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

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

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

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

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

Nearly 275 sites – dating from the Archaic period to late historic 
times – were documented at Camp Navajo. These sites included 
prehistoric hunting and gathering camps, historic logging rail-
roads, historic homesteads, and many other types.  About half of 
the recorded sites can be recommended as eligible for inclusion 
on the National Register of Historic Places. So far, work at these 
sites has only included mapping and photography; if excavated, 
these archaeological sites have the potential to tell us many things 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

See Tortoise Health on page 11

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

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

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

See Navajo on page 11
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