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ABSTRACT .

In what ways does America’s settler colonial heritage
shape how its citizens imagine the national past? | address
this question through a study of county historical museums
in rural Arizona, with a particular focus on the Navajo Coun-
ty Museum. This analysis suggests that we consider the
“natural history” or “evolutionary” style of organizing col-
lections as integrally tied to a foundational settler colonial
logic. Conclusions are drawn about the ubiquity of this ori-
entation to the national past and the difficulties curators
may face in effectively challenging it. [settler colonialism,
local museum, historical consciousness]

Exiting Interstate 40 for Holbrook, Arizona, one
passes a contemporary monument of a cowboy rid-
ing high atop a precarious tower of petrified logs,
with a diminutive person, presumably a Native
American, looking up at him. Further along, one
passes a series of flashy Route 66—era motels, tired-
looking stores adorned with murals of Indians in
feathered headdresses, and large green dinosaur
statues advertising petrified wood and Indian arti-
facts. Turning onto a side street, one encounters a
large grassy park with a bandstand, war memorial,
and an impressive sandstone building identified as
the Navajo County Museum. This is one of several
local historical museums that have proliferated in
this area of Arizona in the past several decades, and
which present excellent examples of the local char-
acter of public history making in the United States.
(Also considered in this article are the Apache
County Historical Society Museum in St. Johns,
Arizona; the Graham County Historical Museum
in Thatcher, Arizona; and the Eastern Arizona
Museum and Historical Society in Pima, Arizona;
see Figure 1.} Like other local museums, they rely
on local residents for financial backing and material
collections {Levin 2007). They also exemplify a
widespread vyet largely unaware settler colonial
historical consciousness. In this article, I first out-
line characteristics of settler societies likely to
emerge in particular ways of framing the national

or local past and then turn to their manifestation in
eastern Arizona.

First, what is meant by “settler colonialism”™?
Scholarship in Native American studies, genocide
studies, the Native Hawaiian sovereignty movement,
and Australian historiography suggests that we view
the contemporary United States as an ongoing settler
society vet to undergo decolonization (Biolsi 2005;
Coombes 2006; Fujikane and Okamura 2010; Jacobs
2009; Kauanui 2008; Moses 2004; Philips 2005).
Patrick Wolfe’s insights stemming from his study of
Australia are particularly illuminating in this regard.
Wolfe highlights a “logic of elimination” as settler
colonialism’s distinguishing feature: “settler colonial-
ism is first and foremost a territorial project, whose
priority is replacing natives on their land rather than
extracting an economic surplus from mixing their
labor with it” (2008:103). He outlines positive and
negative dimensions of this form of colonialism: neg-
atively, “it strives for the dissolution of native socie-
ties,” and positively, “it erects a new colonial society
on the expropriated land base” (Wolfe 2008:103).
He suggests that we not view elimination as an event
or a series of events, but rather as an organizing prin-
ciple of settler-colonial society. Following frontier
violence, “settler societies characteristically devise a
number of often coexistent strategies to eliminate the
threat posed by the survival in their midst of irregu-
larly dispossessed social groups” (Wolfe 2008:103).
These strategies include not only extermination and
expulsion but also assimilationist projects such as
breaking down native title into alienable landhold-
ings, native citizenship, child abduction, and religious
conversion—all ultimately “eliminatory strategies”
that “reflect the centrality of land” (Wolfe 2008:103).

If elimination is indeed an organizing principle of
settler society, it should yield distinctive ways of
conceptualizing the past, a settler-colonial historical
consciousness. “Historical consciousness” here refers
to the ways that everyday people as well as profes-
sional historians understand the past (Seixas
2004:10), which in other disciplines is sometimes
termed “collective memory” (Conway 2010). Schol-
ars of settler colonialism are turning to this topic, ask-
ing how “the long history of contact between
indigenous peoples and the heterogeneous white
colonial communities ... has been obscured, narrated
and embodied in public culture in the twentieth
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Figure 1. Map of Arizona’s counties and tribal lands. (William G.
Dohe AIA.)

century” (Coombes 2006:1). This “memory work” is
quite advanced in Australia, New Zealand, Canada,
and South Africa. Through a close analysis of one
museum’s collection in particular, I hope to contrib-
ute to a parallel paradigm shift currently under way
in the United States by illustrating what a “settler-
colonial” account of the local past might entail.'

THE LOCAL HISTORY MUSEUM
Michael Ames called for scholars to return to the
museum, if not to learn from the objects found
within, then to move beyond the object to include
the “museum itself as an artefact of our society”
(1992:44) Museum activities can be explored as cul-
tural performances that transmit a variety of intended
and unintended messages: they communicate essen-
tial values and serve as political instruments of the
state, monuments to the benevolence of the elite, and
sources of local pride. In doing so, they become
important sites in the dissemination of hegemonic
ideologies and the construction of knowledge more
generally (Ames 1992:101).

The museum’s reproduction of hegemonic ideas
may be best exemplified by history museums, which
in the United States have proliferated exponentially
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since World War IL. In 1978, cultural historian Tho-
mas Schlereth (2004:335) argued that historical
museums exert “inordinate influence” on Americans’
views of the national past. At that time, he identified
several common problems with U.S. history muse-
ums, including their tendency to homogenize and
sanitize the past. He ended his essay on a populist
note, encouraging teachers and museum curators to
show the “average citizens various ways of knowing
themselves and their communities through an under-
standing of their own past and the pasts of others”
(Schlereth 2004:344).

Despite the proliferation of history-related popu-
lar media, the museum still plays a key role in how
Americans relate to their past. According to their
extensive survey-based research conducted in the
1990s, Roy Rosenzweig and David Thelen (1998)
found that Americans encounter the past through
multiple arenas, including family gatherings, school,
conversations, television, and movies. The museum,
however, was viewed as the most trustworthy of these
sources, far more than television programming and
even high school history teachers (Rosenzweig and
Thelen 1998:32). While anthropological studies of
American history museums have proliferated in
recent years, they have emphasized the more promi-
nent national examples (Gable and Handler 2006;
Handler and Gable 1997; Kahn 1995; Wallace
1996); the smaller local history museum remains
understudied.

In the United States, local history museums are
ubiquitous yet diverse institutions that defy easy gen-
eralization. They range from living history museums
in which participants play themselves as historical
figures (such as Arthudale, West Virginia) to nostal-
gic (and largely fictional) recreations of mythical
places (such as the Old Cowtown Museum in Wich-
ita, Kansas) to well-funded, multimedia state histori-
cal museums (such as the Old State Capitol Museum
in Baton Rouge, Louisiana) (Levin 2007). This diver-
sity stems in large part from the very democratic and
decentralized nature of public history making in
the United States called for by progressive cultural
historians such as Schlereth. This decentralization is
extreme: indeed, we cannot know with any certainty
how many local history museums exist in this coun-
try at any given time. According to the American
Association of Museums, there have been only two
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recent attempts to enumerate American museums

(1998 and 2000), with the most recent effort by the
Institute of Museum and Library Services yielding
approximately seventeen thousand five hundred
museums.” The association’s membership can be
searched online—1,210 are identified as “history
museums,” although this is clearly only a subset of
existing museums (and none of the museums studied
for this article are included in that list).” The Ameri-
can Association for State and Local History has iden-
tified the “small” museum as a subtype; however, a
2007 survey conducted by the association was incon-
clusive regarding how such a museum might be
defined.*

Aside from regulations guiding nonprofit organi-
zation status, there are no universal standards that
historical museums must follow; however, their local
character can yield predictable results, as James
Loewen (1999) found in his study of historic sites and
monuments. Because they often stem from local
initiatives led by private individuals and volunteer
societies, local history museums, like the monuments
Loewen reviewed, tell a narrative that best suits
their founders, tending to “omit any blemishes that
might taint the heroes they commemorate” (Loewen
1999:17). As Loewen quips, such sites proclaim to the
visitor that “everything that happened here was
good” (1999:17). As we turn to an example from
central Arizona, we find that the primary vantage
point is a settler-colonial one as well.

NAvAjO COUNTY HISTORICAL MUSEUM

The Navajo County Historical Museum was estab-
lished in 1981 in Holbrook, Arizona, the county seat
since 1895. Ostensibly a project of the county histori-
cal society, the museum owes its existence to the
efforts of Garnette Franklin, a Holbrook resident
from 1919 until her death in 2006 (Rhoden 1999). In
the 1970s, Franklin and other members of the Navajo
County Historical Society began to lobby the Hol-
brook City Council for the creation of a regional visi-
tor’s center at the Navajo County Courthouse, a
building to be abandoned with the completion of a
new county headquarter complex.’ She argued before
the City Council that such a center would “bring
more revenue into Holbrook,” adding, “it is a real
challenge to see how far reaching the effects would be
if, with proper planning and use, this historic old
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building could return Holbrook to the hub city of
Northeastern Arizona.”® Franklin was known locally
for her interest in Holbrook’s past. People today
speak fondly of her visits to their elementary school
classes, and a local resident remembers that whenever
an abandoned building was lost to neglect, Franklin
was distraught. The resident reminisced, “I can just
hear her saying, ‘We’re losing all of our old buildings!
We have to do something,”””

When Franklin and eight other local residents
were appointed to the Navajo County Museum Board
by the Navajo County Board of Supervisors in 1980,
they faced the daunting task of developing and orga-
nizing collections.® They obtained most items
through local donations, or “anything they could beg,
borrow, or steal.”® The museum was opened in 1981.
Articles in the local newspaper praising people and
institutions for their donations illustrate the idiosyn-
cratic nature of the objects received:

The following people have been largely respon-
sible for making the museum a success: Marlin
Gillespie, Navajo County Sheriff’s pictures and
leg irons; Lewis Turley, pictures from the
“Bucket of Blood Saloon ... Millie Maddox,
figurines and Apache necklace ... Hilda Frost
and the Show Low branch for providing a
pioneer display; Mollie Salazar, Spanish combs
and mantillas; Frances DeMare, prayer book and
pancho ... Cephas Perkins, saddle ... Lamerle
Gerwitz, Hogan, arrow heads and Apache bas-
ket; Everett Cooley, rifle and artifacts from Fort
Apache.'

The museum now comprises the bottom floor of
the former courthouse (Figure 2) and is open every
day of the week. The museum’s lobby serves as the
local Chamber of Commerce headquarters, which
provides a staff member to assist tourists. In 1989,
approximately 80 percent of the people who visited
the chamber also went into the museum, or some 34
thousand people (Fox 1990:11). However, due to per-
petual funding shortages, it has a somewhat shabby
appearance. Some of the displays appear to be reposi-
tories for objects left over from the building’s former
use as a courthouse. And yet the museum tells a clear
story that we might organize into the following four
themes: “The Town,” “Prehistory,” “History,” and
“Law and Order.'' Each is discussed in turn.



The Town

Most museum visitors arrive by car via the interstate
(I-40), located a few miles to the north of Holbrook,
and thus do not necessarily see the town on their way.
The first exhibit orients these visitors with paintings
of the old courthouse, the train depot, and railroad
crossing; all are original works by Garnette Franklin.
We see a photographic image of Henry Holbrook,
engineer for the Atlantic Pacific Railroad and the
town’s eponymous ancestor. A plaque to the right of
Holbrook’s portrait informs us that “John Young,
who was a grading contractor for the railroad, named
the town after Mr. Holbrook on September 24, 1881,
the day the last spike was driven.” To the left of
Holbrook’s image is a tall chest that is labeled “Spanish
Influence Showcase,” acknowledging a local Hispanic
presence. In this large armoire are Mexican blankets,
articles of clothing, lace, hair combs, and fans.

The viewer is also instructed to note the replica of
the Blevins House and “read the story of the shootout
that took place there.”'? A flyer, “Shootout at Hol-
brook,” features a reproduction of Sheriff Commo-
dore Perry Owens and describes his actions on
September 4, 1887. When Owens went to arrest sus-
pected horse thief Andy (Cooper) Blevins at his
mother’s house in Holbrook, Blevins tried to shut the
door on Owens, and Owens fired his rifle through the
door, striking Blevins in the abdomen. As the resi-
dents tried to defend their family members, Owens
fired again, ultimately killing three men and wound-
ing another. He then left town on horseback “without
speaking another word to anyone.” In a separate
brochure, we learn that Holbrook was “wilder than
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Figure 2. Navajo County Historical Museum. (Photograph: Author.)
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Tombstone in the past!”'> The town’s image is thus
established. It is a railroad town named after a rail-
road engineer that soon became a rough-and-tumble
frontier town with heroic lawmen braving violent
criminals by taking the law into their own hands.

Prehistory

The local past is the focus of the rest of the collection.
It is depicted visually through collections of material
objects whose organization tells a story and reiterated
in textual form in the visitors’ brochure. The first
objects displayed are quite ancient ones: pieces of
petrified wood and casts of fossils dating to 225 m.y.a.
Immediately adjacent to these artifacts are paintings
of Native Americans: Navajos in hogans, and a repro-
duction of a 19th-century studio portrait of the
Navajo leader Manuelito.'* These paintings are hung
above display cases exhibiting Native American
arrowheads and pottery found in unknown locations
by various local residents. The overall impression is a
representation of the natural backdrop that helps set
the stage for the arrival of “the people,” who are the
focus of the rest of the museum (Figure 3).

History

The next set of rooms displays the dwellings, stores,
and material culture of local “pioneers,” ancestors of
the museum’s founders. We see a recreated drug
store, kitchen, barbershop, saloon, and a pioneer
bedroom. The brochure instructs us, “Moving across
the hall you will find a pioneer kitchen showing the
washing machine that was such an improvement over

Figure 3. “Prehistory.” Detail of exhibits, Navajo County Museum. (Photo-
graph: Author.)

159



SETTLERHISTORICALCONSCIOUSNESS

the scrub board.” We are told that the parlor to the
right “is typical of a home in the early 1900s. No mat-
ter how meager the furnishings each home usually
had an organ or piano which provided their enter-
tainment.”'” Carrying this theme further, we are
shown upstairs an “old-time” bedroom with “very
old and interesting articles used by the early settlers of
the area.”'® There is no explicit indication anywhere
that the recreated settings are typical of any particular
ethnic group or social class.

Law and Order

Although they are the architectural highlight of the
historic building, the former courtrooms posed a real
puzzle to the historical society. The judge’s chambers
and courtroom could not be dismantled without
incurring great costs, and yet it was difficult to incor-
porate these rooms into a historical narrative of inter-
est to tourists. The brochure instructs us to “think of
the many trials that were held in this room from 1899
through 1976.” On the front page of the brochure, we
learn that while “many notorious trials were held in
the stately courtroom ... only one hanging took place
in the courtyard.” Sheriff Wattron’s macabre invita-
tion to the hanging of “George Smiley, Murderer,”
dated November 28, 1899, is found on display and
highlighted in additional brochures available to the
visitor. Clearly, museum developers assumed that
connecting Holbrook into a wider, well-known “Wild
West” template would attract visitors. This theme
continues downstairs. Rather than converting the
sheriff’s office and jail to some other use, the curators
decided that there was value in preserving them as
they had been when last used in 1976.

Holbrook’s Past

The end result is an exhibit of local history celebrating
the area’s Anglo heritage. Other ethnic groups are not
completely silenced, however, for artwork drawn by
people of presumably Hispanic and Indian origins is
also on display—in the jail (Figures 4-8). The power-
ful drawings scratched into the walls include images.
of Geronimo, an Apache crown dancer, Manuelito,
the Virgin of Guadalupe, what one presumes is a
depiction of pueblo dwellings, and self portraits.
If the average visitor did not know that Native Ameri-
cans still lived in the area, they would now. The juxta-
position of framed photographs of former sheriffs in
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a display case outside of the jail and pencil drawings
on the crumbling ancient jailhouse does more to
communicate a racial and ethnic hierarchy than the
wording of any text ever could: Native Americans
and Hispanic residents, one could easily infer, are a
criminal element who belong behind bars, while
the descendants of the early “pioneers,” the Anglo
“people,” are in charge of their incarceration.

AN EVOLUTIONARY FRAMEWORK

It is not so much the artifacts that a museum exhibits
but their organization that gives form to the “ideolog-
ical meanings” that they are likely to communicate to
the viewer (Bennett 1995:126). Rather than a random
“cabinet of curiosities,” or a clustering of items
according to individual donors and their ancestors,
the objects at the Navajo County Museum are pre-
sented in roughly chronological order. The end result
is highly reminiscent of the evolutionary ordering of
displays in natural history museums that has been
soundly critiqued (Ames 1992; Bennett 1995; Jacknis

Figure 4. Drawing of Manuelito on prison wall, Navajo County Museum.
(Anonymous artist; Photograph: Author.)



Figure 5. Drawing of Apache Crown Dancer on prison wall, Navajo County
Museum. (Anonymous artist; Photograph: Author.)

1985; Leone and Little 2004). The “natural history”
model, which situates native peoples in a liminal
place between nature and culture, was the dominant
exhibitionary paradigm for ethnographic displays in
the late 19th and much of the 20th centuries. As Tony
Bennett (1995:185-187) has argued, this is an exhibi-
tionary environment that is simultaneously a perfor-
mative one as the visitor travels through an
“irreversible succession” of evolutionary stages. The
Holbrook visitor makes such a journey, traveling
from primitive inland seas and their early plant and
animal creatures, past ancient native artifacts,
through stages of early “human” history involving
livestock thievery and lawlessness, and culminating in
what could be viewed as the apex of civilization, the
court of law with its display of an early American flag.

In what ways is the evolutionary framework moti-
vated by the logic of settler colonialism? It could be
argued that the museum is ethnically inclusive in that
it acknowledges the town’s indigenous and Hispanic
past in its very first displays. It is in the segregation of
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Figure 6. Drawing of Geronimo on prison wall, Navajo County Museum,
(Anonymous artist; Photograph: Author.)

Figure 7. Drawing on prlson wall, Navajo County Museum. (Anonymous
artist; Photograph: Author.)

these populations as if from the distant past, and from
the exhibit’s main narrative, that concerns us here,
This segregation is reinforced by the official museum
brochure, which summarizes the local past as follows:

161



SETTLERHISTORICAL CONSCIOUSNESS

Figure 8. Drawing ofthe Virgin of Guadalupe on prison wall, Navajo Couhty
Museum, (Anonymous artist; Photograph: Author.)

This museum tells a brief history of Holbrook
and the surrounding area. People from Mexico
and Mormon Pioneers settled the Little
Colorado River Valley. With plenty of water,
lush grasslands, centrally located between the
Hopi and vast Navajo Indian Reservations to the
north, Fort Apache to the south, and the beauti-
ful Petrified Forest to the east, it soon became the
center of commerce when the railroad arrived in
1881. Shown in display cases are pottery, baskets,
and rugs used by the three Indian tribes, and
items used by early Mexican settlers.!”

This text implies that the “people from Mexico”
and “Mormon Pioneers” arrived at an uninhabited
area located between already-existing reservations. In
fact, reservations were established after (and in
response to) the arrival of these newcomers or had
boundaries that were in flux until quite recently
(Walker and Bufkin 1979:44). The fact that lands
were expropriated from indigenous users is not men-
tioned. As Wolfe (1999:179) has argued for Australia,
space here is not shared; the “Aborigine” is some-
where else, in this case, segregated onto reservations.
Of course, the ample artifacts found by non-Indian
residents that we see on display should be testament
enough that people have been living in the region for
hundreds of years. Holbrook is situated along the
Little Colorado River, a tributary to the Colorado
River, an important source of water on the arid
Colorado Plateau, with evidence of all kinds indicat-
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ing the region’s use as important grazing, hunting,
and farming lands for indigenous peoples.'® Not only

were Indians in the area when the “Mexicans” and

“Mormon Pioneers” arrived, but many stayed after
reservations were created; moreover, intergroup trade
and conflict did not end with native confinement
onto reservations but has been an ongoing process
integrally connected to the emergence and mainte-
nance of local ethnic group boundaries, as we see else-
where (Kelley and Francis 2001).

By describing Holbrook’s early Hispanic commu-
nity as “people from Mexico” and “Mexicans,” the
text also conflates two populations, more recent
immigrants from the later Mexican state and “Hispa-
nos,” Hispanic-origin American citizens from New
Mexico who began moving into the area in the 1860s
and who were, in fact, the area’s first non-Indian resi-
dents. This nuance is completely missing from the
brochure.

MAKING HOLBROOK ANGLO

After the Pueblo Revolt of 1680, the portion of New
Spain that ultimately became Arizona had minimal
Hispanic presence, which was confined to the south-
ern parts of the contemporary state until the 19th
century.'” However, “Hispanos” began migrating
westward from the “Hispano Homeland” in then
New Mexico Territory by the 1860s, and some one
thousand two hundred were living in parts of Apache
and Navajo counties in Arizona by the turn of the
century (Nostrand 1992:91). Their settlements pre-
dated those of the Mormon settlers, who founded
towns along the Little Colorado River Basin starting
in 1876 (Abruzzi 1993; Peterson 1973). We know this
because these early Mormon chroniclers mention
interacting and trading with Hispanic people already
established in the area or moving into their former
dwellings (Sorenson and Pulsipher 1999:35). In fact,
although Holbrook is framed at the entrance to the
museum as established by a Latter-Day Saint (LDS)
ancestor, John Young, this account sidesteps the
Hispano-LDS rivalry that led to Holbrook’s very
location at the outset.

The transcontinental Atlantic and Pacific Railroad
was due to arrive in the area in the late 1870s, leading
to much competition between local entrepreneurs
vying for lands that might prove profitable. Since the
railroad would need a depot site somewhere near a



good crossing of the Little Colorado River (known
for its treacherous quicksands after summer mon-
soon rains), Young opened a store two to four miles
east of present-day Holbrook and sold it to Jesse
Smith and other LDS colleagues for their Arizona
Cooperative Mercantile Institute, an LDS-run coop-
erative store (Peterson 1973:130). He hoped that the
railroad company would establish its depot there as
well. However, a safe river crossing had already been
located at Horsehead Crossing, where Hispano Juan
Padilla had lived since 1862 and built a trading post,
restaurant, and hotel.’® When the railroad chose
Padilla’s location for its depot rather than Young’s
site, the LDS leaders tried to obtain land nearby but
soon learned that all available land was already in the
hands of railroad executive F. W. Smith and wealthy
Hispanos Pedro Montafio and Santiago Baca (Smith
1970:228-229).

Pedro Montafio was a prominent sheep raiser
from the Albuquerque, New Mexico, area. An 1884
article about the Holbrook region lavished praise on
him, stating, “Among the prominent citizens of the
community should be mentioned Don Pedro Mont-
ano [sic}, who owns a large interest in the town com-
pany, and is the local agent at Holbrook. This
gentleman is known throughout the Southwest for
his intelligence, public spirit and enterprise, and he
is watching with a sort of paternal interest the growth
of his favorite town.”®' His genealogy probably
stemmed from an early New Mexican family of the
1754 Montafio land grant outside Albuquerque; his is
one of 39 distinctively New Mexican Hispano sur-
names (Nostrand 1992:8, 91; Simmons 1982:72-85).
According to his wife, Alfedis, he “conceived of the
idea of laying out the town of Holbrook” with rail-
road man Mr, F. W. Smith. He settled the area on
November 8, 1881; filed the 160-acre claim on April
14, 1882; received his patent on October 21, 1882;
and he and his wife began selling town lots in Decem-
ber of 1882.7

Along with Montafio, many of Holbrook’s other
prominent capitalists raised sheep, and their busi-
ness flourished with the completion of the railroad.
Holbrook subsequently became the central shipping
point for all of northeast Arizona, with livestock and
livestock products the most important freight. The
non-Indian-owned sheep population in Arizona
leapt from 803 in 1870 to over 76,000 in 1880 and
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almost 700,000 by 1890 (the Navajo herd was esti-
mated at 400,000 sheep and 100,000 goats at the
same time) (Abruzzi 1995:75-98). Sheep were
shipped almost equally to the East and West Coasts,
while wool was shipped to Albuquerque and East
Coast destinations. The amount of wool shipped
East from Arizona reached an astounding five mil-
lion pounds in 1891 (Haskett 1936:30-31). Local
sheep raisers faced serious competition with cattle,
however, when the Aztec Land and Cattle Company,
a consortium of Eastern business and Texas ranch-
ing interests, purchased over one million acres of
local railroad lands in 1884 and imported some 33
thousand to 40 thousand head of cattle into the area
by the end of 1887, along with 100 cowboys (Ab-
ruzzi 1995:81). The cowboys, known by their brand
as the “Hashknife” outfit, were notorious for occu-
pying water holes and dealing harshly with trespass-
ers, We do not know if competition with cattle
herding was the cause, but Montafio eventually
moved to St. Johns, home of his wife’s family, where
he purchased a ranch from renowned trader Lorenzo
Hubbell.”

WHAT'S IN A NAME?

Names and naming events figure in this small
museum in several important ways. First, we might
ask which individuals depicted in the collections are
even identified by name. Not surprisingly, the vast
majority are Anglo-Americans, including Henry
Holbrook, John Young, Sheriff Owens, and the other
lawmen displayed in the display case outside the
Sheriff’s office. Even a young Anglo girl is named in
a newspaper article displayed near the collection of
dinosaur and indigenous artifacts. Aside from Manu-
elito, whose painting appears in the first room, people
of other ethnicities are largely nameless: we see
unnamed Navajo youth cardboard cutouts, nameless
Navajos in romantic paintings of hogans, and an
Indian woman from distant Yuma, Arizona, of
unknown tribal affiliation in a curious photograph
with a bird on her head. The unspoken message is that
the important actors in this local history are represen-
tatives of the dominant settler society.

Naming places can be politically charged acts of
authority and control (Azaryahu 1996:311; Azaryahu
and Golan 2001:181; Sol6rzano 1998). The two nam-
ing episodes highlighted in the collection, the naming
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of Show Low, Arizona, and Holbrook, were the work
of Anglo men. The story of Holbrook’s naming is one
of the first texts the visitor encounters. Paul Carter
(1987:152) has argued that settler history first
requires the creation of place out of space, the delin-
eation of a “potentially nameable zone.” We could
interpret the Holbrook naming event in this vein, as
an event establishing “Holbrook the place” before
proceeding to its history. This naming event does
more, however, for it also silences the town’s
Hispanic origins. By explaining that it was John
Young, son of LDS leader Brigham Young, no less,
who gave Holbrook its name, the text implies that
Young was Holbrook’s founder, and associates
Holbrook with the string of nearby LDS towns devel-
oped along the Little Colorado River in the 1870s
(Abruzzi 1995; Peterson 1973). The town’s actual
establishment by a coalition of railroad executives
and Hispanic elites is completely ignored.

Naming events are often acts of re-naming that
follow regime change (Azaryahu and Golan 2001).
This is the case in Arizona, as in much of the South-
west, where Native American and Hispanic-language
place names were rarely honored by white Anglo set-
tlers, in contrast to Spanish colonial practice (Jane
Hill 1993, 2008:85; Solérzano 1998:109). The nearby
town of San Juan is now St. Johns. What was the “Rio
Colorado Chiquito” in 1884 is now the Little Colo-
rado River.** And even Pedro Montafio’s role in Hol-
brook’s history was minimized in 1941 when a
“consultative committee” carried out a systematic re-
naming of the city streets: Montafio Street, which ran
through the center of town, became First Avenue,
Alvarado became Second Avenue, and Coronado
became Third Avenue. The town’s Anglo name, and
the museum’s highlighting of this naming event that
associates the town’s origins with Young rather than
Montafio, must be seen within the wider settler-colo-
nial context as strategies that valorize and foreground
some people and their actions while minimizing
others.

BRAVE SHERIFF OR INDIAN KILLER?

A noteworthy contrast to silenced town founder
Montaiio is Sheriff Commodore Perry Owens, who is
depicted three times in the displays: his is the central
image in a display of local political figures (Figure 9);
he is depicted with other former police officers and
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county sheriffs alongside badges and other materials
in a case just outside the jail; finally, he is the hero of
the “Blevins’ house shootout,” which we learn about
at the beginning of the museum. Museum brochures
and flyers praise him as a “fighting man.”*

In fact, Owens had taken the law into his own
hands before. Neil Carmony writes that Owens had
the reputation of “being tough and fearless,” adding,
“in 1883 Owens shot and killed a young Navajo man
he thought was stealing livestock” (1997:3). Carmony
suggests that actions such as these may have pro-
moted him to sheriff: “when gangs of rustlers and
hold-up men threatened to take charge of Apache
County, the law-abiding citizens turned to Owens for
help. The thirty-four-year-old bachelor was elected
sheriff in November” (1997:3). This image of Owens-
the-frontier-hero appears in another historical soci-
ety—authored pamphlet I collected at the museum in
2002:

Into this lawless environment came Commo-
dore Perry Owens, a young man with flowing
blond hair and the reputation of being a dead
shot. He was hired originally as foreman by the
John Walker Ranch at Navajo Springs in 1881,
and also held the job of range foreman for the
Gus Zeiger outfit, as well as that of guard of the
cavalry horses held at Navajo Springs where they
were in danger of being stolen. It is said that he
killed so many Navajo Indians that he earned
the name of “Iron Man”—the Indians deciding
that he lived a charmed life and could not be
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Figure 5. Law and order. Detall of exhibit, Navajo County Museum. Owens
is on the left. (Photograph: Author.)



killed. He was as good a shot with his left hand
as with his right, wore twin forty-fives at his
hips, and carried two rifles in his saddle scab-
bards.*®

Owens appears in Navajo oral history as well,
although not as conveyor of civilization and order
but as a violent criminal and horse thief (Kelley and
Francis 2001:79, 97). According to Navajo oral
sources, he homesteaded near Navajo Springs in the
late 1870s. This was a period of flux when Navajos on
lands south of the reservation that had become part
of the railroad grant in 1866 collided with “incoming
self-styled Americans,” non-Indian cattle ranchers
who hoped to profit from sales in distant markets
made accessible by the new railroad and from govern-
ment contracts (Kelley and Francis 2001:74), Much
of the violence during the 1870s and 1880s in this
area stemmed from conflict over water rights.
Indian Agent Riordan described him in scathing
prose in 1883 after he allegedly shot the son of a
Navajo chief:

These men Owen and Houck are men danger-
ous to the peace and good order of this region.
I saw over twenty-five Indians who have been
shot at by them during the past year or two,
including an Indian woman. I despair of secur-
ing a conviction of either of them; and realize
that I am liable to be assassinated by them for
having undertaken to punish them for their
crimes. [Kelley and Francis 2001:82]

That neither Navajo nor Indian agent perspectives
on Owens appear anywhere in this exhibit further
underscores its settler-colonial orientation. Wolfe’s
work is again illuminating. In his discussion of fron-
tier violence, he writes that the activities of the fron-
tier rabble constitute its principal means of
expansion, adding, “once the dust has settled, the
irregular acts that took place have been regularized
and the boundaries of White settlement extended.
Characteristically, officials express regret at the law-
lessness of this process while resigning themselves to
its inevitability” (Wolfe 2008:108). In 19th-century
Arizona territory, by electing this “Indian killer” to be
their sheriff, voters were condoning his “irregular”
past behavior, and even today’s museum lauds his
killing of three suspects. In a marked contrast to
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living history museums, which often present an artifi-
cially harmonious depiction of local social relations
(Bennett 1995:114), in the settler-colonial conscious-
ness, conflict is foregrounded, even celebrated.

BEYOND HoLBROOK: NEARBY COUNTIES, COMMON
ORIGINS

This museum is not unique; in fact, I would argue
that strikingly similar depictions of the local past
could be found in collections across the region, if not
the country. Consider, for instance, other Arizona
museums such as the Apache County Historical Soci-
ety Museum in St. Johns, the Graham County Histor-
ical Museum in Thatcher, and the Eastern Arizona
Museum and Historical Society of Graham County in
Pima (see Figure 1). These museums are all located in
small towns in counties with similar demographics:
they are among the poorest of Arizona’s counties, are
sparsely populated, have high unemployment rates,
and include or are adjacent to Indian reservations.
Each of these museums was the work of local resi-
dents of primarily Anglo and LDS origins with long-
standing ties to the area. The historical societies in
charge of them are dominated by people of the same
backgrounds. Strong connections to local political
structures were necessary to secure initial funding
and are needed for continued support. They are
staffed largely by volunteers. Collections were secured
locally, principally by donations, and include many
items of the founders” ancestors, such as quilts, old
tools, and vehicles. Not surprisingly, the past cele-
brated in these collections is strikingly similar to that
of the Navajo County Museum.

The Apache County Historical Museum in
St. Johns is a case in point. Sponsored by the St. Johns
Rotary Club in 1973, it is widely known as the under-
taking of Mr. and Mrs. Dewey Farr, descendants of an
early LDS family.?” Dewey Farr explained his connec-
tion to this project:

From the lips of my father and mother, and
many other early settlers of the late 1870s or
early 1880s, I have listened to experiences and
historical incidents which deeply impressed me.
Their courage and determination to succeed, in
the face of diversities and trials [sic], made
history which needed to be preserved. So after
being given the position of “President,” Mrs, Farr
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and I have spent most of our time, and all our
“whiskey” money in organizing, collecting
funds, and building this beautiful museum.*®

As in the Holbrook example, preserving a
defunct historical structure was the impetus for this
project—in this case, the structure was an old log
cabin that belonged to the Farr family, who also
provided the land for the museum complex.” Since
the cabin was too small to hold the collection, a
new structure was commissioned and funded by a
grant of $126,000 from the Environmental Develop-
ment Agency and $32,000 from local families.>®

The spatial organization of the collection is similar
to that of Holbrook, with an initial focus on the town
of St. Johns with a series of historical photos of the
town in yesteryear and a scale model of the town cen-
ter (rather than a focus on the county as a whole), fol-
lowed by a roughly chronological display of what I
label “Prehistory,” “Hispano” history, and “Pioneer”
history. On two occasions, display cases exhibit pre-
historic fossils immediately adjacent to indigenous
artifacts. While the Hispanic presence in the area is
granted more attention here than in Holbrook (rep-
resented by an exhibit on the “First families of San
Juan”), imagery found in a central diorama under-
mines this effort. This diorama features four displays
of ethnic group histories that include Indian figurines
hiding behind rocks before arriving Spanish conquis-
tadors, Mormon settlers standing upright with hoes
working the land, Navajo lounging on the ground
near their hogans while sheep graze nearby, and
“Hispano” shepherds represented by a sleeping figu-
rine wearing a giant sombrero.

The preeminence of settler artifacts in this col-
lection again reveals the settler as principal protag-
onist of local history. Even more than the
Holbrook museum, the Apache County Historical
Museum could be viewed as part elaborate family
shrine. Several display cases feature the artifacts,
portraits, and family history narratives of the
town’s prominent LDS and Anglo families, orga-
nized by family, with ancestors’ former possessions
such as quilts, canes, and a pewter serving set dis-
played alongside their portraits and genealogical
information. An employee of the St. Johns Cham-
ber of Commerce, which helps staff the historical
museum, explained that the Farrs “looked far and
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wide for items,” and added that they “needed to be
the long-term, well-established family that they
were to get so much material, as they had to twist
the arms of a lot of folks to get them to donate.”

As in Holbrook, Anglo individuals dominate the
collection in other ways: settler artifacts are usually
identified by ancestor or descendant, while Indian
artifacts are often of unknown provenance. Sometimes
artifacts of the same type, such as pottery shards, have
been organized in some symmetrical pattern and
framed. If they were associated with any one individual
by name, it would be the Anglo person who found
them, framed them, and donated them to the collec-
tion. We find a similar situation in the Eastern Arizona
Museum in Pima that has an “Indian Room” filled
with a “large sampling of southwestern artifacts, such
as pots, bowls, axes, knives, grinding stones, paint pal-
lets and such, with most coming from the local area.””*

Each of these collections had idiosyncratic begin-
nings, usually rooted in a serendipitous conjuncture
of energetic local personalities, available space,
resources, and objects. The Graham County Histori-
cal Museum has been based at a vacated local school
but will have to move shortly when the school board
reclaims this space.’ The Eastern Arizona Museum is
located in an abandoned bank that had been in the
founders’ family, in the tiny town of Pima, Arizona.
One of its founders told me the collection started
almost by accident:

What started it was this, we had this guy, and he
retired, had a stroke. He wasn’t a real people
person, but he had a Jeep, and he would travel
all around and collect a lot of Indian artifacts.
He needed a place to store it—his wife finally
said she didn’t want it in the house. My husband
was into archaeology, so that’s how they got
started. At first, our record keeping wasn’t the
best. People would bring things in, and I'd write
it down.”

The fact that these museums were established by
descendants of the local Anglo elite helps explain the
rather unselfconscious settler orientation of the
exhibits and the concomitant downplaying of other
local histories. However, the label “county” museum,
and the fact that these museums secure funding from
county coffers and state-wide historical societies,
gives the uninformed visitor the impression that these



exhibits are county-sanctioned, or at least aim to
document county-wide pasts.

EVOLUTION AND THE SETTLER-COLONIAL PAST
Deborah Bird Rose asks how it is that we “new world”
settler peoples come to imagine that we belong to our
beloved homelands: “We cannot help but know that
we are here through dispossession and death. What
are some of the stories we tell to help us inscribe a
moral presence in places we have come to through
violence?” (2006:228). I have tried to show some of
these stories here. In these historical museums, Indi-
ans are presented as if they were from the remote past,
or even part of the natural world, with their material
objects located next to dinosaur remains. The mes-
sage is that while they may have lived right here, they
are now gone. By the time “we” arrived, “they” were
living on reservations carrying out traditional occu-
pations. The towns owe their existence to the early
Anglo “pioneers” who brought commerce and civili-
zation, and whose descendants continue to hold posi-
tions of power. Yet, this is clearly not the whole story.
In Holbrook, it neglects so much, including a fasci-
nating Hispano—Anglo rivalry and a continued indig-
enous presence that has been reduced to prison
drawings.

Couldn’t one argue that this is the only way to
organize the local past in this part of the country? It is
time to revisit the evolutionary exhibitionary para-
digm in light of our discussion of settler colonialism.
As noted, one of its distinctive features is its positing
that all of humanity evolves along a similar track,
with “primitive” contemporaries representing peo-
ple stuck in earlier stages. Historian Steven Conn
(2006:94) has described this as a distinction in chro-
nometers, with Native Americans existing in a “natu-
ral time” like animal species or geological formations.
Scholars have criticized the paradigm’s racism, its
Eurocentrism, and the fact that Native Americans are
not treated as equals. Mark Leone and Barbara Little
for instance, write that most “modern Americans
don’t see natural history museums as pessimistic or
imprisoning, but Native Americans do as in them
they see themselves ranked below modern Western
human beings” (2004:372). Yes, the relegation of
Indians to the past is problematic on so many levels,
and a subhuman ranking has multiple, lasting effects.
What Leone and Little and other critics neglect to
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explore (but which their work surely anticipates) is
the ways the evolutionary trope is especially necessary
for narrating the past in an ongoing settler colonial
society.

Not only does the evolutionary model relegate
peoples to different human races or types, or to differ-
ent chronometers altogether, conjuring up notions of
indigenous extinction, but it also allows us to imagine
the progression of populations as an orderly succes-
sion rather than emphasizing the violence of their
actual collision. As part of settler colonialism’s “logic
of elimination,” it works to screen from view the
messy era of conquest that culminated in the dispos-
session of the area’s original inhabitants, a saga that
would certainly make some visitors uncomfortable.
The “other” people are removed so that their artifacts
become simply the stuff that “we” found when “we”
arrived. Thus, the narrators of what Leone and Little
refer to as an “Anglo-American way of categorizing
the world” are not only Anglos but also, more specifi-
cally, settlers, and it is assumed that the museum
audience will be too (Leone and Little 2004:394).
In the American Southwest, the Hispanic settlement
history is particularly problematic, for it threatens to
call into question the entire narrative thrust, and at
least in this part of Arizona, it is kept at the margins.

Wolfe (1999) observes that Aboriginal and Euro-
pean societies in Australia are depicted as occupying
discontinuous spheres, either different eras altogether
or wholly different places. The images of Aboriginality
that figure most prominently are those that “least
conflict with settler-colonial economics” (Wolfe
1999:180). We find a strikingly similar pattern in
many Arizona museums, with romantic paintings
of “traditional” Indians found alongside stories of
heroic Indian killers, such as Sheriff Owens, who
helped eliminate whatever economic competition
existed when Anglos were first arriving to the scene.
The relegation of the Indian off-stage or to a precivili-
zation lifeway is necessary to grant these towns moral
legitimacy. Moreover, local people that would blur
social categories and thus call into question the
implied evolutionary model, such as “Indian cow-
boys,” contemporary Apache or Navajo citizens, or
the town’s early Hispanic entrepreneur-founders,
such as Montano, remain off-stage.

The ubiquity of the evolutionary exhibitionary
model in the United States has been shaped by not
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only the nation’s settler colonial heritage but also a
generalized denial of this heritage today. Such a
perspective is not limited to smaller, poorly funded
public history operations, but persists, even in profes-
sional historiography (Adas 2001; Colwell-Chantha-
phonh 2007:3-4; Kaplan 1993:17; Tyrell 2009:544).

WHAT 1S AMUSEUM TO DO?

Were curators in these rural, economically depressed
counties purposefully trying to construct a “settler-
colonial” museum or trying to alienate non-Anglo visi-
tors? Certainly not. By all accounts, Garnett Franklin,
the force behind the Holbrook museum, sacrificed years
ofherlife to communicate her love of the past to outside
and local visitors through not only the museum but also
in regular newspaper columns on local history and by
speaking to school classes in the area. In many ways, she
has fulfilled Schlereth’s agenda for the history museum:
she has spent much of her life’s energy trying to show
“the average citizen” ways of “knowing themselves and
their communities through an understanding of their
own past” (2004:344). But, we must ask, “which citi-
zen” and “which past™?

Museum founders certainly had family members
in mind: the exhibits that include ancestors’ treasured
possessions and portraits, held on loan and accompa-
nied by lengthy genealogies, are understandably
geared toward their surviving relatives living locally
or visiting periodically from afar. In this regard, the
museums play a role parallel to those Native Ameri-
can museums found on the nearby reservations that
have adopted a predominant in-group focus and
pedagogical mission (Hoerig 2010:70).

More difficult to address is the fact that the
imagined audience includes tourists. Tourist dollars
are especially important motivators when small
towns anywhere face economic decline. As Barbara
Kirshenblatt-Gimblett reminds us, “Heritage adds
value to existing assets that have either ceased to be
viable (subsistence lifestyles, obsolete technologies,
abandoned mines, the evidence of past disasters) or
that never were economically productive because an
area is too hot, too cold, too wet, or too remote or
that operate outside the realm of profit” (1998:150).

While I would never argue that the local historical
society held merely a utilitarian regard for the local
past, it is clear that Franklin also hoped to see her
town prosper and was aware of the powerful draw of
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the “mythic Old West” in the American imagination.
In an article about the museum that appeared in
1990, Franklin states, “travelers from the East are usu-
ally awed by Holbrook’s history. Visitors can view the
sheriff's office and almost feel the warmth from the
old pot-bellied stove or hear the jingle of spurs as the
deputies come in from looking for rustlers on a cross
country ride” (Fox 1990). She continues, “we see the
appreciative looks of the public, who often feel as
though they have just rediscovered the West, and feel
firsthand the life the early settlers of the area lived,”
adding as almost an afterthought, “local citizens are
encouraged to visit the museum too” {Fox 1990).
These passages suggest a specific audience for the
exhibits—faceless “Easterners” seeking the mythic
West (Nash 1991). One imagines that these museum
founders developed collections in part in reaction to
the perceived demands of tourists, who, like the foun-
ders, held particular expectations for the “Old West”
shaped by TV westerns, historical novels, and
19th- century understandings of the frontier (DeLyser
1999:610). What s crucial here is the presumption that
this audience will share a settler orientation on this
past as well. This is perhaps more apparent when we
consider these museums’ location in counties that also
host large Indian reservations. In fact, at the Holbrook
museum, the native peoples a visitor is most likely to
encounter are those hired to dance in the museum
grounds for tourists during the summer months.
Given these problems and dilemmas, what direc-
tion should our local museums take? In his discussion
of historical consciousness, Peter Seixas writes of the
need to consider “value commitments™: in part to
contribute to “public-policy applications,” scholars of
historical consciousness “must accept the burden of
normative judgments: different forms of historical
consciousness are supported by and, in turn, pro-
mote different social and political arrangements”
(2004:10-11). Referencing “high levels of migration,”
he writes that some “forms of historical consciousness
that may have been acceptable for relatively homoge-
nous cultures pose obstacles to the negotiation of
inter-group relations and adaptation to rapid change
that characterize postmodern global culture” (Seixas
2004:11). The problem here, however, is not one of
adding another layer of multivocality due to new
waves of immigrants or a diversifying society; it is not
simply a matter of opening up the museum to other



forms of historical consciousness, but it is more
intractable. The fact that systematic steps were not
taken to involve represented communities in the ini-
tial exhibition planning reveals much about the settler
colonial legacy of this country, which has included
mild to extreme racial prejudice as well as structural
racism, especially in border communities, unequal
power sharing within the towns in question, and a
general marginalization of local native and Hispanic
community members. A temporary solution would be
to rename these museums to more accurately reflect
their settler focus. The more difficult challenge is to
find some way to step outside the settler orientation
altogether and present a story that people—of all
backgrounds—will want to come to see. For, when
one people’s triumph is another people’s tragedy,
what kind of shared narrative is possible, and how
might it be expressed?

In conclusion, the dedicated museum founders
and directors may have recognized the potential of
these collections in bringing added value and, hope-
fully, income to the coffers of their economically
depressed towns. However, by appealing to their
imagined (non-Indian, non-Hispanic) visitor, they
ended up communicating hegemonic understandings
of the national past and local society. In an effort to
present a local historical narrative to the “average
[settler] citizen,” they helped foster and perpetuate a
settler-colonial historical consciousness.
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its were enhanced by the astute comments of Lafayette
student Jenny Roberts,
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. http://iweb.aam-us.org/Membership/MemberDirectory-

Search.aspx, consulted February 1, 2011,

. Annual budgets (of less than $100,000), number of staff

members, and square feet of exhibition space were the
most prominent criteria cited by the survey's 455 respon-
dents. See www.aaslh.org/SmallMuseums.htm, consulted
February 1, 2011
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Future,” Holbrook Tribune-News, February 16, 1976, 8.

. “Holbrook City Council Urged to Preserve Old Court-

house,” undated newspaper article, Navajo County Histor-
ical Society clippings folder, Holbrook, AZ.

. J. F. interview, interview, 2009.
. “Nine Citizens Appointed to County Museum Board,” Hol-

brook Tribune-News, undated article, clippings folder,
Navajo County Historical Society, Holbrook, AZ.

. “Welcome to the Historic Navajo County Courthouse,”

flyer collected in 2002, hereafter, “Guide.”

“Work Continues on County Museum,” undated article,
clippings folder, Navajo County Historical Society, Hol-
brook, AZ; “Over 1,400 Visit County Museum,” Holbrook
Tribune-News,” September 21, 1983, 1.

The subheadings here are my own, developed for heuristic
purposes.

Guide 2002:1.

“Holbrook. A Legend of the Old West,” one-page type-
script collected in 2002,

“Manuelito, the once fierce chief of the Navajo,” published
between 1887 and 1901, Denver Public Library.

Guide 2002:2.

Guide 2002:3.

Guide 2002:1.

The river is an important site in Zuni and Hopi migration
narratives, and today’s town is near the ancient Zuni-
Hopi Trail (Durrenberger 1972:211-236; Ferguson and
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