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Abstract 

 

This thesis will examine the environmental and sociocultural changes that have affected 

Tohono O’odham basketry and the reasons how these traditions, although altered, persist today. 

Early literature on Native American Indian basketry of the 19
th

 and 20
th

 century commonly 

focuses on the loss of “traditional” and “authentic” basketry and predicts the demise and eminent 

cultural assimilation of Native people. This perspective and conclusion is also true of scholarship 

concentrated on Tohono O’odham basketry. One problem with this approach is that it freezes 

Tohono O’odham artists in time and space and negates historic and current creativity. In this 

thesis I make the alternate assumption. Tohono O’odham basketry is an enduring tradition that, 

like culture, is not static and in order to persist has changed due to new challenges and historical 

contexts. In particular, this thesis will discuss the altered natural resource base and changes in 

how basketmakers can use the land and obtain their raw materials. 

Prior to the 1900s, Tohono O’odham coiled basketry was primarily composed of willow 

stems but after the 1900s basket weavers regularly utilized yucca leaves. Most researchers 

attribute this modification to assimilation pressures and to the commercialization of basketry for 

sale to non-native consumers. Margaret Shreve’s University of Arizona master’s thesis entitled 

Modern Papago Basketry written in 1943 was the first document to argue this conclusion. 

However, I argue that the explanation for this change is more complex and that environmental 

causes have not been explored and discussed fully.  

I challenge the notion that the sale of Tohono O’odham basketry was an indication of 

assimilation and cultural loss. Instead the changes that occurred to Tohono O’odham basketry 

should be seen as undeniable evidence that Tohono O’odham culture was not destroyed upon 

Anglo-American encroachment. The Tohono O’odham basket weavers responded to drastic 
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environmental and social changes and created opportunity as they adjusted to the loss of their 

subsistence resources.  Tohono O’odham basketry and basket weavers are a testimony of 

survival and of the determination to preserve their distinct cultures within our contemporary 

pluralistic society despite numerous hardships. Tohono O’odham basketweaver’s capacity to 

retain their cultural identity, continue their knowledge of basketry technology and plant 

materials, and express leadership through partnerships, demonstrates their cultural resiliency. To 

demonstrate the utility of this theory, this thesis will: (1) Introduce the environmental causes that 

contributed to the change in Tohono O’odham basketry material in the early 1900s; (2) Present 

contemporary issues that challenge basketweavers; and (3) Demonstrate the resiliency of Tohono 

O’odham basketweavers both past and present.   
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

1.1 Native Basketry a Contemporary Tradition 

After several excursions to Native American Indian markets in Arizona and participation 

at the Arizona State Museum’s Southwest American Indian Art Fair (SWIAF) since 2008, I 

noticed that many Native basketweavers I spoke with frequently began their conversations by 

presenting information about the botanical materials and the time consuming task of managing 

and gathering the perfect stems, roots, leaves, and grasses for their basketry.  Many even brought 

raw materials with them to display and let the potential buyers examine the plants their baskets 

were made of or dyed with. I always imagined that basketweavers would talk more extensively 

about the designs of the baskets as this is what seemed to motivate the mostly non-native 

consumers to purchase basketry at these markets, as well as what is described in great detail in 

literature about Native basketry. But this is not the case. What is of utmost importance to the 

weavers are the raw materials, specifically the plants. 

The basketweavers I spoke with frequently voiced their concerns about access to 

gathering sites and the steady loss of basketry materials due to the destruction of natural habitats 

and the degradation of quality plant material. The inability for weavers to obtain plant material to 

produce basketry was not only a concern for their economic wellbeing, but the obstacles they 

faced also endangered the continuation of their cultural traditions and identity as a distinctive 

people.  Basketweavers expressed their efforts to continue basketweaving by teaching others in 

their community, organizing gathering trips and workshops, and forming basketry organizations. 

Most of the literature I was familiar with did not go into depth about the access and loss of 

materials that is of paramount concern to the Native weavers or their own efforts to continue 

their basketry traditions. I wondered what else was missing from the literature.  
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Most importantly, I also observed that there were numerous Native basketweavers at the 

markets and fairs I attended despite the massive literature that suggested that Native basketry 

was a dying craft and had been since the late 1800s. One statement that exhibits this widespread 

belief that Native arts were weakening due to the introduction of new technologies and 

assimilation processes came as late as 1960. 

Since World War II, many of the Indians of the Southwest have acquired scientific 

knowledge of farming and stock raising, of dams and high powered pumps; the 

knowledge is striking at the roots of many native beliefs. It is wreaking havoc with the 

Indian’s dependence on rain from the heavens above which “pulls down” in the graceful 

and symbolic motions of the corn dance will go and with it all the accompanying 

paintings, carving, weaving, and allied arts. (Tanner 1960:138). 

However, during my initial investigations into basketry I observed numerous occurrences that 

suggested that basketry was alive and well in many Native communities. It also became clear 

that Native basketry not only has provided and continues to provide supplemental income for 

weavers and their families, but is a vital living tradition that many Native communities are 

actively revitalizing, protecting, and preserving.   

  Proof of this continuing tradition is especially evident at Native markets and art galleries. 

Both senior weavers and young, up-and-coming basketweavers are represented at these events. A 

puzzling surprise as I had read that Native youth are uninterested and dispassionate about their 

basketry traditions. Young Native artists from diverse tribal communities including Sarah 

Sockbeson (Penobscot), Eric Otter Bacon (Passamaquoddy), and Gianna Willard (Haida-Tlingit), 

attend markets and their work incorporates traditional material and designs but also their 

personal narratives and artistic expression. Today, Native artists continue to innovate even as 

they preserve time honored customs. For example, Eric Otter Bacon works in ash and birch bark 

and merges Passamaquoddy weaving techniques and Northwest Coast designs bringing a unique 

style to his basketry. (Basketry Treasured) Likewise Sarah Sockbeson’s artist statement 
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addresses the mixture of innovation and tradition that she incorporates into her work. She 

emphasizes that the survival of basketry relies on its ability to evolve and change while still 

maintaining characteristics of her cultural traditions.  

Although I am using traditional material and techniques, my style comes from the place I 

live today, in this modern society. Basketry, to me, is a fine Art and in order for the 

tradition to survive, it must evolve.  It is important for my work to appeal to a modern 

audience, while still remaining true to cultural traditions […] Living in this present day, 

my goal is to embrace the modern world and combine natural elements with bright 

innovative colors along with original designs to create a fresh approach to a timeless art 

form. (Sockbeson 2013) 
 

In recent years, young basketweavers have been recognized for their superior 

craftsmanship and artistic talent giving this undervalued tradition and art form the respect it 

deserves. In 2010 the Santa Fe Indian market, the largest and longest-running Native arts market 

in the United States, gave basketry its own category (Classification IX), further evidence that 

native basketry is thriving. (Mckenna 2011:113) Only a year later in 2011 a young, male 

basketweaver Jeremy Frey an eighth generation weaver of Passamaquoddy heritage won Best of 

Show at the Santa Fe Indian Market. Frey was also awarded Best of Show at the Annual Heard 

Museum Guild Indian Fair and Market a few months before. This is only the second time that 

someone has won both shows in the same year. This is also the first time a basket has received an 

award at the Santa Fe Indian Market. (Mckenna 2012: 63) These young artists represent the next 

generation of basketmakers and proof of the endurance of basketry.  

The concerted effort to preserve and maintain Native basketry traditions and associated 

knowledge was also especially evident during my observations at Native markets and fairs.  

Native basketry organizations were visible at all of the events I have attended. Highly visible was 

the Tohono O’odham Basketry Organization (TOBO), a subgroup of Tohono O’odham 

Community Action (TOCA). TOBO is a community organization dedicated to supporting 
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Tohono O’odham weavers and the preservation of their basketry traditions. Terrol Dew Johnson, 

co-director of TOCA and acclaimed contemporary Tohono O’odham basketweaver gave lectures 

at the Arizona State Museum in Tucson, Arizona and the Museum of Indian Arts and Culture in 

Santa Fe, New Mexico in 2012. Johnson’s lectures focused on Tohono O’odham basketweavers 

within his community, both female and male, that are raising in number primarily due to the 

organizations efforts to maintain this indispensable tradition.  

I also saw Royce Manuel, Salt-River Pima Maricopa Indian, demonstrating and selling 

burden baskets (referred to as kiaha) at the 54
th

 Annual Heard Museum Guild Indian Fair and 

Market in 2012. As I spoke with Manuel, he told me about his efforts to revive basketry, among 

other craft traditions. Manuel was a participant of the Smithsonian National Museum of 

American Indian Artist Leadership Program in 2011. During his time at the Smithsonian he had 

researched and acquired information about the traditional burden baskets which have, until 

recently, largely ceased to be made after the early 1900s.  Manuel subsequently disseminated the 

knowledge he gained through a series of workshops for his community. (Manuel 2011)  

In addition to Manuel’s work, a short film was produced by the Salt River Pima Maricopa 

Indian Community and NMAI that features Manuel and the community members that 

participated in his workshops. In the film, Gabriel Martinez, Juanita Homer, Zelda Reed, 

Shannon Rivers, and Leslie Xavier share their personal experiences and explain why they 

decided to participate. The participants expressed their interest in regaining their cultural 

traditions and also believed that learning to make burden baskets gave them the opportunity to 

better understand and connect with their past.  Now these students have the capability to pass this 

knowledge down to the next generation and they were very grateful to Royce Manuel. As a result 
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of Manuel’s efforts, he received the 10th Annual Spirit of the Heard Award as well as the 

Arizona Indian Living Treasures Award in 2013. (“About AILTA, Inc.”) 

 Manuel’s persistence in preserving these traditions and the Salt-River Pima Maricopa 

communities’ interest and response to his efforts, yet again demonstrates the importance of the 

products of basketry. These products not only include the baskets themselves but the intangible 

aspects that go along with it such as the technological and plant based knowledge, oral histories, 

and language.  Rebecca Tsosie, Professor of Law and of Yaqui descent, emphasizes the 

importance of tangible and intangible heritage to Native culture, “Cultural resources, both 

tangible and intangible, are of critical importance to Native peoples, because Native culture is 

essential to the survival of Indian nations as distinctive cultural and political groups.” (Tsosie 

2002:14) Like Manuel’s workshops, intangible culture is passed on during community activities 

and these events promote respect for their cultural heritage, distinctive identities, and history. In 

the past, there was an intensive effort by the federal government to assimilate Native Americans 

into “civilized” American culture. Federal policies and boarding school education worked to 

suppress Native American Indian traditions and culture as it was seen as an obstacle to progress. 

Despite these efforts, basketry continued to be produced through the 20
th

 century and into the 

21
st
.  Today it is important to Native people that they continue to fight for the perpetuation and 

celebrate these enduring traditions.  

Similarly, revitalization efforts to relearn basketry making has also occurred at Zuni. The 

A:shiwi A:wan Museum and Heritage Center (AAMHC) website states that “Art is a 

fundamental part of our culture. Whether through performance, two-dimensional or three 

dimensional works the AAMHC strives to broaden the potential of artistic expression in our 

community.” (“AAMHC”) Since the arts are a vital component of Zuni culture, AAMHC is 
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engaging in activities that encourages the traditional arts. In 2010, a weaving class for Zuni men 

and women (including youth) was taught by Ruby Chimerica, an accomplished Hopi 

basketweaver. The class utilized historic Zuni baskets from the Arizona State Museum collection 

in order to learn about the technology, design, and form employed by past Zuni weavers. Jim 

Enote AAMHC director stated that “The baskets are inspirational to say the least and are serving 

an important role in the continuance of Zuni culture.” (“Basketry Treasured” 2010) These are 

just a few examples of all the wonderful basketry programs that are occurring in native 

communities across the United States. Until recently, few scholars had written about these efforts 

and the enduring tradition of Native basketry which distorts our understanding of art and its 

place in native cultures. Unfortunately I will only be able to address the efforts to preserve 

basketry traditions of the Tohono O’odham within the scope of this thesis.  

During my observations and discussion with artists, I have been employed in the 

Preservation Division at the Arizona State Museum (ASM). At ASM I was given the opportunity 

to assist conservators survey the museum’s ethnographic basketry collection.  With 

approximately five thousand baskets in ASM’s ethnographic collection, I was able to examine 

not only baskets from Native tribes throughout Arizona but also study an institutional collection 

with a long collecting history. As I worked through the basketry survey, I observed that Tohono 

O’odham coiled basketry made prior to the 1900s differed significantly from baskets produced 

after the turn of the twentieth century. Like many other basketry making tribes after Anglo-

American contact the Tohono O’odham basketry had altered in function and form (The same is 

true for other indigenous art forms. See Parezo 1983). However, Tohono O’odham baskets also 

substantially differed in construction materials. Tohono O’odham baskets that were collected 
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before the 1900s were predominately composed of willow, a riparian tree, while after the 1900s 

the baskets were primarily made using yucca leaf, a desert plant.  

Obviously this was not something that went unnoticed by curators and researchers and 

after some brief investigation I found that many scholars attributed Tohono O’odham basketry 

modifications to acculturation, specifically to the shift from a subsistence and barter economy to 

a cash economy. The introduction of new manufactured materials, scholars declared, not only 

replaced basketry use within the home but created the desire for money to purchase these new 

Anglo-American items. Researchers believed that the Tohono O’odham began to make baskets 

exclusively for tourist trade and changed aspects of it to better facilitate sales. (Shreve 1943, 

Robinson 1954, Tanner 1983) Researchers also concluded that willow was substituted for yucca 

because yucca was more flexible than willow and therefore made it easier and quicker for 

weavers to make baskets for fast sale. Unfortunately the Tohono O’odham weavers in the early 

to mid-1900s were never directly asked why they changed their basketry materials. 

 Scholars who offer this reason reference Margaret Shreve’s 1943 master’s thesis entitled 

Modern Papago Basketry. Current researchers, seemingly without question, base their 

understanding solely off Shreve’s research. However while I generally agree with Shreve’s 

conclusions, I believe the cause for the change in Tohono O’odham basketry material is more 

complex and that environmental causes have not been explored and discussed fully. The limited 

supply of water in the southwest has always been an issue yet the Native people have always 

adapted and survived in this harsh Sonoran desert environment.  During the late 1800s the 

Southwest experienced dramatic impacts on its environment due to the influx of Anglo-

American settlers. What were these environmental impacts? How did these issues impact Native 

basketry material? How did weavers react to this change in order to continue this tradition and 
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why was it so important to do so? These became important issues to me as I began to look at 

Tohono O’odham baskets in ASM’s collection more closely. 

1.2 Adaptive Capacity  

This thesis discusses how environmental degradation and sociocultural changes have 

affected traditional Tohono O’odham basketry and the reasons in how these traditions, although 

altered, persist today. Cultures are always changing and Native American Indians have been 

required to work creatively in order to continue the core values and symbols that are important to 

their traditions. Unfortunately, scholars who wrote about basketry did not understand this and 

assumed that assimilation or extinction was inevitable as they saw these changes as an apparent 

sign of loss. I argue that after Anglo-American settlement in southern and central Arizona, the 

Tohono O’odham basketweavers responded resourcefully to drastic changes in their environment 

and despite adversity they created opportunity and in the process preserved a vital part of their 

culture.  

The fact that the Tohono O’odham have sold their basketry in the past and continue to 

sell their baskets to non-natives does not diminish the significance that baskets have for their 

culture. As noted with the northeastern basketry traditions, these changes should be seen as 

undeniable evidence that Native American culture was not destroyed upon Anglo-American 

contact and encroachment. (Philips 1998; Porter 1990) The weavers’ ability to retain their 

identity, continue their knowledge of basketry technology and plant materials, and express 

leadership through partnerships, demonstrates their adaptive capacity and resiliency. Basketry 

and basketweavers are a testimony of Native survival and of the determination to preserve Native 

culture and craft traditions despite challenges. The existence of basketry within the Tohono 
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O’odham community is essential to the continued existence of the tribe as a distinctive cultural 

group.  

The thesis takes a fresh look at Tohono O’odham baskets using an American Indian 

Studies perspective to look at baskets as examples of creative adaptability and persistence in 

light of changing environmental contexts. This thesis will: (1) Introduce the environmental 

causes that contributed to the change in Tohono O’odham basketry material in the early 1900s; 

(2) Present contemporary issues that challenge basket weavers; and (3) Demonstrate the 

resiliency of Tohono O’odham basketweavers both past and present.   

1.3 Significance 

Early researchers writing about Native material culture rarely considered women’s art as 

a response or resistance to Anglo-American domination. (Spector 1993) Instead scholars and 

popular writers valued what was seen as primitive and used it as a baseline to examine anything 

produced after contact. This thinking led to the belief that any change in native basketry, whether 

it be form, function, or material, was evidence of cultural loss. From this connoisseurship 

perspective art should be pure and not tainted by economics. Economics corrupts art and turns it 

into a commodity, making it part of the realm of commerce meeting the decorative demands of 

Anglo-American consumers. This is especially true of literature on native basketry as research is 

engrossed on the commercialization of the craft for Anglo-American decoration and use. This is 

even evident in museums as basketry commonly made after a certain time period for commercial 

use is often referred to as tourist trade and therefore of lesser value. From an American Indian 

Studies perspective, this is a skewed conclusion stemming from a flawed theoretical framework 

and paradigm. It is vital to recognize and highlight the agency and resiliency of Native people 

and the persistence of their distinct cultures within our contemporary multicultural society. This 
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thesis will be a significant addition to the basketry literature because it will demonstrate that 

Tohono O’odham basketry is more than just a means to gain supplemental income for weavers, 

as essential as that is. Weaving is part of a strong tradition that integrates language, ceremonies, 

traditional knowledge, oral stories, and is a symbol of a shared social identity within the Tohono 

O’odham community. With a reoriented approach to looking at basketry changes since Anglo-

American contact, the cultural strength of the Tohono O’odham community becomes clear. The 

Tohono O’odham weavers exhibit agency and are active participants in maintaining their cultural 

traditions. 

 Native American Indian cultures have managed to survive western contact, but 

unfortunately not in the mythology of the larger American culture. The Native American Indians 

of the Western imagination are often more real to the general population than actual Native 

people. (Deloria 1998, Chaat Smith 2009, Philips and Steiner 1999) Even within contemporary 

society, there is a continued pervasive presence of the vanishing Indian, which in turns makes an 

authentic Indian live in the past and by extension only art produced in the past and made for 

native use can be referred to as real. Ofelia Zepeda, a Tohono O’odham linguist and professor at 

the University of Arizona has said that “The O’odham are a contemporary people, which is 

difficult for some people to accept.” (Griffin-Pierce 2000:186)  The resilience based focus of this 

thesis helps counter this popular culture conception and can help counteract this pervasive 

negative images held by the majority of society.  

While there are a few dissertations, theses, and articles about native basketry issues and 

native basketry organizations they predominately focus on California tribes. (see Ortiz 2008, 

Anderson 1999, 2005, LeBeau 1998, Blackburn and Anderson 1993, Mathewson 1998) I believe 

it is important to acknowledge each individual basketry organizations as they have all made a 



- 19 - 
 

significant contribution in the continuation of this cultural tradition by addressing challenges that 

are threatening their survival. Also, while there has been plenty of research on basketry 

technology and scholars have frequently made reference to the natural resources utilized for the 

production of Native basketry by listing the plant species, there are only a few recent examples 

of research that address the traditional management and knowledge of basketry resources. (see 

Anderson 1999, 2005, Blackburn and Anderson 1993)  

This study also can be of interest to other communities, native and non-native, struggling 

to revitalize or strengthen their basketry traditions. The Tohono O’odham story can be of 

inspiration and used as a model that can assist leaders develop their own programs that revitalize 

and strengthen cultural traditions. The final chapter will give an example of an innovative, self-

sustaining basketry organization, the Tohono O’odham Basketry Organization (TOBO). This 

organization originated from within the community and has developed programs and events, 

provides assistance to weavers, collaborates with other basketry organizations and other public 

and private institutions to fulfill their goals. TOBO through its public programs not only uses 

their voice to advise non-native people to purchase native basketry through the weavers and 

organizations directly in order to benefit the weavers but also educates the general public about 

contemporary Tohono O’odham people.  Research in this field can also bring light to the need 

for preservation and revitalization of indigenous cultural traditions as it has many benefits for the 

native community including the pride of one’s culture.  

1.4 Methodology 

In order to investigate these questions a mixed strategy of analysis was employed.  First a 

review of secondary sources including publications, journal articles, and unpublished 

dissertations and theses on both Tohono O’odham basketry and Native American Indian basketry 
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from the 1800s to the present were evaluated. (This information is presented in the following 

literature review.) Primary documentation including photographs, ethnographic field notes, 

government reports, magazine advertisements, flyers and ephemera were also gathered to 

support my argument. Photographic archives were especially important and were employed in 

order to comprehend historical landscape and vegetation change over time. 

 Collections based research was a large component of this project as museum collections 

can offer a wealth of information about past and contemporary people and their cultural material.  

Sociocultural changes, response to market influence, and change in function may be observed in 

a comprehensive museum collection. Tohono O’odham coiled basketry and associated records 

were examined in order to determine approximately the time period in which basketry material 

and form change occurred. Botanical collections and raw material were also examined in order to 

familiarize myself with the different characteristics of willow and yucca. This was not only 

beneficial as a comparative sample to assist in the identification of basketry during the project 

but also the ability to handle these materials aided in understanding the limitations and benefits 

of the two different fibers, one being a leaf (yucca) and the other a stem (willow) fiber. The 

desirable properties of basketry material will be discussed further in a later chapter.  

The collection based portion of the research was conducted primarily at the Arizona State 

Museum (ASM) at the University of Arizona under the supervision of Dr. Nancy Odegaard. 

ASM’s basketry collections are recognized as a national treasure and a large portion of this 

collection (over 1600)  is composed Tohono O’odham and Akimel O’odham basketry, most 

likely it the largest assemblage of its kind. ASM also has a long collecting history beginning in 

1893 and extending into the present which also made it a perfect collection to use for this study 

as there were many baskets collected before the 1900s to examine.  Accompanying 
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documentation which included accession records, catalog cards, and artist information was also 

surveyed during the data collection phase of this research. These documents assist in 

authenticating cultural association, approximate period of manufacture, and other relevant 

information about the individual baskets examined.  

I also participated in the Smithsonian Institution Summer Institute of Museum 

Anthropology (SIMA), a research training program offered by the Department of Anthropology 

at the Smithsonian Institution's National Museum of Natural History in 2011 under Dr. Nancy 

Parezo’s supervision.  During this time I was able to collect data on the Tohono O’odham 

basketry collections at the Smithsonian National Museum of Natural History (NMNH), and the 

National Museum of American Indian (NMAI) in Washington, DC.  While there, I also took 

advantage of the Smithsonian Institution Archives and researched the files of Edward Palmer, 

Ales Hrdlicka, and other anthropologists and botanists that made expeditions to southern Arizona 

in order to obtain information about basketry material gathering practices and a description or 

photographs of the vegetation in the early 1900s.  

Part of my objective was to incorporate Native voice into my thesis in order to do this I 

utilized Tohono O’odham made videos, publications, websites, articles, biographies, and 

brochures in order to obtain their perspective. The quotes from Tohono O’odham people in this 

thesis were acquired through these secondary resources. I also attended multiple lectures by 

Tohono O’odham weavers such as Terrol Dew Johnson’s lecture at the Museum of Indian Arts 

and Culture (August 17
th

 2012) and his lectures at the Arizona State Museum’s basketry lecture 

series in 2012. I attended many Native American Indian markets and fairs including ASM’s 

annual Southwest Indian Art Fair in Tucson, AZ (2008 through 2013); The Annual Heard 

Museum Guild Indian Fair and Market in Phoenix, AZ (March 5-6, 2011 and March 3-4, 2012); 
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Santa Fe Indian Market in Santa Fe, NM (August 18
th

-19
th

, 2012); ASM’s Wonder Weavers: An 

Arizona Basketry Festival in Tucson, AZ (November 2, 2013); Tucson Meet Yourself Annual 

Celebration, Tucson, AZ (October 14-16, 2011 and  October 11-13, 2013), and most recently the 

Celebration of Basketry and Native Foods at the Arizona-Sonora Desert Museum, Tucson, AZ 

(December 7
th

-8
th

, 2013).  I went to these events in order to watch weavers weave baskets, see 

weavers interact with the public and sell their basketry, to make new connections with artists, 

and of course to buy some baskets. I also went to art galleries and museum exhibits in Tucson, 

AZ and Santa Fe, NM to keep up to date with all the new up and coming artists.  I especially 

enjoyed my visit to the Tohono O’odham Nation Cultural Center and Museum in Topawa, AZ 

during their basketry exhibit, “A Place to Hold Our Traditions” and the Desert Rain Gallery 

(TOCA) in Sells, AZ.  

1.5 Terms and Thesis Organization  

Many of the names commonly used to differentiate between the various Native American 

Indian tribes throughout the United States are commonly taken from early European explores 

names for tribes, mistranslations of Native names, or names used by neighboring tribes without 

regard to those peoples internal view of themselves. The Tohono O'odham and Akimel O’odham 

are no different. The Tohono O’odham were previously known as the “Papago”, a name 

incorrectly given to them by early Spanish explorers and missionaries. (Erickson 2003:51) To 

these early colonizers, the Papago were those people that lived in the arid Sonoran desert away 

from water resources, west of the Santa Cruz Valley and between the Altar Valley and the Gila 

River. (Fontana 2004, Erickson 2003:51) The term Papago is a Spanish corruption of the 

O’odham word Papahvi-ootam which means "bean people” as beans, such as tepary and 

mesquite, were a main staple for the Tohono O’odham people. (Griffin-Pierce 2000: 162)  The 
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Tohono O’odham in recent years have generally rejected this name. In 1986 the tribal 

government officially changed their name from Papago, their colonized name, to Tohono 

O’odham a name literally meaning the “desert people” in O’odham. Tohono O’odham is the 

name that is now recognized by the community members and in all official records. (Tohono 

O’odham Nation 2013, Fontana 2004) Throughout this thesis, I will refrain from using the term 

Papago and will refer to this group as the Tohono O’odham, their official name. However, quotes 

and titles referenced in this thesis from earlier sources may refer to the Tohono O’odham as the 

Papago.  Similarly, the Tohono O’odham relatives the Akimel O’odham or the river people may 

be referred to as the “Pima” a name given to them by the Spanish and a name that is still used 

today.  

The following chapter offers a broad chronological review of Native basketry literature 

from the late 1800s to the present as well as a comprehensive review of literature specifically 

focused on Tohono O’odham basketry. Chapter three offers a summary of Tohono O’odham 

coiled basketry with a focus on the plant materials. Section four investigates the transformation 

of the environment and how it has affected Tohono O’odham basketry. The fifth chapter presents 

the contemporary issues that basketweavers are challenged with today. Chapter six discusses 

how basketry associations have fostered cultural continuity by simultaneously bringing about 

change. Finally, section six summarizes what I have learned and concludes by exploring 

opportunities for future research.  

 

 

 

 

                         

 



- 24 - 
 

Chapter 2: Literature Review 

While non-indigenous research has been intent on documenting the demise and cultural 

assimilation of indigenous peoples, celebrating survival accentuates not so much our demise but 

the degree to which indigenous peoples and communities have successfully retained cultural and 

spiritual values and authenticity. (Tuhiwai Smith 2008:145) 

 

 

2.1 Review of Basketry Literature  

 

The previous quote by Tuhiwai Smith points out that conventional research on Native 

peoples presented by non-Native scholars commonly centers on cultural loss and assimilation. 

Likewise, early literature focusing on Native American Indian basketry regularly focused on its 

deterioration and anticipated demise.  Literature on native basketry also often describes the 

change in basketry’s form and function as a negative occurrence and as evidence of the loss of 

tradition and authenticity.  This is in part due to the collective mindset of the Euro-American 

people of the late 1800s towards Native people. According to anthropologists and the federal 

government at that time, Native peoples were disappearing and the objects they manufactured 

were also vulnerable to this decline.  

This idea of losing tradition and assimilating into “civilization” imparted a sense of 

urgency among non-Natives to collect basketry and cultural information.  This notion that Native 

culture was destined to become endangered fueled the nostalgic and romanticized image of 

Native people and the desire to collect the soon to be rare pieces of primitive material culture 

they produced. This fixation on the vanishing Indian (either by extermination or assimilation) 

and their traditions was certainly emphasized by scholars who studied Native American Indian 

material culture. Naturally, this desire to preserve through the collection of material and through 

ethnographic documentation was proceeded by copious amounts of published literature about 

Native basketry for both collectors and scholars. This portion of the thesis will introduce Native 
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basketry literature throughout the last century, as well as discuss contemporary scholarship that 

has begun to present Native voices, agency, and the endurance of basketry traditions and culture. 

This is in no way a comprehensive study of all Native basketry literature, but I do attempt to 

demonstrate the shift in Anglo-American perceptions about Native people and their cultural 

traditions concealed within the pages of basketry literature.
1
  

There have been many books, entire magazines, and articles devoted to the topic of 

Native basketry. In fact, there are over one thousand entries in Porter’s Native American 

Basketry: An Annotated Bibliography compiled in 1988.  Literature about Native basketry 

continues to be proliferous and accessible to a wide range of audiences with varying interests, 

surprisingly even for young children. (Clark and Begay 1957)  However, literature in the late 

1800s and early 1900s is rampant with romantic descriptions of the exotic “other” and is 

abundant with referents to the savage or primitive native. (Ortiz 2008) It utilizes pejorative 

terminology such as primitive, barbaric, and uncivilized to describe Native people. (See for 

instance James 1909, Mason 1904, Kroeber 1909) There is no indication within the literature that 

there was any real interest in the weavers themselves during the late 1800s to early 1900s.  

 In the late 19
th

 century, Native people were largely viewed by scholars, the government, 

and the public as a vanishing race. This was principally due to federal policies of forced 

assimilation and eradication of Indian culture.  Ironically, supporters of these policies believed 

this to be the only hope for Native survival.  Also the drop in Native populations, due to unfit 

living conditions on reservations and inability to continue their subsistence practices, was proof 

that Native people would eventually become extinct. The American public's long-standing 

                                                           
1
 For a list of Native basketry references see Porter, Frank W. Native American Basketry: An Annotated 

Bibliography, New York: Greenwood Press, 1988. For Southwest Native basketry see Parezo, Nancy J., Ruth M. 

Perry, and Rebecca Allen. Southwest Native American Arts and Material Culture: A Guide to Research. New York: 

Garland Pub, 1991. 
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misconception that Native American Indians were doomed was partially responsible for the 

golden era of collecting Native basketry in the late 1800s to early 1900s.  

Concurrently, Anthropologists were engaged in what Jacob W. Gruber termed “salvage 

ethnography” in his 1970s article “Ethnographic Salvage and the Shaping of Anthropology”.  In 

this critique, he defined salvage ethnography as an attempt by 19
th

 century anthropologists to 

document human societies and culture whose extinction was eminent. Anthropologists purported 

that the destruction of primitive culture was due to contact with the civilized modern society of 

the conqueror.  A well-known example of this intensive effort to record what was about to 

disappear is seen within the famous photographer Edward Curtis’ life work. This included not 

only his popular photogravures for the North American Indian series, but Curtis also wrote about 

Native ceremonies and lore, recorded language on wax cylinders, and even produced a motion 

picture. Curtis declared that his study was of “a people who are rapidly losing the traces of their 

original character and who are destined ultimately to become assimilated with the superior race.” 

(Curtis1907:xiii) Basketry of course was a feature in many of Curtis’ photogravures as it 

represented a symbol of primitive technology.  This fear of losing, not the Native people but the 

data, is epitomized in Curtis’ introductory statements in the first volume of the North American 

Indian. “ the information that is to be gathered, for the benefit of future generations, respecting 

the mode of life of one of the great races of mankind, must be collected at once or the 

opportunity will be lost for all time. It is this need that has inspired the present task.” 

(Curtis1907: xvi-vii)  

Gruber states in his article that many of the anthropologists engaged in salvage 

anthropology did not intend to hinder the destruction of these societies but “accepted the 

necessities of change as a price of progress.” (Gruber 1970:1296)  
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This sense of urgency, this notion of an ethnographic—indeed scientific-- mission, not to 

stem the tide of civilization’s advance but to preserve that which was about to be 

destroyed, was a constant theme throughout the century in those researches that provided 

the raw materials and experiences that were the foundation of a later anthropology. 

(Gruber 1970:1294)  

 

Numerous authors repeatedly site this supposed inevitable extinction of basketry alongside their 

makers and contribute it to the evolution of the Native race mainly because western civilization 

would eventually subsume. Basketry was seen as a primitive technology and as Native people 

assimilated it would be left behind.  

This is clearly demonstrated by the most influential archaeological text book of the 

nineteenth century, Pre-historic Times as Illustrated by Ancient Remains, and the Manners and 

Customs of Modern Savages by John Lubbock. He and many others contended that human 

cultures evolve and become more sophisticated over time. Lubbock states “…if we wish to 

clearly understand the antiquities of Europe, we must compare them with the rude implements 

and weapons still, or until lately, used by the savage races in other parts of the world..” (cited in 

Gruber, Lubbock 1869:416). Anthropologists began to collect evidence with which to 

empirically demonstrate the evolution of human species from primitive to its present state. 

(Androus 2002)  

Curators of the nineteenth up until the early twentieth century also worked within the 

tradition of salvage ethnography. Museums were tasked with the duty of obtaining authentic 

Native material culture before it was too late. The research and collection of these objects were 

executed for the same reasons as their colleagues in the field. The foremost motive was as an 

attempt to demonstrate the development of human culture through its various stages of evolution 

utilizing material culture. The second purpose for these collections was for the display of the 

exotic, primitive peoples for the Anglo-American public.  Museums regularly exhibited Native 
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American Indian basketry as these exhibits attracted large crowds of museum visitors. These 

exhibitions perpetuated the idea that Native American Indians were rapidly vanishing and the 

evolutionist theories of the day were presented. 

 Many of the larger institutions, such as the Smithsonian, the American Museum of 

Natural History, and the Field Columbian Museum sent out their curators and sponsored field 

expeditions with the sole intent of collecting artifacts in order to fill their exhibit halls and 

produce publications (Smith-Ferri 1998). In fact, at the Smithsonian’s American Museum of 

Natural History there are even objects still wrapped in the same brown mailing paper that they 

were shipped back over one hundred years ago. These objects are a testament to the rapid influx 

of material coming in from the field. Museum curators were too overwhelmed to unpack each 

object. The motivation to collect Native basketry is addressed in literature that began to emerge 

in the 1980s, including: Cole 1985, Gogol 1985, Gordon 1988, Berlo1992, Cohodas 1997, 

Smith-Ferri 1998, Jacobs 1998, Meyer and Royer 2001, Hutchinson 2009.   

Naturally, curators and anthropologists contributed profoundly to basketry literature. 

These scholars used the museum collections they secured or curated in their comparative studies. 

Otis T. Mason, the Curator of the Division of Ethnology of the Smithsonian Institution 

documented the major basket producing cultures in North, Central, and South America in 

Aboriginal American Basketry: Studies in a Textile Art without Machinery (1904). This two 

volume manuscript published in the Annual Reports of the Smithsonian Institution even included 

a description of Tohono O’odham burden baskets. William Tufts Bringham, the first curator of 

the Bernice P. Bishop Museum comparative study of Hawaiian and Pacific Island basketry 

reflects his interest in human evolution and his view of basketry as a primitive technology. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bernice_P._Bishop_Museum
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Hand-made mats, baskets, nets are found everywhere among savage races in one form or 

another, and however perfect the handicraft, however beautiful the form or decoration, 

we recognize the process as a lower order of civilization. (Bringham 1906:1) 

 

Other notable basketry works by curators of the nineteenth and early twentieth century included 

A.L. Kroeber’s Basket Designs of the Indians of Northwestern California (1905) and Basketry 

Design of the Mission Indians (1922); Samuel A. Barrett’s Pomo Indian Basketry (1909); Pliny 

Earl Goddard’s Indians of the Southwest (1919); Helen H. Robert’s San Carlos Apache Basket 

(1929), Frank Speck’s Decorative Art and Basketry of the Cherokee (1920) and Mary Lois 

Kissel’s Basketry of the Papago and Pima (1916). Most of these early publications focus heavily 

on the baskets themselves. These books include dense descriptions of basketry technology, 

design, and the identification of basketry plant material. Many of these works are still referenced 

today for the cultural identification of basketry.  

Scholars also believed basketry was a static connection to the primitive past and that 

baskets of the late nineteenth century were at the height of their achievable perfection. 

(McGreevy 2001) For example, James informed his readers that baskets unaffected by whites 

were more desirable. “The result is that, to the unperverted eye, the artistic work of the unspoiled 

Indian is as perfect in form as it can be.” (James 1908:241) This sentiment is exemplified in 

many of the statements made by the authors of basketry literature, in both early and 

contemporary material.  In the Craftsman, an illustrated magazine “in the interest of better art, 

better work, and a better more reasonable way of living.” Goddard Dubois wrote 

Basketry, that universal primitive art, is still practiced among the Mission Indians, 

although it is worthy of note that baskets from the remote Manzanita region show much 

greater variety and individuality in design than do those specimens of the art made in 

places nearer civilization, and more under the influence of the white man’s ideas. 

(Goddard Dubois1904:392) 
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Likewise, objects that were similar to pre-contact material were considered more suitable for 

museums than those that showed evidence of non-native influence. (Androus 2002:3) 

A more contemporary example of this fear of the loss of the authentic Indian is stated in 

Clara Lee Tanner’s Southwestern Indian Craft Arts (1968). Tanner, a recognized authority on 

Southwest Indian culture and arts, stated that baskets during her time had significantly declined 

in quantity and deteriorated in quality compared to those made in the past. She stated, “The 

Papago are doing some good work today, yet their best efforts are most likely limited to a few 

Indian craftswoman.” (Tanner 1968:31) Rather than change driven by natural processes like the 

incorporation of new and useful technologies and change because of native resourcefulness and 

resiliency (as will be demonstrated in the case of the Tohono O’odham basketry traditions), 

scholars continuously focused on the bleak nature of loss and contamination of what they 

consider to be the authentic. The native opinion on authentic and traditional basketry is 

disregarded and does not appear in literature until the 1960s.  

Early nineteenth century anthropologists felt a paternalistic obligation to salvage the 

Native before their culture became tainted by Anglo-American contact and civilization. This 

sentiment is expressed in numerous academic publications throughout the 19
th

 and 20
th

 century.  

The most important things to be collected are those genuine native manufactures, and 

especially those objects connected with olden times. Objects traded to the native by 

whites are of no importance, are not desired; the plan being to secure such a complete 

collection from each tribe as well illustrate the condition and mode of life of the tribe 

before contact with Europeans. (cited in Jacknis 1991:99) 

 

In The Basketry of the Tlinget, G.T. Emmons clearly demonstrates this attitude as well. 

Unfortunately, few or no specimens of this age have come down to us. The destructibility 

of the spruce-root gives to the basket but a short lease of life; and in rare instances would  

the aesthetic nature of the savage be sufficiently developed to preserve  a piece of 

beautiful weave  after it has passed its period of usefulness…(Emmons 1903:230) 
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Emmons goes a step further and states that Native peoples were not interested or did not know 

enough to preserve their own art and culture. In this statement Emmons warns that as the 

superior race, Anglo-Americans were responsible in the preservation of Native culture. A 

sentiment that was also expressed by President Theodore Roosevelt in his forward to The North 

American Indian, “Mr. Curtis in publishing this book is rendering a real and great service; not 

only to our own people, but to the world of scholarship everywhere. (Curtis 1907: Forward) 

The late 19
th

 century was a period of intense collecting not only by anthropologists but by 

dealers and collectors. Tourists and collectors purchased native basketry for the desire to obtain a 

piece of the authentic Indian.  Mason coined the term canastromania to capture the early 

twentieth-century fascination with American Indian basketry. He even went as far as to 

characterize basketry collector’s passion as a disease. “It almost amounts to a disease, which 

might be called canastromania.” (Mason 1904: IX)  

People like George Wharton James aided in the popularization of Native basketry and the 

pursuit of collecting. James promoted Native basketry through his widely read publication Indian 

Basketry (1904) which was aimed towards the collector. In fact, the last chapter of Indian 

Basketry entitled “Hints to the Collector” is James’ assemblage of recommendations and 

strategies for the collecting of native basketry. He warns collectors about purchasing baskets that 

are made for sale to tourists or that have been influenced by white tastes and the “introduction of 

vicious elements into the art” (James 1901:230).  Some of these elements include aniline dyes 

which are a “degradation and ruin of the industry” (James 1901:231) or “purely foreign and 

inappropriate decorative designs.” (James 1901:200) This was also the opinion of other scholars 

of the time including Kroeber.  Kroeber did not include certain types of baskets into his 
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publications that may have had non-native influence. Likewise, Kissell only mentions that yucca 

coiled baskets were being made by the Tohono O’odham but there is no in-depth discussion.  

Otis T. Mason’s anthropological approach to native basketry was also very popular with 

audiences.  His works were scholarly in nature and was a systematic and ethnographic approach 

to studying basketry. Mason was the Curator of the Division of Ethnology of the Smithsonian 

Institution. He traveled through the American west in order to obtain information about native 

arts and culture. Mason published several articles on basketry and a two-volume monograph on 

Indian basketry in 1904, Aboriginal American Indian Basketry. This publication is referred to in 

virtually all subsequent studies. Mason’s publication, like James, had a section specifically 

geared to “Collectors and Collections” but most of his work was focused on classifying and 

ordering the baskets.  

While there are sections on harvesting and the preparation of plant materials, Mason does 

not discuss the management of plant resources by indigenous peoples. The thought was that 

Native people did not manage the environment and when Euro-Americans arrived the American 

landscape was pristine and untouched. To scholars, Native people had no role in shaping the 

landscape, including basketry plant materials. This is reflected in all of the early basketry 

literature.  However, Mason does acknowledge the weavers knowledge of plants.  

It is not enough to say simply that roots of plants were the materials of the baskets, but 

it is well known that the savage women knew in each section what plant furnished the 

toughest and most pliable roots, the localities in which this kind of root reached its 

best, the plants that yielded brown, red, and black colored splints, which produced 

unrivaled effects, through the portion above ground gave no sign of the treasures held 

or the time of year when it was proper to obtain these substances and the processes by 

which they could be extracted most economically. (Mason 1904:216) 

 

 Books and magazines about Native crafts were published for the growing consumer 

market, a testament to Anglo-American fascination with basketry and Native culture. 
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Mainstream magazines, like Harpers Bazaar produced articles entitled “Indian Baskets as 

Decoration” (Gunthrie 1901: 468-471) Both collector’s guides and instructional books were 

readily available to the mass public as well.  The Navajo School of Indian Basketry published a 

volume in 1903, Indian Basket Weaving, is an example of a book specifically geared toward the 

general public. The book instructed “true lovers of the ancient art” how to make baskets. It 

promised their readers that they were part of reviving the lost art of native basketry, with the 

guarantee that they were making authentic native baskets. The only difference would be that 

“white fingers instead of brown fingers fashioned it.”  

These instructional manuals were promoted by social and educational reformers at the 

turn of the century. They believed that basketry instilled moral and ethical values in young 

Anglo-American children. (Dilworth 1996: 158)  This is of course ironic because at the same 

time Native children in boarding schools were not allowed to participate in their own traditional 

crafts. Instead they learned to create European arts, which included knitting and lace work. 

College level students were also encouraged to learn about primitive textile arts (which included 

basketry) because it gave a “deeper appreciation of economic value”. Kissell’s Yarn and Cloth 

Making: an economic study was a textbook intended for students to learn about the history of 

textiles.  

The Arts and Crafts movement flourished in the United States roughly between the years 

of 1910 and 1930. This movement was a reaction against the excesses of Victorian design and a 

revival of handmade material.  It emphasized the simple, natural, and most importantly the hand 

made.  Not surprisingly, Native basketry was adopted by this movement as it symbolized the 

pure, primitive past and a strong connection with nature.  
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Popular magazines, such as the House Beautiful and Craftsman, ran articles and advertisements 

that presented decorating possibilities using Native material culture.  Soon thereafter, this led to 

the interest in home interior decoration utilizing Native arts. Native American Indian basketry 

could be purchased at department stores throughout the United States. (Hutchinson 2009:3)  

Rodney Allen Casebier’s master’s thesis, An Analysis of the Designs on Modern Papago Close 

Coiled Baskets, is a study of Tohono O’odham basketry designs with the main objective to aid 

modern interior designers in creating Native Southwestern influenced interiors.  The motivation 

to collect Native arts is addressed thoroughly in Cohodas 1998, Cole 1985, Gogol 1985, Gordon 

1988, Hutchinson 2009, and Berlo 1992.  With the beginning of the Great Depression, interest in 

Native basketry dwindled most likely because of the economic hardships many people in United 

States faced.   

It would be negligent not to mention Native basketry literature that focuses on technology 

and stylistic features of basketry. This type of literature has been produced from the beginning. 

Typological study is especially important within the study of archaeological basketry. The 

importance of understanding technology was emphasized by James Adovasio in Basketry 

Technology: A Guide to Identification and Analysis:  

I strongly suggest that any basketry encountered in an archaeological excavation be made 

available to a specialist for comparative study, but I would also encourage the excavator 

to familiarize himself, his staff, and his students with the basics of basketry technology. 

(Adovasio 1977:5)  

Adovasio recognized the potential of prehistoric basketry in archaeological studies. In his book, 

he presents methods for the analysis and typology of basketry. For technological studies on 

basketry in the Southwest see Morris and Burgh 1941, Kissell 1911, Shreve 1943, Tanner 1968 

and 1982, and Teiwas 1996.  
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As the previous section demonstrated, past documents about basketry reveal details about 

their materials, decoration, form, function, use, and monetary value.  In the nineteenth century 

those most often involved with documenting Native basketry were not interested in or concerned 

with Native peoples’ perspectives. Nor did they believe that Native people held any knowledge 

about their own material culture. With only a few rare exceptions, for example Lila O’Neale’s 

Yurok-Karok Basket Weaving (1932), interest in the basketweaver as an entity has largely been 

confined to recent studies.  Also the information being gathered and preserved in ethnographic 

field notes and publications, much of which was provided by Native informants was not intended 

for Native communities or for their benefit.  

For more than a hundred years, members of the communities and cultures studied by 

anthropologists have been major providers of information, translation, field notes, and 

fieldwork, while professional ethnographers – usually white, mostly male-have normally 

assumed full authorship for their ethnographic products, the remarkable contribution of 

these assistants mainly persons of colour – is not widely enough appreciated or 

understood. (Sanjek 1993:13) 

  

This need for the preservation of data was primarily for the anthropologists to reconstruct human 

history utilizing a comparative methodology.  Later in this literature review, I will present 

contemporary literature and research that is intended use and benefit is for the Native American 

Indian community with which it is written about. Toelken conveys the necessity for scholars to 

respect the people that create the art that they are so fascinated with.    

It is of extreme importance for anyone looking into the fabric of the culturally based 

expressions to be willing to trust the connections made by the people themselves, because 

it is their perceptions and conceptions that we so seldom hear about and so often 

misunderstood. (Toelken 1983:29) 

 

Today, basketweavers are increasingly becoming an important focus in the literature. After all 

without the weaver there would be no baskets.  



- 36 - 
 

In the late 1960s, literature began to emerge that incorporated the humanity of Native 

people. This is most likely attributed to the civil rights movement in the 1960s which caused a 

shift in thinking about Native peoples. This is chiefly due to the efforts of Native American 

social reformers interested in self-determination. Native nations were determined to change their 

relationship with the United States government and went about it in different ways.  

In 1961, tribal representatives convened at the American Indian Chicago Conference and 

drafted the Declaration of Indian Purpose. The tribal representatives communicated their nations’ 

requests of the government through this document. “What we ask of America is not charity not 

paternalism, even when benevolent. We ask only that the nature of our situation be recognized 

and made the basis of policy and action.” (cited in Hauptman and Campisi 1988:316) In 

response, President Lyndon Johnson established the National Council on Indian Opportunity 

(NCIO), a governmental body established to facilitate Indian participation in U.S. government 

decisions concerning Indian policy. (Hauptman and Campisi 1988) Subsequently, a series of 

Acts were passed including the Indian Education Act, Indian Self-Determination and Education 

Assistance Act, and the Alaska Claims Settlement Act. Also during the 1960s, the American 

Indian Movement advocated for improving Native conditions and successfully utilized the press 

and media to present their message to the American people. In general, there was an 

acknowledgement of the mistreatment of Native peoples and the legacy of the federal 

government’s policies of assimilation. (Smith-Ferrie 1998:243)   

The changes in federal Indian policy accompanied by the awareness of Native issues and 

their past mistreatment reached the consciousness of the public and this realization is reflected in 

basketry literature of this time period. Sandra Corrie Newman’s book Indian Basket Weaving, 

How to Weave Pomo, Yurok, Pima, and Navajo Baskets (1974) exhibits this new perspective. 
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Newman worked with Molly Wright Jackson, a Pomo basketweaver who taught her weaving and 

posed for many of the images in Newman’s book.  “Most importantly, her [Newman’s] work has 

taken her into the homes of the families of people she writes about. They have shared with her 

not only their gathering and weaving techniques, but their philosophy, their insights, their humor 

and their traditions.” (Newman 1974: Back Cover) Although Newman acknowledges her 

utilization of Native informants and appears to have genuine respect for these weavers, terms 

such as primitive or savage do not appear in her work, the weavers’ voices are still absent. 

Besides a quote at the beginning of each chapter, the Native weavers have no voice and are not 

individually named within the publication. In fact, the quotes in the beginning of each chapter 

are merely cited as “Navajo weaver” and “Pima weaver”.  Besides the preface of the book, 

Newman does not mention that she learned basketry from Native people and does not contribute 

the knowledge in her book to them. Also most of the weavers photographed are not identified 

even though these are people Newman was fully acquainted with.  

However, Newman does include a quote from Bob Jackson, the son of the Pomo 

basketweaver who taught her how to weave. This quote is important because it reflects the 

cultural issues that the Pomo people were facing due to access to traditional places. 

One’s culture and heritage cannot be taught to someone without the person trying to live 

the life. We don’t get our food, roots, etc. just any place, we have certain places to get 

these things. Mostly for quantity, but all these places are now closed so our way of life is 

also closed. (Newman1974: Preface)   

 

Whether or not Newman recognized this is not visible within her publication.  

As mentioned previously early authors never recognize the knowledge of the weaver and 

literature on basketry showed little concern for the individuals themselves who made the baskets. 

In these publications scholars conducted detailed examinations of the baskets but failed to draw a 

connection between the basketry that they produced. Even in early museum collections it is fairly 
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uncommon to see Native artist’s names recorded in the associated records. Of course in 

museums today, it is a typical practice for curators to obtain a biography of the artists and 

curators and collectors create lasting relationships with the Native people that they purchase 

objects from.  I believe this exhibits some of the changes in perspective about Native peoples and 

their art that have occurred in the last century. 

In the mid-1970s the perspective of basketweavers began to enter the literature. Barbara 

and Edwin Mckee’s Havasupai basketry collection acquired between the years of 1929 and1940 

is documented in their book Havasupai Baskets and Their Makers (1975) in collaboration with 

Joyce Herold. Herold presents the technical and stylistic characteristics of the baskets in the 

collection, while the Mckee’s offer their personal recollections of the basketweavers. 

Remarkably, Barbara Mckee kept records of the basketweaver’s names and also photographed 

each individual weaver. This book is unusual because over half of it is devoted to the weavers. 

Thirty-two weavers are identified and each weaver has a biography of their lives obtained 

through historical data. Photographs of the weavers and their baskets are also presented. While 

there are only a few quotes from the basketweavers themselves, this book is a turning point from 

the books of the past that never identify or acknowledge the weaver.   

Mary Lee Fulkerson Weavers of Tradition and Beauty: Basketmakers of the Great Basin 

(1995) features interviews with nineteen Native weavers. The author describes basketry as a long 

strong tradition that continues today, unlike the dying art once described by late 18
th

 century 

scholars.  Fulkerson also highlights the weavers in her books and recognizes the importance of 

the voice of the weaver. “All the weavers are highly intelligent women and men speaking from 

their own culture; we have tried to preserve the integrity of the way in which they explain their 

work…The weavers have read and approved every word we wrote about them.” 
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(Fulkerson1995:xx-xxi) Likewise, Mary Dodds Schlick also attempts a cooperative approach to 

writing about basketry in order to let the weavers tell their own story in Columbia River 

Basketry: Gift of the Ancestors, Gift of the Earth. “In this book, I do not speak for the weavers; 

they have their own stories to tell. Klickitat basketmakers Nettie Jackson, Marie Slockish, and 

Elsie Thomas have done this well. I hope others will follow their example. I speak only from my 

own experience with this art that deserves special attention. My wish is to honor the basket-

makers of the Mid-Columbia and their work.” (Schlick 1994:xii) 

Until quite recently, a detailed study of the process of gathering basketry material and 

managing plants was also absent from literature. In Hopi Basket Weaving: Artistry in Natural 

Fibers (1996), Helga Teiwas examines the basketry materials used and photo documents the 

Hopi weavers gathering process. Other notable works that discuss the gathering of basketry 

material includes; Haeberlin et al. 1932, McKee and Harold 1975, and Anderson and Blackburn 

1993.  In Tending the Wild, Anderson presents California Indian management practices and their 

traditional ecological knowledge of basketry material. Anderson argues that the Native people 

were active stewards of the land and that there is a reciprocal relationship between people, 

plants, and animal. In the case of basketry material humans have to tend to them, for example, 

thin and prune them in order to grow larger.  Another study of Native basketry management 

techniques which corresponds with Anderson’s view is Frank K. Lake’s dissertation on Native 

management of plants. Lake investigated the effects of prescribed burning and the management 

of willow (Salix exigua), a plant utilized for basketry by Native peoples of California. Lake sets 

out to prove that Native American fire regimes improved basket material quantity and quality.  I 

am confident that more scholarship on Native management will continue to emerge.  
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In past literature, the major concern overwhelmingly expressed has been about the lack of 

baskets being produced for the consumption of non-Native collectors. “Thirty years ago the 

shelves in the trading posts were filled with beautiful [Tohono O’odham] baskets, but today there 

is seldom one on display.” (Robinson 1954:4) Only recently has attention been given to the 

issues that contemporary Native basketweavers identify as important to the survival of basket 

weaving. Many unpublished dissertations and theses began to expose these concerns beginning 

in the late 1990s. Margaret Mathewson’s dissertation Living Web: Contemporary Expressions of 

California Indian Basketry (1998) is focused on the continuation of basketry traditions within 

Native California tribes. Mathewson briefly addresses the contemporary issues that California 

basketweavers face in accessing plant materials. Similarly, Olivia Thornburn’s thesis Emerging 

Voices: An Analysis of Subarctic Aboriginal Basketry (2003) examines the stories of two 

subarctic basketmakers in order to understand how traditional knowledge of basketry has 

survived. In Thornburn’s study it becomes apparent that the weavers have not lost pride in their 

basketry traditions but that it is difficult to continue weaving because of their increasing 

difficulty to obtain material.  

Another dissertation that focuses on contemporary Native basketry issues is Beverly Ruth 

Ortiz’s dissertation Contemporary California Indian Basketry: Practice, Meaning, Issues (2008). 

Ortiz also discusses the issues of contemporary concern to Native California weavers including 

access to plant material, pesticides spraying, land management, and lack of interest by Native 

youth.  However, in addition to addressing these challenges Ortiz presents organizational efforts 

to renew Native basketry in California. Specifically her research is focused on the 

accomplishments of the California Indian Basketry Association (CIBA) and to a lesser extent 

Nex’wetem Southern California Indian Basketweavers Organization.  Her dissertation highlights 
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the humanity, tenacity, and resourcefulness of the weavers. Ortiz’s interviewed California 

basketweavers and presented their voices and concerns in her work by inserting the weaver’s 

stories within her dissertation. Her work concludes with the biography of four California 

weavers. Unfortunately, it is apparent that most of these significant works concerning 

contemporary basketry issues and the organizational efforts of Native basketweavers are 

primarily focused within the region of California. The outstanding work of individual weavers 

and basketry organizations within the southwest has not been adequately presented.  

More and more we see literature written by Native weavers aimed for academic 

publications, for the general public, or for other Native weavers. For example, the Tohono 

O’odham has produced articles, books, brochures, and even films about the tradition of basketry 

and basketweavers. In fact two films were produced by TOCA including Weaving Words: 

Stories of Arizona's Native Basketweavers and Weaving Families: Stories of Generations of 

Native Basketweavers. Community activist and basketweaver Terrol Dew Johnson has written 

articles in books and magazines and has curated exhibits about Tohono O’odham basketry. 

As the preceding literature review presents, basketry scholarship has sluggishly shifted 

from one of anthropological fascinations with the “other” and with the collectability of the object 

to an appreciation of Native culture and respect for Native knowledge. Scholarly literature has 

only just begun to emphasize the weavers as skilled artists with agency, as well as present stories 

of the revitalization efforts of Native basketry organizations and the persistence of these 

communities’ culture, traditions, and their unique identities.  This thesis will add to this growing 

body of literature. The main subject of this thesis is unique in that it is not about the 

identification, technology, or symbolism of Native basketry (although those are all valid areas of 
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study) but rather the resiliency of the basketry tradition within the Tohono O’odham community 

despite major changes.  

Alike the second portion of Tuhwina Smith’s statement, “celebrating survival accentuates 

not so much our demise but the degree to which indigenous peoples and communities have 

successfully retained cultural and spiritual values and authenticity.”  Unlike past literature that 

has focused on the decline of basketry, I hope to emphasize that the Tohono O’odham weavers 

retained their culture, survived and even thrived despite adversity. This thesis will celebrate the 

strength of weavers in the past and those that continue to support basketry today. In the 

following section, I will discuss early scholars who contributed to the plethora of literature on the 

Tohono O’odham peoples and their basketry. Through this study I hope to fill what I believe is a 

significant gap in the historical record.  

2.2 Early Research of Tohono O’odham Basketry 

Like many tribes in the western United States, the Tohono O’odham have undergone 

extensive research since the 1890s. However, extensive research on O’odham basketry began 

with Mary Lois Kissell. Mary Lois Kissell conducted her research between the years of 1910 and 

1911 for the Museum of Natural History. She was considered a basketry and textile expert and 

was declared the first woman to do original research in the Southwest for the Museum of Natural 

History in a New York Times article. (New York Times 1910)  Kissell was interested solely in 

collecting and learning about basketry of the O’odham. Like many researchers interested in 

basketry at the time, she focused on the technical processes and materials employed, as well as 

the significance and symbolism of the basketry designs. Her book Basketry of the Pima and 

Papago (1916) includes a complete description of the Tohono O’odham basketry their functions, 

forms, and materials.  
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Another important researcher of Tohono O’odham basketry was Margaret Bellamy 

Shreve. Shreve, the daughter of the internationally known plant ecologist Forest Shreve, did 

fieldwork for her master’s thesis on the Tohono O’odham reservation between the years of 1941-

1942. Shreve was a University of Arizona anthropology graduate student and a student of Haury.  

As one of Haury’s students and with her interests being in the material culture of the Tohono 

O’odham, she was a participant of the Papuagueria Project that Haury initiated in 1938. The 

Pauagueria Project was a joint venture between the University of Arizona’s Department of 

Anthropology and the Arizona State Museum. The project was designed to research the Native 

Americans of Southern Arizona.  

 Shreve’s research culminated into her master’s thesis entitled Modern Papago Basketry 

(1943) and a short Kiva article of the same name. These scholarly works were concerned with 

the change of basketry within the Tohono O’odham community after white contact and under 

reservation conditions. Compared to Kissell’s description of basketry in Basketry of the Pima 

and Papago thirty years prior, Shreve recognized that Tohono O’odham basketry materials and 

forms had changed significantly. The two most outstanding modifications that occurred was the 

use of yucca as the predominate basketry material and the development of new forms seemingly 

with no Native utility.  Shreve attributes these changes as the result of contact with white 

settlement in the region and to the shift from a subsistence and barter economy to a cash 

economy.  Current researchers, without question, base their understanding of this change of 

Tohono O’odham basketry solely off Shreve’s research and the concept that it was all due to this 

economic shift and to the of the tourists market. 

While Shreve successfully demonstrates how the commercial economy impacted and 

transformed basketry, she does not account for the other significant changes that occurred during 
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this period. Specifically, the environmental changes and the inability to access willow due to the 

large influx of settlers into the territory. Similarly, contemporary basketweavers continue to face 

the same issues that challenge the maintenance of this traditional practice. Native basketweavers 

are very vocal in expressing their concerns and consistently take action and confront these issues. 

Actually, this was what first interested me about this project. How could the change to the 

physical environment not have been an issue? If it was an issue, how was the significant change 

in the physical environment ignored by past researchers?  

Shreve did recognize that Tohono O’odham basketry traditions, although altered still 

persisted despite the expectations of scholars.  “this substitution meant that many of the 

aboriginal basket forms were no longer needed and consequently became extinct. But the 

art of basket-making did not die out as many writers in the early part of the century 

predicted.” (Shreve 1943:12)  

 

Many scholars shared the belief that Native American Indian cultural material was 

disappearing because of the arrival of modern technologies. This is true of Shreve, in her thesis 

she contributes the change from subsistence to wage economy because the Tohono O’odham 

wanted manufactured objects. “This shift, which is one of the commonest results of contact with 

western civilization, can be attributed here to a need for money in order to obtain the 

manufactured articles they accepted into their culture, complemented by an opportunity to earn 

wages.” (Shreve 1943: 10)  

Today, Tohono O’odham basketweaver Terrol Dew Johnson attributes the change from 

willow to yucca to the loss of habitat.  

Until the 1930s, willow and cattail were the primary materials used in our baskets. Then 

farming surrounded the reservations, and the water table dropped. The willow trees and 

cattails that were once abundant in the lower parts of the desert are no longer there. So 

weavers moved on to an alternative material, the yucca, which you now often see in 

O’odham baskets. (Bernstein 2003:29)  
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As mentioned earlier, even though O’odham basketweavers emphasize that environmental 

degradation in the 1900s resulted in the change in basketry material this aspect of the story has 

largely been ignored by researchers. In chapter four, I will support the argument that 

environmental change was so significant that it affected willow and environmental niches in 

which basketry material grows.   
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Chapter 3: Tohono O’odham Basketry  

If our people lose our ability to weave, we won’t be any different from anyone else. -Alice 

Manuel (Barack 1996:B1, B3) 

3.1 Native Basketry 

Basketry weaving, with the exception of tool making, is recognized by many 

archaeologists as the oldest Native American Indian technology. (Tanner 1976:15) There are 

ancient Native American Indian basket fragments from the Southwest that have been identified 

by archaeologists as nearly 8,000 years old. (Basketry Treasured 2011) In fact, Clara Lee Tanner 

has referred to basketry as the “mother of the arts”. (Tanner 1944:18) Basketry has persisted and 

is present today in many Native cultures. The Southwest is arguably one of the strongest centers 

for contemporary Native American Indian basketry as many communities continue to practice 

this tradition today. In Arizona, the Apache, Navajo, Hopi, Tohono O’odham, and numerous 

others continue to make and use basketry. This is all in spite of new technologies and growing 

difficulties such as weaver’s lack of time or access to materials.   

 Basketry is a universal craft yet each basket reflects the region and culture in which it 

originated from. By looking carefully at basketry the different materials, technology, design, and 

form can inform researchers of its culture of origin.  Basketry can also be a means in which to 

understand culture because of its long tradition, persistence, and continuing importance within 

many Native communities and its susceptibility to outside pressures and environmental change. 

Historical, social, economic, and ecological changes can be viewed within the context of 

basketry. For example, Clara Lee Tanner observed that a yearlong drought affected the growth of 

devil’s claw which consequently was reflected in the Tohono O’odham basketry made within 

that year.   
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During the years of 1974-1975, there was a drought so serious that frequently used 

martynia either did not come up on the desert or did not produce desirable pods. As a 

consequence, very little black was used in baskets woven in 1974; a little more but not 

much was used in 1975. Green yucca alone appeared in many baskets observed at sells 

during these two years. (Tanner 1983:123) 

 

While there are many outstanding publications on the identification and description of 

basketry technology (see Adovasio 1977, Turnbaugh and Turnbaugh 1986, Tanner 1983, Shreve 

1943, Kissell 1914), Tohono O’odham basketry materials and technology will be briefly 

presented in order to provide a basic understanding.  

3.2 Tohono O’odham Yucca Coiled Baskets 

Today, the Tohono O’odham are well known for their yucca coiled basketry and 

inventive designs and forms. The majority of baskets in the southwest are made using the 

technique of coiling. (Tanner 1983:29)  Coiling is a sewing technique involving two major 

elements, the foundation and the sewing material. The active sewing element simultaneously 

wraps the foundation and stiches the passive foundation rows together by piercing the row before 

it with an awl allowing the sewing element to pass through and secure the rows together. The 

coiled basket begins at the center and grows upon itself in continuous spiral rounds forming 

horizontal corrugations. Adovasio describes coiling in the following manner: “coiling denotes a 

sub-class of basket weaves manufactured by sewing a stationary horizontal element or set of 

elements, called the foundation, with moving vertical elements called stitches,” (Adovasio 

1977:53) Contemporary Tohono O’odham weavers continue to use the three types of coiling that 

Shreve described in 1943; spaced-stitch, split-stitch, and closed-stitch to create various designs in 

their basketry. (Shreve 1943, Dalrymple 2000:101)  

Tohono O’odham basketry is formed using a bundle foundation comprised of beargrass 

(Nolina microcarpa) which has had the raspy teeth scraped off the leaf margins before use. It is 



- 48 - 
 

interesting to note that they share this technique in common with the Hopi, as other 

basketmaking peoples in the Southwest use a rod foundation. (Dalrymple 2000:103) There are 

several plants utilized for the sewing element in a Tohono O’odham coiled basket. In order to 

create the designs weavers utilize beige, yellow-green, black, and red plant material.  Soaptree 

yucca (Yucca elata) leaves are used for both the beige (young interior leaves, sun dried) and 

yellow-green (mature outer leaves, shade dried). (Shreve 1943)  The yucca leaves are prepared 

by removing the white fibrous margins and then split lengthwise. (Shreve 1943:70) The seed pod 

of the devil’s claw (Proboscidea parviflora) has been used by itself (in order to make a water 

tight all black basket) or more commonly in combination with other plant material. The dark 

black is striking next to the subdued beige colored yucca in Tohono O’odham basketry.  Devil’s 

claw is prepared by first soaking it in water and then splitting it lengthwise. A less commonly 

used color in Tohono O’odham basketry is the red-brown colored banana yucca root (Yucca 

baccata). Yucca root is unearthed and then split lengthwise.  It is not common for Tohono 

O’odham to use dye on their basketry as the colors used are from the natural colors of the plants. 

Although I have seen baskets with dyed purple yucca leaves as well as baskets that have been 

painted red.  

Tohono O’odham yucca coiled basketry is typically made by starting either a four square 

or plaited knot, logically called the “start” of the basket.  Tohono O’odham baskets are 

predominately worked from right to left, producing a counterclockwise coil. (Shreve 1943:92) 

Frequently, designs consist of geometric patterns, abstract figures, and encircling bands. The 

basketry forms that the Tohono O’odham create range from simple ollas, flat plaques, bowls, and 

complex sculptural forms sometimes called “novelty” baskets.  These novelty baskets include, 

animals, humans, actions scenes, and desert plants. The Tohono O’odham also began to make 
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miniature baskets in the 1930s using a variety of materials including yucca, willow, and even 

horsehair. (Tanner 1983:142, Gogol 1983:4) Around the same time period, Tohono O’odham 

men began making wire baskets although this is technically a looping technology, also called 

coiled-without foundation. (Bell 1988)  Looping is the same technology used for O’odham 

burden baskets.  

Today, the Tohono O’odham utilize many different techniques and materials in order to 

make baskets. Whiteford comment captures the continual creativity of the Tohono O’odham 

weavers, “It is almost impossible to describe the many different kinds of baskets that they have 

made in the past and are making at this moment; and it is beyond anyone’s reach to imagine what 

they may be producing in the future.” (Whiteford 1988:141) This variety of innovative work is 

reflected within Tohono O’odham weaver Annie Antone’s baskets. Antone uses Hohokam 

ceramic designs in some of her baskets and most recently she wove a basket with the Warner 

brothers cartoon character Tweety bird and another basket with a waila dance scene.  Terrol Dew 

Johnson has used wood veneer and sweet grass for his contemporary basketry.  

3.3 Tohono O’odham Willow Baskets 

Although Tohono O’odham are known for their yucca baskets today, their baskets were 

once predominately made from willow (Salix gooddiing or nigra) and devil’s claw. Robinson 

even felt the need to remind his readers of this fact. “it must be remembered that the Papagos 

weave willow baskets the same as the Pima.” (Robinson 1954:47) Before the early 1900s, 

Akimel O’odham and Tohono O’odham basketry looked very similar and are often 

indistinguishable from each other.  One of the main differences was in the different types of 

materials they used, Akimel O’odham used cattail (Typha augustifolia) and Tohono O’odham 

weavers used beargrass (Nolina microcarpa) for the foundation. The reason for this difference in 
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foundation materials is due to the location of growth of these basketry materials, cattails thrived 

near the Gila River and beargrass is a desert plant that thrives with limited amount of moisture. 

For the Tohono O’odham, it would have been easier to utilize Beargrass as it is pliable and can 

be collected all year round. (Shreve 1943: 61) 

In the past, Tohono O'odham baskets were used for utilitarian purposes such as food 

containers, head rings, strainers, and carrying. Deep bowl baskets woven to be water tight were 

used for holding nawait (saguaro wine) during the Wi:gita ceremony, a social religious gathering  

in the late summer to bring the rain or “to pull down the clouds”  for the coming year. 

(MacMillan Booth 2005:377-379)  

  Willow is used by many tribes as the primary resource for basketmaking in the Southwest 

but also throughout the United States. This can be attributed to willow’s strength yet its ability to 

yield and bend without breaking.  This is not unlike the basketweavers. Weavers are strong and 

resilient yet adaptive to stressors that attempt to break them.  
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Chapter 4: Transformation of the Environment 1865-1920 

In the early mid-twentieth century, Tohono O'odham saw a move from primarily willow and 

cattail baskets to those made from yucca and bear grass. This had to do with the scarcity of 

materials and the loss of traditional areas for harvesting materials. However, these new 

materials...are a solid part of the tradition of Tohono O'odham basketry and are harvested in the 

wild. In some ways this shift represents the “tradition of innovation” that characterizes Native 

artists. Tristen Reader, TOCA (West 2006) 

 

4.1 Environmental Change in Southwest Arizona 

 

In the southwestern United States long before Spanish and Anglo-American settlement, 

the early inhabitants of the region manipulated the land for their benefit and use. The Hohokam, 

for example, engineered sophisticated canals and diversions for agricultural purposes as far back 

as 800 AD. (Zaimes 2007: 101) However, human disturbance on the land significantly 

accelerated after 1865 causing great change to the region. (Sheridan 1995) These changes 

particularly impacted the water resources and the fragile riparian habitats dominated by willow, 

among other basketry materials utilized by the O’odham. This change is primarily attributed to 

the influx of non-Indian settlers including U.S. military, miners, ranchers, and homesteaders to 

the region in the late 1800s. The constant increase of non-Indian settlement in Arizona between 

the years of 1865 to 1920 led to the negative impacts in quality and quantity of riparian areas, as 

these new arrivals required the desert’s limited supply of water resources. (Zaimes 2007:83) 

In the past, basketweavers primarily relied on the plant materials that were regionally 

available to them. In the Sonoran desert, while it is comparably a very bio-diverse desert, there 

are very few plants that are appropriate for making basketry. Both Kissell and Shreve, introduced 

their research with a description of the physical environment in which the Tohono O’odham 

inhabited.  Shreve even felt that it was of value to include a photograph of the landscape of the 

Tohono O’odham reservation into the pages of her thesis for readers to get a sense of the 

environment. Kissell’s chapter entitled, “Influence of Environment” dealt primarily with the 
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importance of basketry plant distribution in the arid region. She believed that basketry 

technology was limited by the material that was regionally available. Shreve, following Kissell’s 

observations, acknowledges that basketry had a significant connection with the environment.  

“The textile industry was just one of many cultural traits that the Papago had adjusted to their 

environment.” (Shreve 1943:5) 

This chapter examines the accelerated rate of environmental change in the O’odham 

territory following the arrival of Anglo-American settlement in the late 1800s. I argue that these 

drastic changes, especially the manipulation and loss of water, resulted in the destruction of 

riparian habitats containing willow. Consequently, the scarcity of willow, as well as the inability 

to access areas along water ways, made it difficult for O’odham weavers to obtain enough 

quality willow required for coiled basketry. Also, access to willow forests along prime water 

resources resulted in the inability to manage and harvest plant material as weavers had done in 

the past.  

In the Southwest, low lying riparian plant communities are often dominated by velvet 

mesquite (Prosopis velutina), Fremont cottonwood (Populous fremonti) and Goodding willow 

(Salix Gooddingii). (Briggs 1996:5)  The latter being basketry material and the focus of this 

study although Kissell and Shreve reported that cottonwood was also used for Tohono O’odham 

coiled basketry. (Kissell 1916:139, Shreve 1943:64) The survival and growth of willows in the 

riparian forests of the Southwest is dependent on numerous factors including nutrient 

availability, flood scour, tree density, beaver foraging, and most importantly water availability. 

(Stromberg 1993:99) Excessive manipulation of water resources pose some of the greatest 

threats to the Sonoran cottonwood-willow systems. These activities include water removal for 

irrigation, groundwater pumping, diversion and damming. (Stromberg 1993: 100-101) 
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Unfortunately, the last one hundred years has dramatically altered the landscape as Anglo-

American settlers misunderstanding of the capacity of the desert environment to supply their 

demand for water wreaked havoc on the ecology and vegetation of the region. Today, it is 

estimated that Arizona only has 10% of the original riparian habitat it once had.  

4.2 New Arrivals 

The Gadsden Purchase was ratified in 1853 which resulted in drawing the new United 

States border farther south. In 1862, the United States made the public lands of Arizona available 

to homesteaders by instituting the Homestead Act. Within a few years, thousands of non-Native 

farmers and ranchers began to settle within Southern Arizona. (Sheridan 1995) Not long 

afterwards the settlers were followed by the miners, in 1866 an act of Congress, known as the 

Chaffee Law, opened the lands to mineral entry bringing more miners to the region not only to 

pass by to get to California but to stay. (Erickson 1994:77)  This subjected Tohono O’odham 

lands more than before to intrusion and competition for land and water resources.  

4.3 The Gila River and the Akimel O’odham  

The Akimel O’odham, also referred to as the Pima, lived predominately along the Gila 

River. The Akimel O’odham have a long history of utilizing the Gila River to irrigate their land 

in order to ensure a successful food supply for both use and trade.  In the late 18
th

 century the 

Akimel O’odham were growing extensive commercial crops of wheat to trade with Anglo-

American prospectors and the U.S. military. (Sheridan1995:98) In 1870, at the peak of their 

prosperity the Akimel O’odham were reported as producing three million pounds of wheat. 

(Fontana 1976:51; Sheridan 1995:98) The Akimel O’odham relatives, the Tohono O’odham, 

would migrate to the Gila River during May and June in order to assist in harvesting this massive 
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quantity of wheat in return for food among other things. (Dejong 2011:10) Coincidently, spring 

is same time willow is ready for harvesting the young shoots.  

 Some of the first areas to be settled in the 1860s were the towns of Florence and Safford, 

Arizona along the Gila River. (Sheridan and Parezo et al.1996:134) The land along the river 

supplied farmers with a dependable water source and good land for agriculture, unfortunately, 

this was also upriver of the Akimel O’odham villages. The Akimel O’odham began to 

experience the impact of these new arrivals as the decreasing supply of water for their crops 

became apparent. The Anglo-American and Mexican farmers up river of the Akimel O’odham 

villages dug irrigation ditches that tapped off the water downstream of the Gila River. The 

increasingly high demands of Gila River water in the upper valley ultimately resulted in the 

inability for the Akimel O’odham farmers to farm their reservation land. The primarily 

agriculture people fell into poverty and the once independent farmers had lost their ability to 

sustain themselves. Many O’odham had no other option but to become wage laborers off the 

resevation. (Ezell 1983: 159)  

Things only continued to get worse as in 1886, the Florence Canal was constructed to 

divert the last bit of water from getting to the Gila River reservation. (Dejong 2004:32) From the 

late 1870s on, the Gila River reservation suffered from a scarcity of water and a drought which 

exacerbated the water shortage eventually leading to the death of many Akimel O’odham people. 

(Dejong 2004:38-39) In order to survive the Akimel O’odham resorted to cutting wood in order 

to sell to Anglo-Americans settlers in the region. (Dejong 2004:41-42) This further resulted in 

causing great ecological and environmental degradation to the Akimel O’odham reservation. 

This drastic change to the environment was already visible to researchers investigating 

O’odham material culture at that time. During the American Museum of Natural History’s 
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(AMNH) expedition in 1901-1911, Kissell recognized the devastating effects and loss of 

material culture due to this diversion of water and commented about it. AMNH secured a Pima 

sleeping mat that she indicated was a rare object. She explains that the mat “ceased to be made 

for lack of material, since the white man has cut off the water supply from the headwaters of the 

few rivers along which the rush, Phragmitis communis, used to grow.” (Kissell: 1915)  

The federal government acknowledged their responsibility for the sad conditions of the 

Akimel O’odham and attempted to restore water back to the reservation through the construction 

of the Coolidge damn beginning in 1924. However, the Coolidge Dam was unsuccessful in 

helping the Akimel O’odham regain their economic self-sufficiency as their reservation never 

received enough water to bring back farming in any big way. One of the things that the Coolidge 

dam did do successfully was control flooding. (Sheridan and Parezo 1996:134) “without floods 

to replenish alluvial aquifers on the Gila Reservation, springs dried up, trees died, and at least 

twenty-nine species of birds disappeared from the Gila’s banks.” (Sheridan and Parezo et 

al.1996:136) One tree species that died are the willows. Unfortunately, willows are one of the 

riparian phreatophyte dependent on natural flooding for successful growth and germination.  

“Dams have prevented or limited natural flooding which has eliminated the sediments and 

hydrologic regime required for the germination and establishment of the cottonwood and willow 

species that dominate the overstory in these forests.” (Dreesen, Harrington, Subirge, Stewart, and 

Fenchel 2001:3)  

The flooding of the Gila River was also an important necessity because it replenished 

aquifers. This lack of flooding lowered in the aquifer depth needed to support willow species in 

shallow riparian aquifers. “Stream channel alteration by down-cutting coupled with lack of 

flooding due to water management structures has resulted in many riparian areas having such 
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deep water tables and depleted near-surface soil water content that upland vegetation has invaded 

and proved much better adapted to the present hydrologic regime.” (Dreesen, Harrington, 

Subirge, Stewart, and Fenchel 2001:5)  Dejong succinctly describes the damage to the Gila River 

in the nineteenth century.    

The Gila River watershed had undergone, and continued to undergo, great ecological 

change in the nineteenth century. Beginning with the near extinction of the beaver from 

the watershed, erosion, gullying, and silting had significantly increased with the loss of 

forest canopies in some areas of the watershed. Other factors that impacted the flow of 

water and disrupted its natural recharge included destructive forest fires and the 

destruction of native grasses through overgrazing. (Dejong 2004:36) 

 

Today riparian areas along the Gila River in Arizona are endangered and willow is 

seldom seen along its banks.  However, a half century before the 1900s the Gila River was 

described by the Spanish, U.S. military, and the forty-niners as rich with vegetation like willow 

and cottonwood, two types of trees that typically grow in areas where the water table is high or 

there is year-round water flow. In 1846, Capt. A. R. Johnston described the occurrence of willow 

along the Gila River among other vegetation.   

The grass along the edge of the water on the river grows in a thin stripe very luxuriantly; 

there is usually a thicket of willows, about 10 yards deep, along the borders of the stream; 

then in the bottom, which is subject to overflow, cotton-woods grow of two and three feet 

in diameter; this strip is usually 200 or 300 yards wide. (Johnston, in Emory 1848:588 

cited in Culler et al. 1970:H5).  

 

During a School of Advanced Research gathering of Native basketweavers in 2001, Rikki 

Francisco a fourth generation Akimel O’odham weaver stated that the reason for the decline of 

basketry making among the Akimel O’odham was that there was no water in the Gila River.  

“After Roosevelt Dam was built, however, the Gila River dried up and many willows died. At 

that time, Francisco said, many Akimel O’odham’s stopped making baskets.” (McGreevy 

2001:61) During a Western Regional Indigenous Basketweavers Gathering in 1999, Doreen 
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White a Gila River Indian Community weaver also conveyed her frustration about obtaining 

cattail and willow today and how it has affected the continuation of basketry.  

The Pima basketry, there’s very few weavers left, because there’s no water in the river 

anymore. They dammed it up after the reservation lost its water rights, years ago. There’s 

no water in the Gila River. So the cattail, it’s in the swamps. They have a lot of irrigation-

fields, cotton, whatever- so that’s where we find it, if we catch it before they chop it all 

that way. Same with willow trees. We have very few willow trees on the reservation. 

(“News from Native California”1999:29) 

 

Even though the diversion of water from the Gila River had ultimately affected the 

livelihood of the Akimel O’odham and their subsistence practices, the degradation of the 

environment affected the Tohono O’odham in that their supply of basketry material was 

ultimately damaged and those who supplied it were debilitated by famine. As semi-nomadic 

people, the Tohono O’odham frequently made excursions to other villages and desert camps as 

well as to visit their relatives at the Akimel O’odham villages for trade and work even before 

Euro-American colonization. (Meeks 2003: 473) The Tohono O’odham made trading trips to the 

Yuma and the middle Gila during the lean parts of the year. (Castetter and Bell 1942:47) 

Castetter and Bell reported that “Here [at the Gila River with the Akimel O’odham] they 

remained for about a month, a fourth of which was spent cutting willow for making baskets. 

(Castetter and Bell 1942:47) Formerly the Tohono O’odham worked for maize, beans, and cotton 

and later into the 1800s they assisted in harvesting wheat. The time of harvest was, appropriately, 

in the spring time also the time to harvest willows.  “Willow splints were collected in the early 

spring by cutting new shoots off the trees with a heavy knife.” (Shreve 1943:65) Kissell reported 

that willow and cottonwood were found mostly in the Akimel O’odham territory. (Kissell 

1916:199) She also indicated that the Tohono O’odham traded for willow with the Akimel 

O’odham. “Scarcity of basket material for making their own coiled ware demanded trading 

weather in the raw material or the finished basket and in many cases the last was preferable.” 
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(Kissell 1916: 249) It is not unusual that the Tohono O’odham would travel far for basketry 

material. Castetter and Underhill reported that “Women with no access to devil’s claw make long 

journeys to buy the dried pods, for without them no coiled baskets can be made.” (Castetter and 

Underhill1978:57)    

 In the 1950s willows were being removed from the banks of the Gila River (Graff 1984) 

in order to hinder their water intake in the mistaken understanding that it would free up more 

water for agriculture.  “Phreatophyte control offers a method of reducing the evapotranspiration 

and thus increases the water available to downstream users. This control is achieved by removing 

the woody phreatophytes and replacing them with grasses having a lower consumptive use.” 

(Culler 1970)  This practice of removing riparian trees continued intermittently in the Southwest 

until the 1970s. (Baker, Ffolliot, DeBano, and Neary 2004:5) 

4.4 Santa Cruz River 

Only after examining the past can we fully appreciate the dramatic decrease in riparian 

vegetation that ensued throughout the southwest during Anglo-American settlement. Not only is 

this decline evident along the Gila River but similar issues of ecological degradation had also 

transpired along the Santa Cruz River. In fact, Erickson has described early Anglo-American 

migration on Tohono O’odham territory as the “gravest threat to the O’odham”. (Erickson 

2003:77) More than one hundred years ago the Santa Cruz River supported riparian vegetation 

either by its flow or its underground aquifers. “Historical records indicate that streamflow in the 

reach of the Santa Cruz River that passes through present-day Tucson was shallow and perennial 

and supported several cienegas and a dense mesquite bosque with scattered deciduous forests.” 

(Baker, Ffolliot, DeBano, and Neary 2004:116) 
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 Today, urban lands, invasive species and drought tolerant shrubs have replaced most of 

the riparian vegetation, including willows. These profound changes created by human 

disruptions along the Santa Cruz River include overpumping, channelization, livestock grazing, 

agriculture and development pressures, introduction of exotic species, and loss of native riparian 

species. (Briggs 1996:5)  

The Santa Cruz River is usually a dry riverbed through much of the year. This was not 

always the case, as it was a combination of human manipulation, mismanagement, and natural 

catastrophes in the late nineteenth century that led to the decline of the Santa Cruz’s water flow. 

The Santa Cruz River was the center of life in the valley for both Native and non-Native people.  

It is no coincidence that missionaries and presidios sprung up around the life giving river in the 

Sonoran desert. The Santa Cruz River was described by surveyors in 1867 as a perennial stream 

for its first 150 miles flowing underground three times in its course. After the river disappears 

underground at Canoa it only resurfaces again at Punta de Agua at San Xavier and rapidly 

submerges again not to rise until Tucson. (Logan 2002:125)  

In the late 1800s continued arrival of settlers who depended upon water from the Santa 

Cruz significantly altered the ecosystem as the proliferation of mills and irrigation for agriculture 

along the banks caused an increased demand on the river. These new settlers constructed dams in 

the stream channel to power mills and by the 1860s agriculture increased in the middle basin in 

Tucson. (Logan 2002:126) Agriculture frequently results in clearing portions of these riparian 

forests along the source of water in order to make room for large plots of farm land. Unlike 

Native farming, Anglo-Americans clear native vegetation in order to plant large acreages of a 

single plant type, accompanied by a high percentage of bare ground. (Sullivan 1999) In the past, 

riparian trees were not considered a valuable resource. (Illhardt et al, 2000)  Agriculturists would 
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remove the trees that were not only in the way but those plants that would utilize lots of water 

including cottonwood and willow.  Also, farming can pose a threat to adjacent riparian 

vegetation by exposing the soil to agriculture tail water. “For example, by exposing salt-

intolerant species such as Fremont cottonwood (Jackson et al. 1990; Siegel and Brock 1990) to 

salt-laden agriculture tail water.” (Stromberg 1993:103) 

   Population increase was further exacerbated in the basin in 1880 with the arrival of the 

railroad which brought industrial technology and a modern perception of water use. (Logan 

2002: 135) The cycle of erosion arroyo cutting and extreme drought that began in the 1870s 

finally devastated the water flow along the surface of the Santa Cruz River leaving little left. 

(Hackenberg 1983:167) As Betancourt described, “By the 1880s demand for irrigation and 

domestic water exceeded the supply afforded by the perennial flow of the Santa Cruz.” (cited in 

Logan 2002:156) The willow trees along the river necessitate surface water and groundwater to 

survive.  

The lack of water did not hinder the efforts to support agriculture as they turned to exploit 

the water resources below the rivers surface. Tapping the aquifer allowed farmers to move 

farther from the river basin giving them the ability to spread out and acquire more acreage to 

farm. (Logan 2002:156)  In 1881 wood-burning mechanical steam pumps began extracting water 

from the river and the underground aquifer for miners, ranchers, and the ever rapidly growing 

Tucson.(Logan 2002:156) These pumps required wood to fuel and eventually the Santa Cruz 

valley’s supply was exhausted. Ultimately, Tucson would rely on the Tohono O’odham from San 

Xavier Reservation to supply them with the wood they needed but this too ran out within five 

years. (Logan 2002:154) Although mesquite is the top choice for burning most likely as this 

supply ran out they turned to the large willow trees could have been used to burn for fuel as well. 
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Likewise in the 1860s, cottonwood and willow forests along the Lower Colorado provided fuel 

for steamer travel. (Briggs 1966:4; Ohmart et al. 1977) Also cutting trees along the banks led to 

further erosion along the banks further exacerbating the problems and continuing the cycle of 

arroyo cutting. The decline in groundwater levels from pumping adversely altered riparian 

habitats along the Santa Cruz River. (Baker, Ffolliot, DeBano, and Neary 2004:116) Willow 

which are limited in their ability to obtain water from great depths, typically less than five meters 

(Stromberg 1993:100) this meant their ultimate demise. Lower ground water levels can also 

increase the invasion of drought tolerant exotics, like saltcedar (Tamarix ssp.). (Stromberg 

1993:87) 

4.5 San Xavier 

Groundwater pumping also affected water under the Tohono O’odham reservation.  The 

dense forest on the Santa Cruz near San Xavier Mission slowly died as groundwater pumping 

depleted the aquifer beneath it. Heavy rains went cut ditches into the soil instead of flowing on 

the floodplain. In 1912 the Punte de Agua ditch turned into a massive arroyo. Water table 

dropped significantly and Tohono O’odham fields were left high and dry. A living river was 

transformed into a barren chute that carried runoff away rather than slowing down and allowing 

it to percolate in the soil. Non-Indian farmers tried to intensify agriculture along the Santa Cruz 

River by digging large ditches in the channel to intercept more of the water table. (Castetter and 

Bell 1942:127) This river not only supported the Tohono O’odham Reservation with water for 

agriculture but also had supported a forest of willows. Reservations and farming would also have 

essentially tied the Tohono O’odham to their reservation farm lands and prevented basket 

weavers from reaching most of their sources of willow for basketry material, as well as, draw 

away time to gather or trade with the other tribes. It is also possible that access to supplies of 



- 62 - 
 

willow off of the Tohono O’odham reservation would have been on private farms, as living on 

lands near water resources was also important to the Anglo-American settlers. 

Due to the large numbers of people settling on traditional Tohono O’odham land, the 

government set a series of executive orders in the late 1800’s to establish the Tohono O’odham 

reservations in order to protect the O’odham people. An executive order established the 

reservation in1874, at San Xavier and set aside 69,200 acres surrounding the San Xavier del Bac 

mission for the use of the O’odham. (Erickson 2003:79) It is interesting to note that the word bac 

is the Spanish pronunciation comes of the O’odham word wa:c, which means where the water 

gathers yet today there is no water there. (Erickson 2003) 

Allotment began in 1890 on the San Xavier Reservation. The General Allotment Act 

proposed to deal with this “Indian problem” by giving individual plots of land to Indians for 

agricultural use, this would in turn, increase successful economic and cultural development of 

Native peoples. Therefore it was believed that, Native American Indians would become 

assimilated into American culture and receive the benefits of civilization. The other, probably 

more important reason for allotment, was to gain use of Native American Indian lands for non-

Natives. The act called for breaking up large tribal land holdings to enable settlement of the west.  

Even prior to non-Indian contact, the Tohono O'odham were an agricultural people. Not 

the sedentary, large scale type of agriculture that the United States government expected of them 

to become assimilated into the dominant Anglo-American culture. Originally, the allotments 

were irrigated with water from the Santa Cruz River, but non-Indian development adjacent to the 

Reservation soon began to deplete the flow of the river.  

In 1894 and 1901 disastrous floods devastated San Xavier [...] Once the vegetation was 

gone, however, there was nothing to slow the water, and it came with such force that it 

dug seep channels through the desert floors. The floods lowered the channel of the Santa 
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Cruz River by several feet and eroded the banks, widening the channel considerably. 

(Erickson 2003:96) 

 

The mode of life of the Tohono O’odham has been called semi-nomadic as they lived in two 

villages one in the valley and one in the hills. During the summer they lived they cultivated fields 

along the intermittent streams. After harvesting, they went to the hills and relied on hunting and 

gathering. (Spicer 1941:22)  

Perhaps of profoundest importance in the alteration of Papago life has been the 

development of permanent water supplies through machine dug wells. This has stabilized 

communities so that the old annual cycle of movement between villages is no longer an 

important feature of Papago life. (Spicer 1941:23)  

 

In Shreve’s thesis, she explains that government wells changed the preparation of basketry 

materials. 

The environment of Papagueria today has been altered by permanent wells which the 

government started drilling on the Reservation in 1917, by more rapid transportation, and 

by general stores. These changes have not been responsible for changes in the basketry 

materials used, but they have been responsible for changes in methods of preparing and 

collecting materials. (Shreve 1943: 6) 

 

Although the wells themselves, as Shreve states, are not the reason for the change in materials, 

the government wells were necessary because there was no access to water on the reservation. 

Willow is a plant sensitive to water and is found along streambeds and riparian habitats in the 

Southwest.  Kissell explains the use of wells and the dependency of the Aikmel O’odham on the 

wells for water supply.  

The water supply for the fields was formerly furnished by the rivers, but now that the 

white man is making use of the headwaters of these streams, and diverting a considerable 

supply, it has become necessary for the Pima to depend more and more upon wells.” 

(Kissell 1916: 129) 

 

The Tohono O’odham had a similar dependency on the wells as their only source of water. “To 

improve the water resources of the Reservation, the government drilled deep wells at many 

villages, thus assuring a year-round water supply and making unnecessary migrations between 
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valley and mountains.” (Spicer and Chessky: 30) The willow that the Tohono O’odham used for 

making baskets was collected along rivers, as well as obtained from trade with the Aikmel 

O’odham.  This occurred during the migrations to the Gila River. In the early 1900s, the Tohono 

O’odham were restricted and bounded to smaller parcel of land because of the influx of settlers 

and also the reservations that began to be established. They were not only unable to trade with 

the Aikmel O’odham because of their restriction of movement, but the Aikmel O’odham were 

having their own troubles with the encroachment of territory and natural resources, primarily 

water.  

4.6 Cattle 

In the 1860’s the Santa Cruz Valley became a major stock raising region and Anglo-

Americans from Texas and Mexicans brought their herds to graze. (Erickson 2003:82) Also 

around this period the Tohono O’odham began to adopt the practice of herding cattle in order to 

make a living. Some believe that it was cattle grazing that gave rise to the eventual destruction of 

the Santa Cruz River. In 1899, Volney M. Spalding a Smithsonian scientist declared that the 

arroyo cutting was due to overgrazing.  

Previous to the advent of cattlemen some 20 years ago, and the destructive effects of 

over-pasturing, the valley of the Santa Cruz had a luxuriant growth of saccaton and other 

vegetation, which prevented the cutting of channels, and the water spread out over the 

whole valley instead of flowing through the deep cuts it has since made; tules grew 

thickly in the springy places, and a fine forest of mesquite covered the ground. (Logan 

2002:148) 

 

 The crisis was not that there were cattle in the desert but that there were too many cattle. In 

1891, the cattle industry was flourishing in Arizona with an estimated 1.5 million cattle up from 

just 40,000 cattle twenty years before. (Zeiman 2002:90) The sheer number of cattle kept by both 

the Tohono O’odham and non-Natives in combination with the fact that they were inexperienced 
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with grazing the arid ecosystem consequently led to overgrazing. (Zeiman 2002:90) This 

overgrazing seriously impacted the land so quickly that the rangeland could not heal itself.  

 Livestock grazing impacts riparian areas in that the cattle remove vegetation by grazing 

and browsing. Trampling and browsing can also lead to reduced seedling establishment. 

(Stromberg 1993: 102)  Removal of riparian vegetation gives exotic species a chance to grow 

and may be unpalatable to livestock. Also disturbance-adapted exotic annuals would survive 

over native species in overgrazed riparian habitats. (Stromberg 1993: 103) For instance, saltcedar 

(Tamarix ssp.) can rapidly dominate cottonwood and willow forests.  As riparian vegetation, like 

willows, decreased along the Santa Cruz River due to overgrazing waterways became eroded by 

the rapid waters cut into the riverbeds. The deeper washes move water faster and the soil retains 

less water posing a serious threat to willows as they depend on the moist soil for survival.  

While overgrazing can cause issues for willows, it has been proposed that grazing may 

favor soaptree yucca if forage that cattle find more palatable is available. (Steinberg 2001) Cattle 

only eat the sharp leaves of yucca in times of famine.  Also, some sources have stated that the 

long range effects of cattle grazing could actually increase the number of large clonal 

individuals. (Stanley and Ludwig 1976:183) While a few sources have cited grazing as a cause of 

increase in soaptree yucca cover, the data is disputed. (Steinberg 2001, Holechek 1994, Kerley et 

al.1993)  

4.7 Tohono O’odham Plant Management 

Sustainably collecting, growing and preparing these natural fibers require respect for and 

knowledge about the natural world. Before a weaver places the first stitch, she has to spend 

countless hours harvesting and preparing her materials. (TOCA) 

 

Like all indigenous people, the Tohono O’odham adapted their subsistence and basketry 

materials to the plant resources readily available in their environment, but they also adapted 
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plants to fit their own needs. (Doolittle 2000:55) Protecting, encouraging, nurturing, and 

cultivation are all intervention techniques utilized by Native people in order to increase growth 

and the reproduction of desired plant materials. (Doolittle 2000: 25)  For example, Devil’s claw 

(Probicidea parviflora) is a plant protected by Tohono O’odham as it is valued for its 

drupaceous capsule to make the black designs in basketry. “It [devil’s claw] grows wild in the 

Papago country but women, long ago, began to protect fertile patches of it by erecting a fence of 

branches to keep the rodents out.” (Castetter and Underhill 1935: 57)  

Tohono O’odham weavers also utilize pruning and coppicing techniques to benefit the 

growth and the amount of leaves that can be produced on one yucca plant. (Anderson 1993:160) 

“The [soaptree] leaves yield the major basketry fiber for the Tohono O’odham, who know how 

to harvest the tender new leaves in a way that promotes branching instead of killing the plant.” 

(Phillips and Wentworth Comus 2000:162) The Tohono O’odham also domesticated useful 

plants as well. Gary Nabhan and Amadeo Rea have shown that devil’s claw, with white seeds 

and longer claws, had undergone the process of domestication in order to increase its usefulness 

as a basketry fiber. (Nabhan et al. 1981:135; Nabhan and Rea 1987:57)   This domesticate is 

distinct from the wild genotype.  

The Tohono O’odham believed that the vegetation had to be taken care of in order to 

produce. (Lewis 1994:127) This attitude towards cultigens was detailed by Tohono O’odham 

informants of Castetter and Bell.  

 One Papago informant said that in farming everything had to be taken care of, even to 

the extent of aiding plants to break through the ground. Another states it was not the 

purpose of Papago to let plants grow by themselves but that all cultivated plants have to 

be taken care of and helped by human hands, and one cannot take things for granted. 

(Castetter and Bell 1942:173) 
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As shown in the previous excerpt the Tohono O’odham believed that plants needed to be 

assisted. The Tohono O’odham have intimate knowledge of their environment and vegetation 

and it is not hard to extrapolate that willow may have been a plant that was protected and 

encouraged not only for quantity but for quality basketry fibers. In fact willow is a common plant 

that is managed by numerous Native American Indian tribes. Among the California Indians, 

judicious harvesting, controlled burning, pruning, cultivation, and debris clearing was employed 

to create an abundance of willows for basketry. (Ortiz 1993:199-204) Unfortunately previous 

studies on basketry material tend to focus on plants removed from their context and emphasize 

the cultural product and the management of these basketry fibers was infrequently recorded. 

(Anderson 1993:158) Fire has been cited as a common technique utilized by Native people to 

control plant material. “Fire has been put forth as one agent most likely used in southwestern 

encouragement.” (Bohrer 1991:233, Doolittle1992: 50)  

In addition to possessing knowledge of traditional designs and weaving skills basket 

weavers need to be knowledgeable about which plants in their area are suitable for their specific 

needs, whether it be for utilitarian, sale, or ceremonial purposes. The weaver needs to know 

where these plants grow, their different properties, and the right season to gather them. Quality 

plant materials are very important in making good, strong baskets. Not all materials are suitable 

for the bending and twisting of basketry, especially the prickly plants from the Sonoran desert. 

There are numerous desirable properties specifically selected for the construction of basketry.  

Native California basketweaver’s, for instance, value their woody basketry material to have 

flexibility, straightness, absence of bark blemishes, length, uniform diameter, and the absence of 

lateral branching. (Anderson 2005:210) These desirable characteristics were purposely 

encouraged. For example Anderson describes the unsuitability of lateral branching in woody 
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material for basketry as the dense wood at the joint would make it unsuitable for splitting to 

make basketry weft and uneven drying and cracking would also occur.  

Side branches are undesirable to weavers because the juncture of a lateral branch to a 

main stem (node) is the region that harbors the densest wood the cells in this region are 

relatively short and small, while the cells in the internodes are long and large. Thus when 

the basketry material is seasoned by storage, the plant material will dry unevenly and 

undergo a differential shrinkage. This will cause the material to warp and crack and 

render it unsuitable for weaving. The juncture is also characterized by varying grain 

angles, which may have an important effect on properties. (Anderson 2005: 212-213) 

 

 In looking at Tohono O’odham willow basketry, the woven element is usually straight, 

unbroken, and uniform indicating that they also desired these similar properties for their 

basketry.   

 The weaver’s lack of access to willow stands along the banks of the Gila River and the 

Santa Cruz River due to the intrusion of non-native settlers made it difficult for weavers to 

harvest and manage the quality basketry materials required to make good baskets. While the 

reservation was intended to protect the Tohono O’odham people from Anglo-American 

encroachment it also limited their movement and gave Anglo-Americans the ability to privately 

own the land adjacent to water resources where willows grow making it more difficult, and 

possibly dangerous, to harvest basketry material.  In fact, one of the main areas of conflict 

between the settlers before the establishment of the reservations and even after was over the 

water rights to wells, canals, and river flow.  

 Tohono O’odham weavers were dynamic and altered their traditions in order to suit 

cultural needs in contemporary society and adapted to these new environmental realties. Soaptree 

yucca has a distribution much wider than willow in Southern Arizona and therefore much easier 

to obtain material. Soaptree yucca does not need the same amount of care and manipulation as  
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willow, even less water. Yucca leaves are available all year long but spring and early summer is 

preferred. (Shreve 1943:69) While the trunk of the plant is slow growing the yucca leaves grow 

in a short amount of time very rapidly, more than one inch a day until mostly grown (Campbell 

and Keller 1932:368) Comparatively, willow branches used for basketry are commonly over one 

year old and. (Anderson 2005: 217)  

In Kissell’s investigations in the early 1900s she frequently notes the scarcity of willow 

in the Tohono O’odham territory. Shreve also noted that willow were only available in the 

northern part of the Tohono O’odham reservation near the source of supply. (Shreve 1943:64) 

Most importantly contemporary Tohono O’odham basketweavers, such as Terrol Dew Johnson, 

attribute the reduced use of willow for basketry to access and scarcity of material. Likewise, a 

current exhibit panel at the Tohono O’odham Nation Cultural Center and Museum acknowledge 

willow shortage as the basis of change. “Basketweavers have also substituted materials that no 

longer grow in abundance, such as willow, to meet the demands of the marketplace. “ (Francisco 

2012)   

Between1865 and 1920 the period of Anglo-American settlement in Southern Arizona 

caused the decline of riparian forests and willow.  The numerous causes for their decline have 

been determined to include dams, overuse of surface and groundwater supplies, cattle grazing, 

the elimination of beaver, clearing for agriculture, and the invasion of exotic plants. Today, the 

Santa Cruz is mostly dry except after a heavy rainstorm. The natural groves of cottonwood, 

mesquite, and willow trees along the riverbanks are long gone. “The aquifer beneath Tucson 

would not exist without importing billions of gallons of water annually from the Colorado 

River.” (Tucson Citizen 2013)   
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Chapter 5: Contemporary Native Basketry Issues 

The survival and development of indigenous peoples’ particular ways of life, their traditional 

knowledge, their handicrafts and other cultural expressions have, since time immemorial, 

depended on their access and rights to their traditional lands, territories, and natural resources. 

–United Nations 

 

5.1 Access and Loss of Basketry Material 

 

A large proportion of the time spent making baskets is concentrated on managing, 

gathering, and the preparation of plant materials. These activities are considered a vital part of 

the basketry process. Among Native people, gathering plants for food, religious ceremonies, and 

material culture is an expression of their distinct cultural heritage. Gathering plants for basket 

making is used as an instrument to impart traditional plant knowledge, Native language, and oral 

stories to members of their community. For contemporary Native American Indian basket 

weavers obtaining quality basketry materials can be quite difficult, if not impossible. As 

mentioned earlier in this thesis, basketweavers frequently voice their concerns about access and 

loss of plant material. In fact, several Native basketry organizations arose in the 1990s in part to 

battle these issues. The inability for weavers to obtain plant material to produce basketry is not 

only a concern for their economic wellbeing, but the obstacles they face also endanger the 

continuation of their cultural traditions and identity.   

This shortage of basketry plant material is not merely attributed to just one cause but 

results from several issues including, the obliteration of native species and the destruction of 

natural habitats, the spread of invasive species, the spraying of pesticides and herbicides, 

pollution and littering, cessation of traditional native management techniques, private property 

restrictions, encroachment of developed land and suburban development, international border 

impacts, and federal, state, and local land laws. This portion of the thesis will bring attention to 
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the challenges that contemporary basketweavers encounter even before they begin to weave their 

first stitch.    

5.2 The Myth of Wilderness 

“Where man himself is a visitor who does not remain.” - Wilderness Act 1964 

There are a few primary factors that first need to be addressed and understood before the 

discussion of particular basketry issues occur.  In general, there are fundamental differences 

between Native and western concepts of land and resource use. After great environmental 

destruction occurred in the early period of Anglo-American settlement, Anglo-Americans in the 

1920s began to take an interest in the preservation of the environment and natural landscape. 

However, early conservationist believed that the natural landscape should be left in its natural 

state and to accomplish this it had to be set aside and admired from afar without the intervention 

of humans. This included removing Native people from those lands and restricting their access 

and use of resources. Wilderness, defined by western thought, is a fraction of the landscape that 

is perceived as pure, pristine, and untouched or controlled by human influence. (Anderson 2005)  

“For many Americans wilderness stands as the last remaining place where civilization, that all 

too human disease, has not fully infected the earth.” (Cronon 1995:69) The western concept of 

wilderness as a pristine area without people has influenced policy in the Unites States, which in 

turn has shaped our current landscape. 

Yet, recent research indicates that “wilderness” has long been influenced by Native 

activities (see Gomez-Pompa and Kaus 1990, Anderson 2005, Cronon 1983). Early Europeans 

did not recognize the role that Native American Indians had in shaping and managing the 

landscape. (Anderson 2005, Cronon 1983) The landscape that Europeans “discovered” was 

believed to be a vast tract of empty wilderness. Early colonists believed that the indigenous 
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people were squandering the land and thought they were not making use of the natural resources. 

On the other hand, non-Native people viewed these resources as commodities. This sort of 

thinking had been used to justify the disposition of Native people from their lands and resources. 

Unfortunately, the assumption that land and its resources were available in limitless quantities 

led to the destruction of these managed landscapes. The consequent destruction of the 

environment prompted interest in protecting landscapes and the creation of conservation groups.  

 Native peoples have been using and manipulating the landscape for thousands of years 

and understood the reciprocal relationship between humans, animals, and plants.  Native peoples 

played a major role in the maintenance and enhancement of biological diversity in the United 

States and this was not fully understood by Anglo-Americans conservationists. One reason for 

this misunderstanding is that non-native people separate themselves from the natural world while 

Native people generally believe they are a part of the system. The western way of thinking about 

land management and use has caused basketweavers a great deal of trouble as Native people are 

not factored into the preservation efforts because basketweavers are seen as destroying plants 

even though this is not true.  

5.3 Restriction  

The persistence and resilience of Tohono O’odham basketry traditions is extraordinary 

given the fact that they have confronted and continue to be challenged with access to culturally 

significant sites and plant material. Reservation lands set aside for Native people have not always 

included the best land that the tribe originally held. In many cases, basketweavers are unable to 

get material for baskets on their own reservations and need to seek elsewhere for their supply.  

Between federal agencies such as the Bureau of Land Management, United States Forest Service, 

National Parks and monuments, and military bases in combination with state and local land 
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ownership large portions of Arizona are inaccessible to basketweavers gathering plant materials. 

Arizona’s Federal laws restrict basketweavers from entering or gathering at these sites and 

property laws govern access to private property for example agricultural and ranch lands. The 

best resources for Native cultural practices, such as basketry, are often to be found on lands with 

a strictly hands off policy such as national and state parks. In many instances these lands are the 

best suitable for plant gathering as they have not been polluted, heavily developed, and in many 

cases were areas traditionally managed by Native people and still rich in basketry materials.  

The NPS is currently the most restrictive of the federal agencies in allowing Native 

gathering practices. (Lebeau 1998:34) The NPS currently does not have a traditional gathering 

policy and harvesting plant materials in national parks is generally not allowed. On June 30, 

1983, the Department of the Interior (DOI) made National Park Service regulation 36 CFR 2.1 

final. This rule states that “it prohibits the possessing, destroying, injuring, defacing, removing, 

digging, or disturbing from its natural state plants or their parts or products” (“ECFR”). NPS 

regulation 36 CFR Part 2.1 has prevented gathering practices except where treaties allow or 

specific NPS enabling legislation allows it. For example, in the Organ Pipe Cactus National 

Monument congressional authorization explicitly allows the Tohono O’odham to gather cactus 

fruit. NPS regulations reflect the past thoughts on preserving the land without any human 

influence.  

However in 2010, NPS Director Jonathan Jarvis publicly proclaimed that one of his goals 

was to revise the regulation that obstructs Native Americans from continuing their cultural 

traditions on NPS lands. (Taylor 2010) This proposed rule is now in the early stages and it 

recommends to “authorize agreements with federally recognized Indian tribes to allow the 

gathering of plants, plant parts, or minerals by designated tribal members for traditional 
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purposes.”  (NPS 2011) This proposal not only acknowledges their government-to-government 

relationship to the tribes but also recognizes the importance of Native management practices in 

preserving plant communities.  

Much research has been done that demonstrates that traditional gathering when done with 

traditional methods and in traditionally established quantities helps to conserve plant 

communities and supports NPS conclusion that cooperation with Indian tribes in the 

management of plants and mineral resources is consistent with the preservation of 

national park lands for all American people. (NPS 2010:5) 

 

There are people within the park service that are not very happy about this new proposal. The 

Public Employees For Environmental Responsibility (PEER) crafted a document against this 

proposal. (PEER 2010) Jeff Ruch executive director of PEER maintains that the agency is 

violating the 1916 Organic Act in the name of political correctness. (Taylor 2010, PEER 2010) 

However, any new rules should be in consultation with tribes as they are sovereign 

nations and supported by Native basketweavers. Native basket weavers should be given the 

opportunity to present their opinions as these new rules may limit gathering plant material to 

only federally recognized tribes and may restrict the gathering of material for commercial 

purposes.   

5.4 Tohono O’odham Access to Basketry Material  

Not only has access to traditional gathering sites been an issue for the Tohono O’odham 

in collecting willow but in recent years it has also interfered with their ability to attain yucca and 

beargrass as well.  While these desert plants are not endangered plants per se, significant sites 

that are rich in these basketry material are frequently being destroyed by the expansion of roads 

and highways, construction of parking lots, and rapid urban development. As the natural land 

base shrinks weavers are forced to find new avenues to obtain material. Others decide to find 

sites that may not be easy to get to. For instance, the “Tohono O’odham have to drive up to 100 
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miles to collect yucca and beargrass for their baskets.”  (Dewald1979:31) In fact, TOBO has in 

the past made arrangements with the Amerind Museum in Dragoon, AZ to gather basketry 

materials. Unfortunately, the Amerind is also a significant distance from the Tohono O’odham 

reservations.  

5.5 Plant Loss 

The rare and endangered status of basketry plant material is often attributed to habitat 

fragmentation and habitat loss. One of the factors for this fragmentation is population growth and 

urban development. Urbanization leads to a number of negative consequences including the 

reduction of species richness and native species extinction. (Czech et al. 2000) While the 

Arizona Sonoran desert’s remote location and seemingly inhabitable environment made it 

somewhat unappealing for most to live in during the early years of its United States history, this 

sentiment has significantly changed since the late 19
th

 century.  With modern technology remote 

areas were easily connected by road and rail making it easier to bring goods to the region and the 

emergence of large-scale projects to control water allowed more water to be dispersed. Today, 

the Southwest is one of the most rapidly urbanizing regions in the United States and Arizona has 

among the fastest population growth in the nation. (Zaimes 2007:93) This growth can be 

attributed to its appealing desert landscape rich in interesting plants, like the universal symbol of 

the American west the saguaro.  

Since the settlement of the Southwestern United States by homesteaders, population has 

steadily increased and is continuously on the rise. “The population of Arizona has doubled in the 

last 15-20 years and is expected to double again by the year 2040.” (Zaimes 2007:93) This 

increase in population has had a significant impact on the landscape and environment, 

particularly the water resources and subsequently the desert’s riparian habitats. As with the land 

of the Akimel O’odham, even small population densities surrounding water has led to localized 
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impacts to riparian areas. (Zaimes 2007:83) It has also had an effect on desert plants, such as 

soaptree yucca as well.  

This growth in population and the large mass of tourists that visit has forced Arizona to 

build infrastructure to support this increase. Creation of urban areas road construction, dams, in 

response to population and development pressures has significantly altered both the landscape 

and hydrologic function of many rangeland watersheds and has increased the degradation of the 

land. This increase in population has considerably affected the environment as growth has led to 

development, which fragments the landscape with roads, housing communities, and other 

commercial structures.  Human development alters the Sonoran natural environments by 

reducing the natural space, pollution, introducing invasive species, fires, and ultimately 

interrupting the ecosystems when wildlife declines.  Residential and commercial construction is 

rapidly transforming the Sonoran desert landscape and has significantly impacted plants and 

natural wash drainages and ground water are especially sensitive. All which are vital for basketry 

this restrictions, are interrupting the traditional. Over time basketry material has become harder 

to find and more difficult to access. Other basket makers described how restrictive land use 

policies remove access to grass, formerly arranged.  

Not only does a lack of materials affect indigenous basketweavers, but the loss of these 

plants are a problem for the general diversity and health of the Sonoran Desert. Many of the plant 

species used for basket making in the Southwest grow nowhere else in the world, are important 

to providing shelter for animals, and are good indications of the loss of these plants will cause a 

reduction of genetic diversity in the Sonoran Desert. Research in the field of Native management 

can bring light to the need for preservation, revitalization, and continuity of indigenous cultural 

traditions. 
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5.6 Pesticides: A threat to human health and the environment 

“The willows are either poisoned by ranchers or plowed under by developers. They are 

eradicated without people realizing the willows have another function- the maintenance of a 

culture.” -- Catherine S. Fowler, Anthropologist referring to the basketry materials utilized by 

the Native people of the Great Basin (Fulkerson and Curtis 1995:11) 

  

Pesticides are chemicals that are utilized to destroy populations of pests. The term 

pesticide can refer to insecticides, herbicides, fungicides, rodenticides, and various other 

substances used to control unwanted pests. (EPA 2009)  These poisons can be encountered by 

basket weavers during the gathering process or through the preparation of the plant materials 

used for basketry. Pesticides are applied regularly on both public and private land and are an 

enormous concern for basketweavers and those who buy and use the finished basketry product.  

Basketweavers frequently express their concern and often avoid areas that may be affected by 

harmful toxins.  The more areas suspected of being poisoned limits the basket weavers range of 

plant collecting. Ruby Chimerica, a Hopi basket weaver expressed her concern to the Arizona 

State Museum curators; 

“I avoid the plants along the sides of roads where car exhausts and chemical sprays get on 

it, so I have to walk further and further to get my rabbitbrush and my plants for tea.” 

(“Basketry Treasured” 2011)  

 

Basketweavers have a right to be concerned and apprehensive about pesticides. Even 

though pesticides were developed to help make our lives easier, pesticide exposure can have 

serious health impacts on humans. These toxins can cause a range of issues from mild skin 

irritation to severe life threatening conditions, such as cancer.  The toxic effect depends on the 

type of chemical involved and the nature and amount of exposure. Dermal exposure to those 

gathering basketry materials is a recognizable risk as they will potentially brush up against and 

handle plant material that have been poisoned. While 97% of pesticide exposure normally occurs 

to on the skin, accidental ingestion is also a concern for basketweavers (EPA 2009). Basket 
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weavers frequently place raw material in their mouth in order to cut, bend, strip, and tighten 

basketry fibers.   

Pesticides on raw material are often undetectable, basketweavers can unknowingly be 

exposed to these poisonous residues.  In Arizona, the application of pesticides and herbicides are 

performed regularly along roads and highways. Unfortunately, some of the only areas accessible 

to Tohono O’odham basketweavers today are along roadsides.  In fact, Soaptree Yucca grows 

proliferous along roadsides because of the water runoff into the rocky ditches along the 

pavement. Soaptree yucca can be found along Oracle Rd. in Oracle, Arizona for miles. Even as 

early back as the 1940s Shreve records Tohono O’odham weavers collecting along highways 

“Mrs. Ahil gathers her yucca in a field near the high-way on the eastern edge of the reservation.” 

(Shreve 194:69)  

Not only can those gathering and making baskets be exposed to pesticides, people that 

use these products also may be at risk. Baskets used for baby cradles, rattles, hats, cooking tools, 

and other uses are of real concern. Basketweavers do not wish to contaminate their families and 

communities with these products. In some cases this causes enough anxiety to discontinue using 

and making baskets.  

The general population of Native American Indians residing in Indian Country has 

significantly less health insurance and a poverty level nearly twice that of the rest of the United 

States population. (EPA 2009:3)  This makes it difficult for basketweavers to receive medical 

attention if issues occur or if concerns about pesticide issues arise. Also, 43% of the Indian 

population resides in rural areas. (EPA 2009:3) This puts basketweavers at a greater potential for 

exposure to agricultural pesticides if they are gathering plants in these rural areas in or around 

their reservations.  
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 Even though pesticides may be targeting certain plants such as invasive species there is a 

large chance that the pesticides will unintentionally contaminate non-target species, air, water 

and soil. The wind can carry particles of pesticides to other areas unintentionally contaminating 

other non-target species, this is called pesticide drift. In some cases the plants that basket 

weavers need for their baskets are the plants being targeted or removed. This results in a loss of 

basketry materials either because they are poisoned and unusable or altogether gone.  “A 

Shoshone basketweaver reports that she can no longer gather willow in traditional areas because 

herbicides have deformed the plants. According to her," chemical sprays cause the willow to be 

bumpy inside and have a wormy center, so that the shoots don't grow straight and are then 

unusable." (Lebeau 1998:39) 

Tribal governments and native basketry organizations have been at the forefront in 

dealing with pesticide issues that affect their tribal members. Pesticides are not a new issue 

encountered by Native tribes. While gathering plant materials connects the weaver to the 

landscape and is an enjoyable experience that promotes a healthy active lifestyle, there are also 

dangers involved. For this reason, individual weavers and basketry organizations have attempted 

to make connections with private property owners in order to ensure a safe and chemical free 

area for plant gathering.  

 Despite environmental pressures that interrupt traditional methods of gathering plant 

materials, basketry persists as a source of cultural expression, a connection to their native 

heritage, and in some cases as a form of supplemental income. Basketry is not a static tradition, 

but a dynamic practice that relies on its ability to resist and adapt to environmental and social 

changes. Contemporary native basketry is the product of a continual struggle to preserve native 

knowledge and heritage. The future of basketry is dependent upon the ability of basketweavers 
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and their community to continue to innovate and adapt their craft for the next generation of 

opportunities and difficulties. Within the Tohono O’odham community there are clearly a 

number of individuals working toward finding solutions for the difficulties they face today and 

into the future. 

The following chapter will demonstrate how Tohono O’odham basketweavers have come 

together to form a community organization dedicated to revitalizing the basketry tradition; 

provide basketry workshops; work with other Native organizations alongside agencies to help 

ensure that access to quality basketry material will be available for future generations of 

weavers; and incorporate basketry into educational programs. 
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Chapter 6: Enduring Traditions, Resiliency, and Revitalization 
 

Traditional arts are more than just a pastime or an amusement; rather they are the heart of 

Indian life and their practice is necessary for the continuation of the culture. (Dyal 1984:121) 

 

The gathering of plants and animals is a foundation of ethnic identity, provides a healthier diet, 

helps individuals and tribes to maintain economic independence, and can assist in efforts to 

conserve native plants and preserve the state’s biodiversity. In addition, fostering the unique 

gathering and land management practices of each tribe preserves a remarkably diverse and rich 

cultural heritage. (Anderson 2005: 325-326) 

 

  The focus on this chapter is how basketry associations have fostered cultural continuity 

by simultaneously bringing about change. With determination many Native American Indian 

tribes are working to rekindle lost cultural values, and restore a sense of community.  

6.1 Native Basketry Organizations 

There is no more important time to invest in the renewal of Native cultures. I truly believe we 

have a duty to come together as one people and one nation to preserve and revitalize our Native 

arts and cultures. - Marshal McKay, Founding Member of the Native Arts and Cultures 

Foundation and appointee to the Native American Heritage Commission 

  As demonstrated in the previous chapters, Native basketweavers face a multitude of 

hardships and issues that impact the tradition of basket making and consecutively effect their 

cultural identity and way of life. Native basketweavers have overcome these obstacles by 

forming organizations that facilitate not only the revitalization of tangible material culture, but 

which promote health and healing in Native communities. The formation of these Native 

weaving organizations within the past twenty years has been an important development. These 

organizations give individual weavers support and a stronger voice within their community. 

They bring together weavers to share knowledge, to identify problems, and develop strategies in 

order to address critical issues. It also empowers weavers to work with local, state, and federal 

governments in the interest of forming allies to help meet the weaver’s goals and needs. Lorene 

Sisquoc co-founder of Nex’wetem a Southern California basketweavers association and a 
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Curator of the Sherman Indian Museum conveys the importance of Native basketry 

organizations. “It supports something that was almost lost in our tribal communities. It brings 

awareness to the community and pride and culture preservation to our people.” (Rhodes 2012) 

  There are currently many active Native organizations throughout the United States.  

These organizations are formed by Native weavers some consist of one tribal community and 

others of multiple Native communities that reside in one region.  Some of the larger more vocal 

organization include: the California Indian Basketweavers Association (ClBA), Southern 

California Indian Basketweavers Organization (SCIBO), Nex’wetem, Great Basin Native 

Basketweavers Association, Northwest Native American Basketweavers Association (NNABA), 

Oklahoma Native American Basketweavers (ONAB), Maine Indian Basketmakers Alliance 

(MlBA), Qualla Cooperative, and of course the Tohono O'odham Basketweavers Organization 

(TOBO). Each group’s mission reflects the importance of this tradition and many have a similar 

goals and vision for the future. Collectively, these organizations promote basketweaving 

traditions while providing a healthy physical, social, spiritual and economic environment for 

Native peoples.  

  No other group of Native American artisans has organized more effectively than basket 

weavers have. (Ortiz 2008) This could be attributed to basketry being such a collective activity in 

the past. Native basketweavers would have gone in groups to gather materials and wove baskets 

together as well. Today, these communal activities continue as basketry organizations coordinate 

retreats, events, and special gatherings. The Tohono O’odham Basketweavers Organization has 

sponsored an event focusing on basketry and food. This event brings together basketmakers from 

all over the world, including indigenous people from New Zealand.  These festivals were hosted 

at the Heard Museum in Phoenix from 1998 until 2007.  After 2007 the celebration was hosted at 
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the Tohono O’odham Nation’s Himdag Ki: Museum and Cultural Center in Topawa, Arizona 

and most recently in 2013 at the Arizona-Sonora Desert Museum. (Hunter 2012) When the 

artist’s market was in Phoenix, more than 2,500 people had the opportunity to buy basketry and 

see weavers at work. (NEA 2001)  

6.2 Education of Collectors and the General Public  

  Many of the basketry organizations also educate the general public about basketry 

traditions. These educational experiences come in the form of workshops, lectures, and fairs. 

Terrol Dew Johnson in the past has given lectures at the Arizona State Museum in Tucson, AZ, 

the Heard Museum in Phoenix, AZ, Arizona-Sonora Desert Museum in Tucson, AZ, Museum of 

American Indian Culture in Santa Fe, NM and many other venues throughout the Southwest. Not 

only does Mr. Johnson promote the sale of Tohono O’odham basketry, but his lectures educate 

the public about the Tohono O’odham people. Many of the organizations also attend national and 

international events in order to expand their reach outside of their local area. In 2006, TOBO 

attended the Smithsonian’s Folk Art Festival in order to share its tradition with the national 

public. As mentioned previously, misinformation about Native cultures are still proliferous as a 

result of lingering stereotypes and distorted imagery of Native traditions and life ways.  While 

for many non-native people this may have prompted initial interest in basketry, these events and 

lectures controlled by the Native weavers provides an avenue for them to relay accurate 

information about themselves and their basketry. These organizations do not only benefit their 

own Native communities, they engage, inform, and benefit the local communities as well.  

  Also, many basketry organizations inform consumers about the importance of buying 

authentic Native arts and crafts. Basketry, as well as other Native arts, are frequently copied and 

sold as authentic Native products. This is especially true today as Native arts and crafts are 
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gaining recognition as a respected art form throughout the world. Many consumers are unaware 

of these imitation products and are or unable to see the difference. Native basketry organizations 

discourage consumers from buying fakes, as these products tend to be of lesser quality. This 

information is not only beneficial for the consumer, but it also helps protect the heritage and 

artistic integrity of the Native artists. In fact it is illegal to knowingly sell material in a manner 

that falsely suggests it is Indian produced when it is not. The Indian Arts and Crafts Act of 1990 

(P.L. 101-644) prohibits misrepresentation in marketing of Indian arts and crafts. (“IACA”) 

Some basketry organizations utilize tags that assist their consumers identify their products as 

authentic. Purchasing genuine Native products helps preserve and perpetuate Native culture.  

6.3 Tohono O’odham Basketry Organization 

  In 1996, the Tohono O’odham Basketry Organization (TOBO), a branch of the Tohono 

O’odham Community Action (TOCA) was founded by Terrol Dew Johnson, a member of the 

Tohono O’odham Nation and a nationally recognized basketweaver and his associate Tristen 

Reader. (Hunter 2012) The crafts cooperative was originally founded to provide a way for basket 

weavers to sell directly to the public to bypass middlemen. Today their goal, like many other 

Native basketry organizations, is not only to promote the retention of basketry as an economic 

pursuit, but as a means to foster cultural revitalization and community development. (Hunter 

2012, NEA 2001:28) TOBO is dedicated “to revitalizing basketry as a viable, culturally 

appropriate economic opportunity and valued cultural practice.” (TOBO 2013)  On their official 

website, the organization states that they provide:  

1. Weaving classes to pass basketry traditions on to younger Tohono O’odham; 

2. Negotiation of permits that allow weavers to harvest basketry materials on federal, 

state, tribal, and private lands; and  
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3. Sponsorship of the Celebration of Basketry and Native Foods Festival, which has 

brought together weavers from across North America for sharing, workshops, 

networking, and the largest market of its kind in the U.S. (TOBO 2013) 

 

TOBO has been able to successfully receive grants to assist in supporting these activities. In 

2001, TOCA received a National Endowment of the Arts (NEA) Heritage/ Preservation grant of 

$23,000 to support classes and activities related to traditional basketweaving. (NEA 2001:26) 

The process of building a community is an essential component of sovereignty. Building internal 

relationships within the community and external relationships with other Indian and non-Indian 

communities are equally essential and is an ongoing process within the Tohono O’odham 

Basketry Organization. TOBO is creating economic opportunities and rebuilding through 

reviving tribal traditions. Using basketry, a traditional practice, Tohono O’odham overcome 

economic issues and adversity.  

6.4 Leadership and Vision  

  Good leadership within Native communities is critical in the contemporary era of self-

determination. Economic development, cultural resilience, and community health is dependent 

upon resourceful, strong leaders. Martha McLeod in “Keeping the Circle Strong: Learning about 

Native American Leadership”, describes Native leaders as possessing the following attributes:  

a. Indian leaders need to know both their own community values and history, as well as 

the Euro-American community because they must function in both societies; 

b. Indian leaders need to be holistic because Indian communities are small, Indians 

value interconnectedness, and Indians work on a wide variety of issues; 

c. Indian leaders belong to communal societies that must accommodate both tribal 

values and Euro-American systems in which Indians and non-Indians coexist.  

(McLeod 2002) 

 

As previously noted earlier, Terrol Dew Johnson is a leader within the Tohono O’odham 

community. A leader is a facilitator and promoter of group values and interests. “The Indian 
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views the leader as a servant of the people, and in tribal organizations, all people are expected to 

act as leaders when their specialized knowledge or abilities are needed at a particular time.” 

(McLeod 2002)  TOCA, Johnson and Reader’s organization, is based upon Tohono O’odham 

Himdag or O’odham cultural values and way of life. (TOCA 2013) 

Johnson and his TOCA co-partner are frequently recognized for their efforts to 

incorporate traditional food and knowledge, including basketry, in the programs TOCA provides 

for the Tohono O’odham community in order to build a positive future on the strength of the 

past. In 1999, Johnson was named one of America’s top ten young community leaders by the Do 

Something organization in recognition of his “contributions to the revitalization of a healthy and 

sustainable Tohono O’odham community.” (Hunter 2012)  In 2001, The President’s Committee 

on the Arts and Humanities gave TOCA the Coming Up Taller Award. The award is now known 

as the National Arts and Humanities Youth Program Awards. These awards “recognize 

exemplary arts and humanities programs which foster young people's intellectual and creative 

development.” (“NAHYP”)  In 2002, both Johnson and Reader won the Ford Foundation's 

Leadership for a Changing World Award. (Hunter 2012)  Leaders like Terrol Dew Johnson and 

Tristen Reader have stimulated the regrowth of basketry through their work with TOCA/TOBA.  

Basketry leaders, cooperatives, and organizations have striven to revive basketry by 

providing various programs to their communities. These programs are ensuring the transmission 

of weaving knowledge to a new generation of young weavers and it ensures that other aspects of 

culture that are intertwined with this craft such as oral stories, language, and history are passed 

along as well. Tohono O’odham basketweavers have especially been dedicated to revitalizing 

and continuing the basketry tradition. The Tohono O’odham weavers have overcome obstacles 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ford_Foundation
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by working together and TOCA facilitates not only the revitalization of tangible material culture, 

but promotes health and healing within their community. 
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Chapter 7: Conclusion 

Prior to the 1900s, Tohono O’odham coiled basketry was primarily composed of willow 

but after the 1900s Tohono O’odham basketweavers regularly utilized yucca. Most researchers 

attribute this modification to assimilation pressures and to the commercialization of basketry for 

sale to non-native consumers. In 1943, Margaret Shreve’s master’s thesis entitled Modern 

Papago Basketry was the first document to effectively argue this theory and her thesis is 

frequently cited within basketry literature as being the authority on Tohono O’odham basketry 

change. However, while commercialization did have a significant impact on Tohono O’odham 

basketry, the sudden alteration in basketry material was also a result of environmental 

degradation that occurred in the late 1800s following the period of Anglo-Americans settlement. 

Although current literature on environmental history has addressed the impact of early Anglo-

American settlement in southern Arizona, there has been no thorough study of how this has 

impacted Native basketry.  

Many of these changes to the land came about because of farming, mining, grazing, 

timber harvesting, irrigation and the general overuse of water by the public. (Zaimes 2007)  

These changes particularly impacted the fragile riparian habitats dominated by willow, among 

other basketry materials utilized by the O’odham. Environmental and climate change creates 

significant cultural challenges for Native people. (Colombi 2012:75) This also holds true for 

Tohono O’odham basketmakers. The scarcity of willow, as well as the inability to access areas 

along water ways, made it difficult for O’odham weavers to obtain enough quality material 

required for coiled basketry. Also, access to willow forests along prime water resources resulted 

in the inability to manage and harvest plant material as weavers had done in the past.  
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Tohono O’odham weavers were dynamic and modified their basketry in order to suit 

their current cultural needs and adapted to these new environmental realties. The Tohono 

O’odham’s ability to adapt to the changing environment in order to continue their traditions 

demonstrates their resiliency. Spicer acknowledges the Tohono O’odham’s ability to survive and 

adapt to the many challenges they faced.  

the Papago who are increasing rapidly in population, whose social life has not broken 

down, and whose self-respect has not been, shaken. One of the reasons for their 

maintenance of a healthy social and economic life has been the fact that they have not 

been removed permanently from their aboriginal homelands. But another very important 

factor has been that they have changed their ways of life in accordance with the demands 

of a new world.  (Spicer 1941:21) 

 

The Tohono O’odham worked creatively in order to continue the core values and symbols that 

are important to their traditions. While material culture traditions concerned with subsistence are 

often the first to disappear (Wadde 1986:86), Tohono O’odham basketry did not because 

weaving is part of a strong tradition that integrates language, ceremonies, traditional knowledge, 

oral stories, and is a symbol of a shared social identity within the Tohono O’odham community. 

It also has provided weavers a way to earn income.  

While antiquated approaches to studying Native basket weaving often describe basketry 

as a dying art, this is not the case for Tohono O’odham basketry. Tohono O’odham basketry is a 

living, vital tradition which plays a crucial role in Tohono O’odham cultural identity as it is a 

symbol that is recognized by the Tohono O’odham, other Native peoples, and non-Natives as 

being uniquely Tohono O’odham. The mistaken notion that basketry had no cultural importance 

except in its economic value is negated by the fact that the Tohono O’odham weavers make a 

conscious effort to preserve their basketry tradition in light of the many challenges they have 

faced in the past and new issues that arise and continue to challenge the tradition of basketry 

today. The fact that the Tohono O’odham have sold their basketry in the past and continue to sell 
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their baskets to non-natives does not diminish the significance that baskets have for their culture. 

As noted with the northeastern basketry traditions, these changes should be seen as undeniable 

evidence that Native American culture was not destroyed upon Anglo-American contact and 

encroachment. (Philips 1998; Porter 1990) The weavers’ ability to retain their identity, continue 

their knowledge of basketry technology and plant materials, and express leadership through 

partnerships, demonstrates their adaptive capacity and resiliency. (Colombi 2012)  Basketry and 

basketweavers are a testimony of Native survival and of the determination to preserve Native 

culture and traditions despite many difficulties.  
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