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Our country was built on the unique contributions of its citizens, perhaps even more so in fimes of war. As our nation’s sons traveled to Europe to

fight in World War Il (WWII) in 1942, the government found itself with fremendous voids to fill in the American workforce. With the popularity of

campaigns and icons such as “Rosie the Riveter,” the new roles that women adopted became well-known in history. Less known, however, are the

contributions of other minority groups. In a small area of Arizona, large groups of American Indians played an important role in the war effort.

The following is an account of how their service came to be, how the area in which they worked has supported military efforts for more than 50
years and how SWCA was involved in this unique ethnohistoric/archaeological project.

In 1942, the United States War Department announced plans to construct a federal munitions
supply depot, named the Navajo Ordnance Depot (NOD), in the small town of Bellemont,
Arizona — located about 12 miles west of Flagstaff. The area of proposed construction encom-
passed more than 44 square miles on the Colorado Plateau. Its diverse topography included
open and forest-covered hills, rolling prairies, canyons and washes. In terms of structures, the
area included little more than a dormitory and a dining hall — not nearly enough to accommo-

date the more than 8,000 workers (approximately 1,500 of which were American Indians) who John Billy holds a shell
as part of bond drive
publicity during WWII at
Navajo Ordnance Depot

would be recruited to assist with Navajo Ordnance Depot construction over seven months.

In addition to the workers required for construction, the depot needed a work-
force of 2,000 permanent workers to handle the ammunition. The depot’s first
commanding officer, Col. E. B. Myrick immediately set about hiring depot
staff. His previous post at Fort Wingate in New Mexico had introduced
Myrick to Navajo workers. He was convinced, despite initial resistance from
Washington, D.C., that the Navajo and Hopi reservations would be the best
source of permanent labor at a time when many non-Native American
men were already conscripted. Myrick approached the Navajo and Hopi
tribal councils to recruit workers; at its peak, the depot hired nearly 1,000
American Indian workers, three-quarters of them Navajo and one-
quarter of them Hopi.

Families Welcome!

Although he initially thought he’d

found an easy solution to a potentially

complex problem, Myrick soon found that

his plan was not without obstacles. Many of the

tribesmen he hired returned to the reservation to be

with their families after only several days or weeks and

often without warning; thus, turnover became an expensive
issue. To avoid the continual process of hiring and re-hiring
men, Myrick sought to create an environment that was conducive
to Native American men bringing their families to live on post, rather
than having to return to the reservation to

see them. He began creating housing that (~ N
was designated and designed specifically
for American Indian families. Soon, hogans
— traditional Navajo homes made from
stacked logs chinked with mud - and mili-
tary tents were erected in long rows, and
the first official Indian Camp at the Navajo
Ordnance Depot was established later that
summer. Unfortunately, the camp was
located on a grassy lowland that proved to
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be too marshy; the logs for the hogans were too short and thick to
be made watertight and the tents kept catching fire from the wood
stoves. This camp was soon replaced with a second, more perma-
nent Indian Village erected that fall on wooded high ground about
500 yards north of the first camp. It contained wooden dormitories
from a Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) camp in Flagstaff that
were transported to Bellemont to create a Navajo Village and a
separate Hopi Village several hundred yards to the east. The gov-
ernment recognized that the Navajo and Hopi tribes have different
cultures; and Col. Myrick decided that the separation of villages
would be culturally sensitive and appropriate. The transported
CCC buildings were also used to erect a school, a recreation center
and a dispensary. By October of that year, more than 1,000 people
were living in the Navajo and Hopi villages on post, and employee
absenteeism and turnover was dramatically reduced. Later, the
Navajo Village Council successfully petitioned Col. Myrick to
allow long-time Navajo trader Hubert Richardson to create a trad-
ing post at the Navajo Ordnance Depot, so that native people could
purchase traditional foods, barter crafts and trade in a manner that
was familiar to them.

Working Hard.. .Together

In response to the expanding war mission at the Navajo Ordnance
Depot, Native American women were recruited to crate and stencil
light-weight ammunition such as hand grenades, fins and fuses as
well as take munitions inventories. Many of the families who lived
on post remember this as the first time women were permitted to
wear pants! Both women and men worked ‘round the clock in
three 8-hour shifts; many times, the workers were called back to
work when an ammunition train arrived. Women were also hired
to work in the dispensary and in the personnel office. Whether a
woman worked outside the home typically depended on the size
of her family (no formal child care facilities were available) and
whether her family followed traditional customs.

Moving On

In 1956, the Army had the Indian Village homes torn down
because upkeep was too expensive, and brought in surplus WWII
houses to create a New Indian Village, this time with adjoining
Hopi Village and Navajo Village, separated by a 6 chain link
fence. The Navajo Ordnance Depot, which continued to provide

ordnance for the Korean War and the Vietham War, had its name
changed to Navajo Army Depot in 1962. Staffing fluctuated with
the need for ordnance throughout the Korean and Vietnam Wars.
In 1971, the depot was downsized drastically, and Native families
were given notice that they would have to evacuate the premises
within a few months. Some remained in the Flagstaff area; others
returned to their reservation homes. For the next twenty years the
depot served various functions until it was formally transferred to
the management of the Arizona Army National Guard (ANG) in
1991 to be used as a training facility and renamed Camp Navajo.

Camp Navajo

With Camp Navajo under their management, ANG sought to
make several changes to increase the training facility’s security
and overall capabilities. These changes included expansion of the
Camp’s firing range and security fencing, among others. Prior to
beginning these projects, ANG conducted archaeological surveys
on Camp Navajo to identify historic properties, as required by the
National Historic Preservation Act. Unfortunately, the sporadic
archaeological work that had been conducted at Camp Navajo for
over 15 years made these efforts quite challenging. SWCA com-
pleted a 25,000 acre archaeological survey in 2002; another firm
performed additional work and submitted a report that the State
Historic preservation Office (SHPO) reviewed and asked ANG to
address its comments. ANG turned again to SWCA to finalize the
work, update all site records with GIS locational data and conduct
an ethnohistory of the Indian Villages to address SHPO concerns.

“SWCA was able to step right into an existing project and get the
work done, “said David Larsen, Cultural Resources and NEPA
Coordinator for the ANG. “That can be difficult to do, but SWCA
handled the situation well.”

Nearly 275 sites — dating from the Archaic period to late historic
times — were documented at Camp Navajo. These sites included
prehistoric hunting and gathering camps, historic logging rail-
roads, historic homesteads, and many other types. About half of
the recorded sites can be recommended as eligible for inclusion
on the National Register of Historic Places. So far, work at these
sites has only included mapping and photography; if excavated,
these archaeological sites have the potential to tell us many things
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Dave Larsen, A Army National Guard U
Resources Manager, pointing out details on display
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former NOD ammunition handler.
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Hubert Richardson in ]943 to prowde traditional
foods and craft supplies.





