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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 
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 
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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Our country was built on the unique contributions of its citizens, perhaps even more so in times of war. As our nation’s sons traveled to Europe to 
fight in World War II (WWII) in 1942, the government found itself with tremendous 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.

Silt Fencing

The plan was for SWCA scientists to 
survey approximately 33 square miles of 
tribal owned land and document the pres-
ence of scientifically significant paleon-
tological resources and rare or sensitive 
biological resources.  While paleonto-
logical and biological surveys are pretty 
standard work for SWCA, this project 
resulted in some interesting findings and 
served as a reminder of points to keep in 
mind while surveying on tribal land and 
land in general. 

When working on tribal land, 
make sure to consult with both 
the Tribe and the Bureau of 
Indian Affairs (BIA).

The Ute Tribe, like all American Indian 
tribes, is a sovereign nation. However, it 
is still subject to federal laws for environ-
mental compliance. The Bureau of Indian 
Affairs is the primary federal agency that 
works with Indian Tribes to represent 
the U.S, in the application and satisfac-
tion of the government-to-government 
relationship established between Indian 
tribes and the U.S., by treaty and statute.  
The BIA has a fiduciary responsibility to 
assist Indian tribes in maintaining their 

sovereignty, protecting their lands and 
resources, and other duties required by 
federal mandates.

Additionally, the BIA can help collaborate 
with project participants to ensure that 
tribal requirements are followed. 

Surveys are not  
“one size fits all.”

In April, 2007, SWCA began conducting 
a presence-absence survey for all feder-
ally listed threatened or endangered (T&E) 
species with potential to occur within 
Newfield’s leased acreage. The team of 
biologists was initially asked to conduct 
a “block survey” (a survey that covers a 
defined area, usually by legal description, 
e.g., the NE quarter of the SE quarter of 
Section 6, Township 5S, Range 2) of over 
100 percent of the leased area. While 
these surveys work well in many cases, 
they are not always an optimal choice. 
In this case, there was a large amount 
of sensitive habitat — areas where T&E 
species were likely to occur. Therefore, a 
block survey would have been too time in-
tensive to keep Newfield in line with their 
drilling schedule. Eventually surveys were 

conducted only at each proposed well 
location and along each proposed access 
road and pipeline.  

The paleontological surveys, however, 
were completed as block surveys since 
their protocols allowed for quicker 
completion and their results are valid for 
an indefinite length of time. 

When it comes to fossils,  
Do Not Disturb.

…At least, when you’re working on Ute 
Tribal land. The paleontological surveys 
for this project resulted in the recording 
of more than 450 new significant lo-
calities (areas where fossils were found). 
The fossils were from animals that lived 
around 42 million years ago, including 
turtles, crocodilians, fish, even-toed and 
odd-toed ungulates (extinct relatives of 
groups like sheep and horses), rodents, 
rabbits and three groups of carnivorous 
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Left and right inset photos: 
Ammo Handlers ca. 1944

John Billy holds a shell  
as part of bond drive 
publicity during WWII at 
Navajo Ordnance Depot

Co-Authored by Christine Love and Suzanne Griset 

Surveying Tribal Land:   
Oil and Gas Production in the Uintah Basin 

SWCA has been working in the Uintah Basin for nearly a decade. 
Labeled by the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) as "Utah's 
oil patch,” the Basin is the site of more than 5,000 oil and gas 
wells. When the Newfield Production Company (Newfield) obtained 
leases from the Ute Tribe on the Uintah and Ouray Reservation to 
construct oil and gas wells, it was the first time the oil and natural 
gas explorer/producer would work on tribal land. They contacted 
SWCA to assist them with the permitting process. 

See Tribal on page 10
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Ute Energy and Minerals Tribal Technician  
Leroy Cesspooch provides SWCA personnel  
with an orientation to the project area.
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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.
 

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. 

 
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 Vietnam 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. 

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 

In the spring of 2008, the U.S. Department of Defense (DoD) 
began what has been billed as the largest desert tortoise move in 
California history. Seven hundred and seventy tortoises – which 
are listed as a “threatened” species on the Federal and California 

Threatened and Endangered Species Lists – are being transferred from 
DoD land to adjacent areas primarily overseen by the U.S. Bureau of 
Land Management. Spurring the move was the DoD’s plan to expand 
Fort Irwin, a 643,000-acre U.S. military training center in the Mojave 
Desert of San Bernardino County, California. The Fort Irwin Land 
Expansion Project – necessary to accommodate training with longer-
range weapons and larger tanks – required an additional 131,000 
acres that expanded into prime desert tortoise habitat. To mitigate 
for impacts to desert tortoises and their habitat, the DoD funded the 
relocation effort and several research projects related to the transloca-
tion. One study, awarded to the U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) and 
initiated in 2007, involves investigating the epidemiology and spread 
of disease within a tortoise population. Dr. Kristin Berry of the USGS 
led the study with assistance from Mr. Kemp Anderson and numerous 
biologists, including SWCA Senior Biologist Michael Tuma.

To begin the study, the research team needed to identify a population 
of diseased tortoises within or near Fort Irwin. Unfortunately, such a 
population was not identified, but Dr. Berry knew of a population near 
Daggett, California that has a high prevalence of diseased tortoises. 
This site included a “core” area located near a busy interstate and a 
rural residence inhabited by a family that keeps dogs. According to 
reports, the dogs roam the surrounding area, often killing or maiming 
tortoises they encounter. These kinds of stresses (roads, human settle-
ments and dog attacks) appear to make tortoises more susceptible to 
a certain sickness, Upper Respiratory Tract Disease (URTD). With this 
information, the research team sought to determine how fast URTD, 
or other diseases carried by tortoises within this core area, spread to 
tortoise populations at various distances and within relatively less 
disturbed habitats. 

The study was initiated with an intensive two-day training seminar 
that taught researchers how to draw blood from the tortoises as well 
as follow the health assessment protocols established by Dr. Berry. 
Following the training session, the researchers began work at the study 
site. During the spring of 2007, approximately 140 tortoises were cap-
tured and assessed. Of these tortoises, a total of 30 adult males and 30 
adult females from the three “bands,” or distance zones – each ranging 
approximately two miles in distance from the epicenter – were fitted 

Assessing Desert 
Tortoises' Health 
In a Time of Change
The Fort Irwin Land Expansion Project

An adult male tortoise is extracted from its burrow at the  
Daggett study site for tissue sampling and health assessment.

Above: Michael Tuma, SWCA, drawing a blood sample from 
the subcarapacial vein of a juvenile tortoise. Below: Tortoise 
fitted with a radiotransmitter.

See Tortoise Health on page 11

Richardson's Trading Post opened by Navajo trader 
Hubert Richardson in 1943 to provide traditional 
foods and craft supplies.

Dave Larsen, Arizona Army National Guard Cultural 
Resources Manager, pointing out details on display 
created by SWCA for Indian Village.  

SWCA's Suzanne Griset interviews Oscar Doctor, 
former NOD ammunition handler.  

See Navajo on page 11
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