took the medicine himself in front of the group of twenty people.

That was all it took. After that, people came to the Burkes at the hospital every day that autumn.18 They’d even been allowed to perform a surgery on a patient in her hoghan under anesthetic while their interpreter explained the procedure to the local people.19

By March 1920, they had seen ninety-six new patients, then up to 164 patients in July. By the end of the year, their revisiting patients tripled. They had 348 total patients in March 1920; in the next year, March 1921, they had 655.20 They’d get so many calls that Gary Burke would head out one way in the mission’s touring car and Alice Burke would ride out the other way on horseback. But they both knew that the hospital would have fallen apart without the many local helpers who worked long hours chopping wood and bringing food and hauling water without complaint.21

The hospital was a meager affair. The cramped adobe building’s rooms could barely hold their white plaster and kalsomine coats. The plumbing ran exposed to the patients and sometimes snagged their feet and shoulders. They didn’t have enough washbowls. The hospital hoghan they’d built outside for housing relatives and friends of their sick patients, who’d traveled far distances, needed plastering and a chimney.22 They wanted to lay down linoleum, but there was no money in the budget.23 When Salsbury was finally able to buy the hospital’s first microscope with some earmarked funds, he couldn’t find a spare space to install it. He eventually clamped it to the counter in the bathroom.24

The Burkes had laid a foundation for Salsbury—chasing after some of the local people and finally convincing them that the hospital wasn’t just a death house.

But that was about to change. That night, all Salsbury could do was look back toward the dark windows in the adobe hospital behind his stone cottage. All he could think of was the young girl.

Salsbury had found her at a hoghan during one of his routine calls. He’d learned through his interpreter that she’d fallen from her horse a few days before. He asked the family if he could drive her back to the mission hospital. Salsbury had no x-ray machine, but by examining with his hands he could feel her bone forming a hinge with overlapping ends and knew he would need to do a surgery to insert a steel plate to set the bones straight.25

Over the next three days, he spoke with the girl’s parents and extended relatives through an interpreter as they all sat on the floor of the hospital hallway. He had sighed with relief when they’d given their consent for the surgery.

It was the first surgery inside the mission hospital, and he was glad it wasn’t going to be a complicated one. The only possible problem was the risk of an embolism—a clot formed in a healing blood vessel that could break loose and crash through the arteries and veins until it blocked the movement of blood and slowly strangled the heart, lungs, or brain.

During the operation, the risk came alive. The girl stopped breathing. Salsbury injected adrenaline. He gave artificial respiration. The girl’s face went pale. Her skin tightened. An embolism. As he had feared. There was nothing he could do now, but walk to the hallway where her family waited.

He’d told the interpreter to translate for the family that their daughter was dead. Salsbury began describing the embolism so the interpreter could explain, but the family was already standing and walking out of the hospital. Without the slightest emotion, they climbed into their wagon and headed down the road.

Salsbury hadn’t a chance to sit before one of the nurses ran up to him.

“They’re all gone!” she said.

“Who?” he replied.

“The patients. Even the sickest ones got up and left. They’re not going to stay here.”

Salsbury looked out the window and saw the patients: everyone, from the rib-thin, malnourished children to the weary old grandmas frail with pneumonia, rose up from their beds and walked out the front door in their white, sterile gowns, drifting through the alfalfa field like phantoms into the night. The girl’s ch’įįndii was loose now. The people weren’t staying in the death house.

The girl’s family went to Hubbell’s trading post, across a plain of junipers, sagebrush, and rattlesnake dens, to tell the story to their relatives there.

The name ran through Salsbury’s mind. ’Azee’ííł’íní Tsoh. Big Doctor.

He thought about the mob gathering in front of Hubbell’s store.

The Navajos had killed missionaries before.

The summer wind kicked sand onto the grass at Salsbury’s feet. He dusted off his leather shoes with his big hands.

It felt like the end of the world.26
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Ganado Mission, circa 1929. Courtesy of Menaul Historical Library of the Southwest.




	Chapter 1

	PEACE TIME ON BAD SOIL





HE HAD BEEN rushed into applying for the position. Rev. James Roberts, a freshly graduated seminary student from Ohio, did not speak Navajo. He had never been to Navajo country. The idea had all started when the wife of an army officer stationed in New Mexico Territory had been writing to her mother in Pittsburgh.

During the war with the Americans eight years before, the people had fought and fled before the superior American firepower and numbers. It had ultimately been a process of the Americans finding the food stores that the Navajo had used to survive and burning them. Then the Americans maintained a well-knotted rope that they continually tightened under the relentless command of Adilohee (The Rope Thrower)—the veteran tracker and mountain man, Colonel Christopher “Kit” Carson. The rest of the story was a slow and valiant defeat before the fires of the Americans, who burned their way through cornfields and peach orchards until large bands of Navajos began surrendering. Carson’s commander, General James Carleton, knew where to send them. He’d picked the site himself: a country near the Pecos River in the New Mexico Territory to the east, thick with cottonwoods, willows, and what he deemed to be rich farmland. The locals there called it Bosque Redondo, the ringed forest. The Americans had also built up an outpost there and christened it Fort Sumner. In this new confinement camp, the Navajo people could seek a new life and become the tame farmers that Carleton envisioned. As Roberts knew, the experiment became an abysmal failure.

That Christmas season of 1867—three years into the long, brutal confinement of the Navajo at Bosque Redondo—that mother in Pittsburgh read her daughter’s letters and recommended to the Presbyterian Board of Foreign Missions that they send a stalwart young missionary who could carry the life of Christ to the Navajo people.

Secretary John C. Lowrie, the head of the Board of Foreign Missions that oversaw the various missions in Africa and Asia, was probably glad to hear the idea. The Catholics had been operating in New Mexico for years. The Presbyterians needed to throw their hat into the ring. And if they did, the Diné were so far out that the board would try to reach them.

It seemed like a good idea. Rev. David F. MacFarland, a Santa Fe pastor, had been writing Secretary Lowrie in support of the mission since that spring. Lowry didn’t know how MacFarland may have overestimated the ease of the enterprise. For example, MacFarland thought all Diné, or Navajo people, spoke Spanish, though many did not. Fewer spoke English. Not that it mattered. Most nineteenth-century Presbyterians were stocked with confidence and buzzed on their own recent successes with Eastern tribes before the Civil War.1 When the war ended, after winning the battle against Confederate slavery, many Presbyterians and other Protestant reformers looked to the West for new wrongs to set right.2

The general who had so brutally sounded forth that trumpet that would never sound retreat—Ulysses S. Grant—was now the president. And in the zeal of nominating and supervising government-appointed agents, teachers, and physicians under Grant’s “Peace Policy”—a church and state partnership designed to educate and christianize the Native tribes—John Lowrie and the Board of Foreign Missions probably couldn’t see the financial costs and frontier conditions that their missionaries would face.

Lowrie had never visited the New Mexico Territory. But Rev. James Roberts had served several years on the sage plains under the staggering dark peaks of the Sangre de Christo Mountains at Taos Pueblo in New Mexico and knew many of the problems any missionary might encounter in that desert country.3 Taos—several days’ ride from the borders of Navajo country—housed more Puebloans than Navajos. And Roberts hadn’t learned the Navajo language (and later proved himself incapable of learning it). Not that Roberts had the opportunity to prepare: there were no Navajo grammars or dictionaries, nor were there more than half a dozen people in the world who could translate directly between Navajo and English.4 The majority of translation in Navajo country was done by a two-person team: a Navajo who could speak Spanish, and a Spanish-speaking interpreter who could translate the messages into English.

Lowrie thought it would be best for Roberts to scout ahead, become familiar with the Navajo people, learn the language, and determine the needs of the mission to save cost. But when Roberts heard that items were more expensive in the New Mexico Territory, he decided to pack as many of his possessions as he could. He also interviewed Samuel Gorman, a seasoned missionary who’d served at Laguna and Santa Fe, who told him that no missionary should go into the territory without his wife.5 Roberts took Gorman’s advice.

He also decided to wait until September 1868—nearly half a year after the Navajos were released from their four-year imprisonment at Fort Sumner in New Mexico, at the confinement area of Bosque Redondo.6

Roberts wanted to time his arrival to the reservation so that he could be there in the spring as people returned to their lands on the new reservation and settled back into their rhythms of growing crops and herding livestock. As he and his wife bundled into their thick wool coats and set out from Gallup, they crossed sagebrush hills and crags of weathered rock splotched with green and black lichen. The clouds seemed to whip past and the wagon rattled with Roberts’ writing desk, his wife’s dressing bureau, and their wooden clock. The wind seemed to sometimes lift them off the buckboard as Roberts tapped the mules down the western path.

Eventually they came into a flat, grassy plain where gargantuan sandstone boulders rose from the earth like shoulders of half-buried giants. The smooth, domed towers reflected the peach light of the late winter sun and seemed to turn the color of tanned doeskin. This was the area of the holy springs and lush grass that many Navajo clans had guarded and maintained for centuries. The locals called this place Tsé’hootsoí (The Meadow Between The Rocks).

Before a small gap between two uplifts of rock, Roberts spotted a line of low, mud-and-wood buildings, a series of small rectangles set up in a larger rectangle with a parade ground in the center. These were the ten officers’ quarters, five barracks, kitchens, messrooms, and company storerooms that had grown up around the first fort built by the American army under the command of Colonel Edwin Vose Sumner in 1851 as part of his plan to end the “predatory war” between the New Mexicans and the Navajo. At the time it was built, no other army post in the country was a farther distance from Washington. And it became the site of the only government agency on the reservation after the war with the Americans.7

The Americans called it Fort Defiance.

Roberts drove his wagon over the snowy plains into the fort just before sundown on January 15, 1869.

His first service as the pastor at Fort Defiance was to visit with a dying man.

The man was Theodore H. Dodd, the Indian agent at Fort Defiance. Roberts sat with Dodd as the older man shivered with fever in the military hospital. Roberts may have known that Dodd had served at the Bosque Redondo confinement camp to keep count of the government’s best efforts to teach the Diné to live on a reservation. There, he’d found a horror show.

In his 1868 report, Dodd estimated that of the 7,304 Navajos on the reservation at Bosque Redondo, over 2,000 had died of smallpox, chicken pox, and pneumonia. The crops were killed by cutworm or had simply failed to grow in the barren, alkaline soil. People had sickened from the acrid drinking water of the Pecos River. They’d starved on poor government food rations and had shivered in improvised canvas and mud-hut shanties.

The new reservation had also butted up against the territory of the fierce horse-warrior Comanche, who raided and stole at will. Mexican slavers cherry-picked women and children to sell to wealthy haciendas, ranches, and settlements on the Rio Grande River. The army’s confinement of the Navajos at Fort Sumner over the last four years had been a failure so complete that many Navajos thought it could only have been a curse from the Holy People. Nearly a thousand had escaped.8 Those who’d stayed spent four years in the hostile, barren land they would later call Hweeldí (A Place Of Suffering).

All of this had shaken Dodd into fits of rage. But he’d clamped down and patiently and painfully logged all the details in his records in the hope of rendering evidence to this unholy injustice. He shared his logs when General Philip Tecumseh Sherman came to negotiate a final peace treaty in the spring of 1868. Dodd’s unflinching assessments would help convince General Sherman that Bosque Redondo was a failure beyond redemption.

After a lengthy conference with a group of naat’áanii (chieftains), Sherman had decided to allow the Diné to return to their own country that August. After the Treaty of 1868 and the release of the Navajo, Agent Dodd had ridden back over the three hundred miles to Fort Defiance and continued to serve his post as Indian agent.

Dodd would have been a valuable mentor and guide to Roberts. He could have told the young minister that he was on a ground that had been fed by bad blood.

Fort Defiance had been built on the traditional grazing lands of the respected war chieftain, Hastiin Ch’ilhaajinii (Man Of The Black Plants), whom the New Mexicans and the Americans called Manuelito. He might have told Roberts how Manuelito had many of his livestock slaughtered in the summer of 1858 by an inept, slave-owning commander just after Manuelito had offered to move them off his own ancestral pastures to appease the soldiers. A few months later, one of Manuelito’s followers rode into the fort with his bow drawn and shot the commander’s slave in the back with an arrow.

The tensions ratcheted so high at Fort Defiance that when the naat’áanii Ganado Mucho—who had been patrolling his own people’s thefts of livestock and returning them to the Americans all through the summer of 1859—sent a messenger to the commander at Fort Defiance, the commander had the messenger tied up, stripped naked, and flogged in front of the other soldiers. Ganado Mucho—whom the Indian agent had called “one of the most faithful and efficient friends of the whites in the whole tribe”—washed his hands of the Americans.9

Dodd could have told him stories of how Navajos stole livestock, then gave it back to the soldiers at Fort Defiance, and then when the military sent the livestock back to Albuquerque in New Mexico Territory, the Navajos would come down and steal them all again. It was a rewarding cycle.

He could have told how Manuelito had finally had enough of the Americans and gathered two hundred warriors in the winter of 1860. The warriors burned the army’s hay camp, crippling their ability to feed their horses and mules. That spring, before the new grass came up, Manuelito had united a thousand Diné warriors who attacked Fort Defiance in the middle of the night. They had stormed the walls and forced the soldiers to lock themselves into the kitchen to keep from being massacred. While the soldiers loaded their muskets, the Diné warriors raided the valuable food stores out of the post storehouse. They fought arrow to musket ball for two hours until the sun began to walk up the high sandstone cliffs to the east and reveal the Diné’s positions. They vanished into the back country before the soldiers could pursue.

Within the month, the Americans had abandoned Fort Defiance.10 They didn’t reoccupy it until after the Long Walk.

If any of the Navajos returning from their imprisonment wanted to look for angry ghosts, most knew they lived in Fort Defiance.

But Roberts never heard these stories from Dodd. Instead, he helped bury the older man that next morning and presided over the funeral.

Not a good start.
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Within a month of his arrival, Roberts had only three local students, most of them with physical deformities or mental problems that made them useless to their families as sheepherders or ranch hands.11

After nearly two years at his post, Roberts succeeded in making enemies with his missionary teacher, the fort surgeon, and the fort commander, Captain Frank Bennett. He still had no interpreters. No one at the agency wanted to work for him. He couldn’t learn the Diné language. He hadn’t given a sermon in Navajo once in two years.

And since he got no salary through the Peace Policy, his expenses had been paid out of his own pocket. His wife hated the dust of the high desert and the frontier conditions at Fort Defiance. At one point, Roberts wrote to Lowrie to request a housekeeper so he could have more time to study.

Lowrie didn’t like that request and wrote from the smooth, oak writing desk of his New York City office to chastise Roberts, who, living in his windowless mud-and-log cabin in the high desert, seemed to lack humility and grace under pressure. But he also gave the pastor good news. He’d recently appointed “just the right man in the right place” in the new Indian agent, James H. Miller, a Presbyterian elder who had taught school and sold real estate in Missouri.12

When Miller arrived in Arizona Territory in January 1871, he had a lot to consider. The crops had failed the year before and the salt pork, flour, lard, dried beef, and other annuity goods guaranteed under the 1868 treaty were already given out and eaten.13 Local warriors had begun raiding ranchers. Captain Bennett believed that many of these raids—especially those against New Mexican ranchers, who still held Navajo slaves—were being done by young men taking to the war trail, just as the chieftains Barboncito, Ganado Mucho, and Manuelito had predicted.

That fall, Roberts had six students registered for his new boarding school.14 By that winter, Miller didn’t think the numbers would go up.

“The Indians are too much prejudiced against him,” he wrote. “He is so constituted as not to be able to remove the prejudice at least he seems to make little efforts to do so.”15

By the spring of 1873, Roberts was gone.16

With his premiere missionary forced out, Lowrie struck back. He convinced Miller to clear the political landscape and fire anybody working at the agency who might be objectionable to the Presbyterian cause. Miller did so, citing “economic hardship” in his request to the territorial superintendent.

That April, while his request waited on the superintendent’s desk in Santa Fe, Agent Miller rode north to the greening corn and hay fields of the San Juan Valley to inspect the region for a subagency site. In the early dawn hours, Miller was attacked and killed by an unidentified group of men. Some reports said they were likely Utes. Others thought the men were Navajos who might have been paid by the agency employees soon to be booted from Fort Defiance.17

In any case, none of the agency employees at Fort Defiance were fired. A Cornishman named Thomas Keam took over as the new agent until a replacement could be found. And Miller’s body was shipped back to Missouri in a pine coffin.
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Fort Defiance, New Mexico, by Seth Eastman, oil on canvas: 1873. The location was not yet considered part of “Arizona.” Courtesy of Office of the Senate Curator. US Senate Commission on Art.




	Chapter 2

	THE RED HOUSE MAN





IN 1887, CONGRESS passed the Compulsory Indian Education Law. Over the decades, Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) boarding schools were established at Fort Wingate, Chinle, Crownpoint, Toadlena, Shiprock, Tuba City, Leupp, and Tohatchi for the Navajo people. BIA agents patrolled the reservation for Navajo children to send to the schools.1 The Presbyterian Church, as well as the Methodist, Catholic, and Christian Reformed churches, were given dominion over the schools under President Grant’s Peace Policy. This way, Congress believed that christianization and “acculturation” would be achieved with less expense.2

The Presbyterian Church was happy for the opportunity. Historian Mark Banker notes that “the mission school became by 1880 the key in the Presbyterian strategy.”3 By 1890, the Presbyterian Church would operate 76 schools in the Southwest, with more than 183 teachers instructing 4,300 students. These schools were essentially reformatories where discipline was rigid and the tasks harsh. Children were taken from homes, melon fields, and sheep corrals at gunpoint and sent by buckboard wagon to whatever BIA boarding school was closest. Many parents did not see their children for as many as eight years and gave them up for dead. Those children who did not die escaping the schools were sometimes beaten, handcuffed, bound in leg irons, locked in dank cellars, and starved for days.4

Word of these terrible conditions spread.

Within a few years, local naat’áanii were refusing to give up their children to the BIA agents and their boarding schools. In 1893, Ganado Mucho died. When the Presbyterian Church asked his son and successor Bíłįį Lání (Many Horses) to allow a mission to be built along the Pueblo Colorado Wash, the leader refused.

Four years later, after more than two hundred Navajo students were enrolled at Fort Defiance boarding school, the United States Congress stated it would no longer supply subsidies to sectarian schools serving Indians.5 However, the BIA created a loophole for religious groups—who could more effectively eradicate the local culture—by securing tribal and treaty funds to pay for staff salaries and supplies. In essence, for the next twenty years, any Diné who paid any taxes would be contributing to their own cultural extinction.6

The Presbyterians saw the destructive irony in this arrangement. And the Board of Foreign Missions changed its strategy. It had made a mistake to send Roberts to Fort Defiance in the winter of 1869. The Presbyterian attitude toward Indians at that time was reflected in The Redemption of the Red Man, a popular nonfiction book by Belle Brain widely read in Presbyterian circles.

According to Brain, much of the “Indian problem” was due to American mismanagement, and that Indians did not “differ materially from other men.”7 Rather, the Indian was “almost the only guiltless prisoner … in this great land of boasted freedom.” The Indian had lived through a “Century of Dishonor” between 1778 and 1878. In this time, 370 treaties were made and broken, and the American government had spent over $700 million in the persecution of the Indian wars.8

After those wars had been fought, there were 256,000 American Indians living in the United States who now had to contend in the slow and silent wars of education and acculturation. Of those quarter-million Natives, half wore “civilized dress,” 62,616 of them reportedly spoke English fairly well, and 41,080 could read and write.9 And the government was spending $10 million annually on programs to figure out what to do with them.

These programs were meant to determine, according to the commissioner of Indian affairs, whether the Indian should remain “as a survival of the aboriginal inhabitants, a study for the ethnologist, a toy for the tourist, a vagrant at the Mercy of the State, and a continual prisoner on the bounty of the people; [or] that he shall be educated to work, live, and act as a respectable, moral citizen, and thus become a useful, self-supporting member of society.”10

After Roberts left the reservation, the Presbyterians retreated from that part of Navajo country. But a few independent missionaries who were able to keep their small missions running in Navajo country still advocated that the Presbyterians get involved. One of these missionaries was William Riley Johnston.

Johnston had grown up in Kansas, and his teen years were haunted by the jay-hawking raids and high-plains bloodshed of the Civil War. It left him with a stern gaze and a serious appreciation for law and righteous justice that would follow him the rest of his life. He kept himself trim and hard, dressed in black, and sported a dark mustache worthy of any Wild West gunman as he grew into manhood.

Johnston was already in his midforties in September 1896 when he decided to come into the Southwest as an evangelist for the Gospel Union Mission. He had taken the train to Flagstaff from Kansas and watched the country flatten out and dry up. Sagebrush sprouted between brown and red rocks, and junipers dotted the land in a bushy defiance of drought and scorching heat.

As the train steamed ever west, the country lifted up. The air thinned and cooled. Pale blond grass grew along the hills. Johnston eyed long, tall stands of ponderosa pine edging the blue horizon that swept upward to a four-peaked mountain whose snows seemed to shine bright as holy innocence. The Diné people thought they shined like the inside of abalone shells, one of the sacred minerals they’d traded from tribes out of Mexico and California. Even on gray days, the peaks spoke of a higher world, a shining world, a world of clouds that glimmered with the golden light of the western sun.

The Diné named it a sacred mountain. They called it Dook’o’oosłííd (Shining Clouds on Top).

At its base, Johnston walked off the railroad platform and into the small town of Flagstaff. The place took its name from a camp where an American army engineer had lopped a long limb from a ponderosa pine to raise an American flag while surveying a road from the Rio Grande in New Mexico to Fort Tejon in California in 1855. The town had kicked up from a handful of lumberjacks and railroad workers living in camps on a small hill in 1876 and grew into a timber-milling town of more than 1,500 souls by the winter of 1891. Even after being cremated by a series of fires, the town had resprouted with two newspapers, a fortified bank, three building associations, a public library, two militia companies, restaurants, hotels, and enough Presbyterians willing to build a church a short walk from what was considered the finest railroad station for five hundred miles on the Atlantic and Pacific line.11

Johnston walked the dirt streets with a straw-haired boy and a woman with strong brows and large, soulful eyes that many guessed was Johnston’s daughter. She was actually his wife, Maggie, and twenty years younger than Johnston. Trained as a nurse, she could provide valuable medical aid to the local people. The boy was their oldest son, Philip, who had celebrated his fourth birthday while on the train to Flagstaff.

After taking some advice from the Flagstaff locals, Johnston got a loan off a Swede to buy a team of horses and a wagon and drove his family north and east to the Hopi village of Moenkopi. But he nearly lost the horses on the way there. He didn’t know that he’d need to hobble the horses at night by binding one fetlock to the foreleg to keep the animals from running away. After a tiring morning, Johnston caught the horses and he, Maggie, and Philip rolled north.12

The local Hopi leaders approved of Johnston’s presence. They showed him to a red sandstone house at the base of the mesa on which the village stood. The stone building had been built as a woolen mill by an unnamed British man several years before, but the financing dried up before he could buy any machinery. In the first month, Johnston and Maggie restored one end of the long building into a home. His son, Philip, slept in a cot in the corner. The other end of the building they used as a stable.

In exchange for the homesite, the Hopis made Johnston promise that he would preach only to the local Navajos and never to the Hopis. He agreed. The Hopis would allow Johnston and his wife and child to live near them, but he would live beneath them.

Johnston soon bonded with Charles Algert, a local trader, who taught him all about the local political geography of Hopi villages, of the Mormon settlements at nearby Tuba City, and of the local Navajo camps in the area. He also schooled him in the local ways, how to always remain quiet when first entering a camp, how it was rude to walk up and knock at a hoghan like he might at a clapboard house back in Kansas, how he shouldn’t talk about or eat fish in front of other people, use a person’s name in conversation, and always walk to the left when entering a hoghan to pay respect to the Holy People who followed the path of the rising sun from east to south to west.13

Maggie Johnston kept a small clinic, helping to heal local Navajo men of what they called ‘anáziz bii’ diwozhí (The One That Makes The Eyelid Rough). The disease swelled the eyelid as red as a prickly pear and turned the eyelashes into crusty thorns that bent inward until they scraped the cornea blind. The whites—who had brought the disease with them—called the sickness ‘trachoma.’

But Johnston’s best diplomat to the local people turned out to be his toddling son, Philip, who took to the Diné language easily. Algert had taught him the phrase Ha’át’íísh wolyé? (What is the name of this?). Philip would go around the camp when his father visited, and the local elders would laugh when this little white kid would trundle up to them, point to their shoes or their headband, and ask in his little soprano voice, “How is this called?”

The old men would laugh and tell him shakełchi’ (moccasins) or shatsiinázt’i’í (headband) and watch quietly as he ran off to bother someone else.

After Maggie Johnston proved to local medicine men that her drugs and treatments worked, they gave her a begrudging respect. But Maggie was more worried about the injuries she was seeing on the Hopi farmers. Bruises. Lacerations. Probably from whips and boot heels. When some showed up with gunshot wounds, she told William immediately. He wasn’t surprised. He’d learned from Algert that these Hopi farmers living in Moenkopi Wash had never been as warlike as the Diné. White settlers would openly attack them in the hope of terrorizing them until they abandoned their fields.

Johnston had formed his own beliefs about the complicated politics of the Americans and Navajo after traveling through the area and talking with local people and trader Algert. He understood why the Navajo and Hopi people seemed so poor and filthy: white men had made them that way. And after the war with the Americans, the white cattle ranchers grazing their herds on ancestral Native lands and the white farmers who were after the rich, bottomland fields were going to do their best to keep business as usual.14

When the local Hopi chieftain found out that a gang of local whites planned to attack the Hopi on the day of their communal planting, Johnston rode up to tell the local government farmer to stop it. Johnston knew that the land legally belonged to the Hopi. The two men talked it over and came up with a plan. They rode over to the Indian agent to get his approval and the money they would need. The agent bought in on the gamble.

On the day of the communal planting, any whites who showed up to attack the Hopi men and women planting their corn in the flat, sandy plains with their fire-hardened, juniper digging sticks saw something that made them hold back: tall Navajo men on horseback riding slowly in a ring with repeater rifles and revolvers resting against their saddles.

They’d been hired and armed for the day by Johnston and the local Indian agent.

The whites backed off. As Johnston saw it, it was a good day for the Lord.

The local people took to calling him Hastiin Kinłichíí’ (Mr. Red House) after the stone house at the bottom of the Moenkopi mesa.

But the triumph was short-lived when Johnston learned that winter that the ambitious Coconino County sheriff, Ralph Cameron, had kicked off a range war.

Cameron had gathered an armed posse after the county board of supervisors decided to tax the local Diné grazing on their ancestral land that wasn’t legally part of their new “reservation.”

Cameron, who would later make bitter political enemies in Washington when he tried to rustle the Grand Canyon away from the Department of the Interior and the National Park Service, took his posse out onto the range just as the grass was waking up that spring. He knew the people would be moving slower with the ewes starting to give birth to their lambs. Deep snow still lay on the ground, and if the people tried running, they wouldn’t get very far in any kind of hurry.

When Cameron found them, he ordered them—in English—to make immediate payment of the tax of five dollars for every hundred sheep. If they couldn’t pay it (and he knew most of them couldn’t), they would be walked off the land at gunpoint.

The plan clicked perfectly. Most men couldn’t even understand the order. None had any money. So the armed posse trained their rifles on the women and children and made them herd their sheep east toward the reservation boundary at the Little Colorado River. When they walked too slowly, the posse fired their rifles and revolvers to keep them moving.

Cameron and the posse drove the families and their sheep to the banks of the river, swollen high with the cold, brown current of the highland runoff. The sheep and the lambs balked at the high waters. Cameron and the posse fired at them and forced the sheep and lambs through the water, then made the families follow.

Most of the pregnant ewes didn’t make it across the strong current. Their heads went under the dirty water and didn’t come back up. But most of the lambs made the swim. Then they stood shivering and panting in the cold air with the river water freezing in casts of ice around their legs. The women and children wrapped their blankets over them and rubbed them to keep them warm enough to survive. But there weren’t enough blankets and not enough people to hold them. The lambs screamed for their drowned mothers. Then they slowly lay down and froze and died.

Any tears the women shed were lost in the rush of the cold, brown river.

Cameron and the posse turned their mounts and rode south.

The families kept walking until they reached the government offices of the Indian agent, Francis Leupp. Leupp wrote up a report of what had happened and brought a suit against Coconino County. In the meantime, many of the displaced families ended up in the country around Moenkopi. Johnston saw them crowding into local camps that were already crowded, “surviving sheep on a frozen range.”15

Eventually, some of them walked up to Johnston’s mission, seeking legal advice. One of them was respected medicine singer and local leader Peshlakai Etsitty, from the Black Mountain country.

For Johnston—who’d spent much of his time telling the local people the stories of the Good Shepherd who looked after his precious flock and the miracles of baptism in the sacred waters of desert rivers—what had happened to the sheep and the lambs at the Little Colorado River that cold, spring day had been a sin. And the continued greed of the white man for land that was not their own would be a sin borne by his entire race. But all he could do was write letters of protest to the Great Father in Washington, hoping that someone would listen.

They did. But not in the way Johnston had wanted.

The lawsuit against the county dragged through the local courts, but was eventually thrown out when no one could bring any legal evidence against Cameron or his posse. This, too, had been part of the plan. The posse had collected every shell casing they’d fired.

Then the conservative-minded Gospel Union Mission that funded Johnston’s mission to the Navajo country didn’t want to hear of him getting involved in American business interests. They were paying for him to save souls, not make waves.

They suspended him from mission service.16

After living in the country for the past two years, Johnston was less interested in saving souls. He wanted to save lives.

He resigned his commission before he could be fired. He and Maggie moved from the small, red stone house at Moenkopi back to Flagstaff, and then retreated on a train to Topeka, Kansas.

When he got there, he started telling his story and gathering support for another mission at the Arizona Territory and the Navajo Reservation. It would take him two winters before he convinced his associates in the Topeka YMCA to organize a “Mission to the Navajos.” Under the deal, he would take only two hundred dollars a year for expenses and he would take no salary. By the winter of 1899, now forty-eight years old, he left Maggie and Philip and his daughter, Mary, and son, David, behind. He boarded a train for Flagstaff and rode out of town leading a pack mule into the country thirty miles northeast of the Little Colorado River, near Dinnebito.17

The local people had heard of Hastiin Kinłichíí’. While he negotiated a site for his mission with the locals, he talked to the local naat’áanii, a sharp-eyed old man with tall cheekbones and a high forehead. His name was Biwóó’ádin (No Teeth).

He soon learned that it had been a hard winter. When the cold winds started blowing during Níłch’its’ósí and Níłch’itsoh (November and December, the months of Little Wind and Big Wind), the Diné from that area would move south to graze their herds in pastures in the low country within sight of Dook’o’oosłííd, The Sacred Mountain Of The West. But the white settlers also knew these were good winter pastures, and they hadn’t been included in the 1868 treaty that created the three-million-acre reservation. The government didn’t think the Navajos would need them. But if they did, the government thought the white ranchers would share them.

Johnston knew this had been a miscalculation. The government—which had fought wars against American Indians for over a century—never really planned for the Native population to rebound.18, 19 Many conquered tribes had dropped to the point of extinction. But while many other tribes in the West were a “vanishing race,” the Diné had adapted to working on the railroads, harvesting white farmers’ beet fields, weaving and silversmithing for the local trading posts, in addition to their livestock and farming.20 Their population was ramping up so fast that, on the insistence of its own agents, the government had added two million more acres to the reservation. And—as Johnston figured it—they would need to add more.

But it wouldn’t be easy. Biwóó’ádin had been grazing his sheep on these traditional lands because of the overcrowding. And he had stories to tell. That previous summer, when he hadn’t moved his sheep from the range, some white cowboys strung barbed wire fences around two springs that his family regularly used. They left behind two small tin cans. While herding their flocks, his daughter and her two daughters had stepped through the fence and used the tin cans to drink from the spring.

The women grew sick and stumbled back toward the family camp. By sundown, all three were dead. Johnston figured that the cowboys had poisoned either the spring or the cans.21 The local trader pleaded with Biwóó’ádin not to take revenge. It would just lead to a range war and more trouble for his people. The naat’áanii agreed and suffered in silence.

Johnston promised Biwóó’ádin that he would help him and his people, forced to live off the reservation, to find a legal way to file for allotments and extensions. But he knew this would be different from what local people had called “The Battle of Moenkopi.”

This adversary wasn’t a few Mormon families bushwhacking locals for farmland. They were talking about rich grasslands surrounding flat, volcanic soil where whites had already settled. And Johnston knew the whites’ resolve to keep the land for their livestock. He still carried the memory of Ralph Cameron’s posse and the Diné families forced across the Little Colorado River, who had to watch their lambs die in the freezing cold.

That’s when Biwóó’ádin showed Johnston his gunshot wound. Just a few weeks before, the headman and some of his family had been hunting in a nearby canyon when a posse of four white men rode up on them and fired in the air. One of the white men read from a piece of paper—none of which Biwóó’ádin understood. Then the whites walked in close and reached for one of the hunters’ rifles. The hunter pulled back and the white man swore and grabbed him by the collar. Someone pushed someone else, and then the fists flew. The man who had read the paper ran up to Biwóó’ádin and grabbed for his rifle, which fired and hit the old man in the side. He blacked out to the sound of gunfire.

When he woke, one of his men was dead on the ground and a white man laid splayed facedown in a sagebrush. The chieftain followed a blood trail along the rim of the canyon and back to his camp. When he arrived, he learned that the blood trail he’d been following had belonged to his youngest son. The boy had been shot. A few days later, his boy died.

Johnston thought that Biwóó’ádin should
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