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A Social Biography of Hopi Activist,  
Ernest Naquayouma

Robert Edwards

Abstract: Hopi activist, Ernest Naquayouma, was a co-founder of the Amer-
ican Indian Center in Chicago, which was the first urban, intertribal, 
Native-run community center in the United States (est. 1953). He is also 
well-known for the work he did with US ethnolinguist Benjamin Lee 
Whorf in the 1930s. Although the literature on these topics often men-
tions Naquayouma’s name, the significance of his role in both of these sto-
ries has been largely overlooked. Recent scholarship has revealed a more 
in-depth picture of Naquayouma’s biography. This has shed new light on 
the history of the American Indian Center and on Whorf ’s work. It has 
also invited a reappraisal of Naquayouma’s significance as a historical ac-
tor. In this article Robert Edwards offers an overview of Naquayouma’s life 
story to supplement the existing historical record. Edwards argues that 
Naquayouma’s life illustrated three key features of the American Indian 
self-determination movement in the first half of the twentieth century: (1) 
the anti-colonial traditionalist politics of North American tribal nations; 
(2) the intertribal social networks that bridged reservations and urban 
centers across the country; and (3) the pan-Indianism social movement, 
which fostered a shared American Indian identity among diverse tribal 
groups. For these reasons, Naquayouma’s story is relevant to the field of 
American Indian history. It is also relevant to American studies and sci-
ence studies, insofar as it provides insight into the settler-colonial nature 
of US culture, and the subaltern politics of ethnographic consultants.

Keywords: Hopi, Native modernity, Native diaspora, self-determination 
movement, pan-Indianism, the urban Indian experience, intertribal com-
munity, Pueblo dance controversy, American Indian center, survivance, 
history of anthropology
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There are interrelated limitations to this article. Naquayouma’s biogra-
phy is here pieced together from nine years of research into a variety of 
archives and other sources.1 The collated material only offers a sketch 
of Naquayouma’s life, however. Given the limitations of the archive, the 
genre of social biography is a pragmatic choice. I use historical and so-
cial contexts to connect and structure the events of Naquayouma’s life 
in a narrative form. At times I include biographical snippets of individ-
uals close to Naquayouma to shed light on his social milieu, which, in a 
roundabout way, gives an impression of Naquayouma’s experience. The 
effect of these writing strategies is that Naquayouma sometimes fades in 
and out of the story. There are other limitations to this article as well. I 
am a non-Hopi, non-Native settler scholar working from a settler insti-
tution (University of California, San Diego). My positionality is linked 
to perennial dangers of bias, misinterpretation, and the varied conse-
quences of academic knowledge production.2 In light of this, I have 
been conscientious in my approach to writing. Aware of the dangers 
of scholarly projection, I am cautious not to speculate into Naquayou-
ma’s subjective states. When addressing the critically important topics of 
Naquayouma’s consciousness, beliefs, motives, and politics, I do so in a 
qualified manner that is grounded in evidence and relevant scholarship. 
Likewise, I take a conservative approach to describing Naquayouma’s 
historical agency that avoids literary license. Again, the downside is that 
Naquayouma is not always presented as a typical protagonist. Acknowl-
edging these limitations, the strength of this research is its humanistic 
documentation of Naquayouma’s biography. Fortunately, the facts of 
his life hold their own and, on the whole, his historical agency shines 
through in the story. In sum, while academic research of this kind is 
never neutral, transparent, or innocent, this scholarship can be of ser-
vice to the communities Naquayouma shared his life with. Moreover, 
critical history is an important tool in ongoing historical struggles for 
tribal sovereignty and decolonization.3 This article is a contribution to 
these ends. The research has been done in collaboration with vested 
parties.4

Naquayouma’s Background

Ernest Naquayouma was born in the midst of a pivotal event in Hopi 
history known as the Orayvi split. After centuries of contact with Spain 
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and Mexico—and neighboring tribal groups like the Diné (Navajo) and 
Apache—the Hopi had managed to maintain a large degree of cultural 
and political autonomy due to their geographic isolation and diplomatic 
wit.5 Hopi society faced an unprecedented challenge, however, when the 
United States annexed their ancestral territory in the mid-nineteenth 
century following the Mexican–American War. Between the 1850s and 
1880s, as settlers encroached on Hopi lands, protestant missionaries and 
government agents from the Office of Indian Affairs (OIA) imposed 
themselves on the Hopi community. In 1882, the Hopi lost most of their 
original territory when the Hopi reservation was created by executive 
order. Shortly thereafter, the federal government began enforcing assim-
ilationist policies. This included the construction of day schools and the 
allotment of tribal lands.6 This was part of a larger “civilizing mission” 
meant to transform American Indians into protestant liberal subjects.7 
The Hopi resisted but could not match the military might of the US 
Army.8 Over time, the colonial situation created two loose factions in 
the Hopi villages. Roughly speaking, one group resisted American in-
fluence in defense of traditional life ways, the other group accommo-
dated the Americans with a more accepting view of American culture, 
though the spectrum of Hopi views was complex, diverse, and changed 
over time.9 The factional division led to an inner-tribal confrontation in 
the Hopi village of Orayvi.

On the western part of Hopi territory, farthest from the reach of foreign 
influence, the Third Mesa village of Orayvi was the largest of the Hopi vil-
lages and had a controlling influence over Hopi ceremonial life. Although 
the village had been a bulwark of anti-Americanism since the 1870s, Orayvi 
leadership did an about-face in the 1890s and began accommodating the 
US government.10 The political turn fomented decades of factional infight-
ing in the village, which reflected divisions across the Hopi community.11 
The tension came to a head in 1906 when traditionalists from multiple 
villages tried to seize power at Orayvi, hoping to restore the old social 
and political order. Unable to gain control of Orayvi, the traditionalists 
left the village en masse.12 Later known as the “Orayvi split,” the event and 
its fallout reset the organization of Hopi society. Although the event was 
historically unique in many ways, the factions had precedents in earlier 
colonial periods, and factionalism was characteristic of Hopi politics in 
general (e.g., village and clan politics). In this sense, the Hopi community 
responded to US colonial pressure on their own terms. Moving from the 
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Orayvi split into the twentieth century, Hopis maintained a shared tribal 
identity.13 Both factional groups were pragmatic and negotiated with the 
US government and American culture to pursue their respective goals, 
and both groups believed they were working in the best interest of the 
Hopi community.14

Naquayouma was born in 1906 in Mishongnovi, Second Mesa, five 
months prior to the Orayvi split. His family were part of the tradition-
alist elite.15 It is unknown if they were directly involved in the events at 
Orayvi, but they were partisans of the traditionalist faction when those 
events unfolded, and Second Mesa traditionalists were enmeshed in the 
conflict.16 Naquayouma had a traditional upbringing in this dynamic social 
environment. His family status gave him hereditary rights to special edu-
cation and leadership positions, and he was initiated into the prestigious 
Snake Society at a young age. In tandem with his traditional upbringing, 
Naquayouma also attended the government day school at Second Mesa.17 
Despite their initial opposition to government schools, Hopi tradition-
alists gradually accepted American education believing their children’s 
exposure to white customs and language would produce strong represen-
tatives for their people. Through schooling and other interactions with 
white society, Naquayouma learned practical lessons about navigating 
Anglo-American life.

In 1922, when he was sixteen years old, Naquayouma began attending 
the Sherman Institute, a federal Indian boarding school located in Riv-
erside, California. It began enrolling Hopi students after the Orayvi split, 
shipping them via newly constructed railway lines. Schools like Sherman 
were part of the government’s assimilation agenda. As a counterpart to 
missionary work and allotment policies, off-reservation boarding schools 
were meant to shatter students’ tribal identity and make them “think, 
behave, work, and look less like Native people, and more like protestant 
Americans.”18 The student population at Sherman hailed from Southwest-
ern and Northern Californian tribal groups. Hopi and other Native stu-
dents initially felt culture shock when they arrived from their reservations. 
It was typically the children’s first time living with people from other tribal 
groups, and together they endured homesickness and abuse from their 
teachers and administrators.19

The educational structure of the Sherman Institute combined academic 
classes, vocational training, and the daily routine of a military academy. 
The academic courses were roughly equivalent to a high school educa-
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tion; though, students came into the courses with varied educational 
backgrounds. In the gendered vocational training, young women were 
prepared for domestic work, and young men learned construction, indus-
trial, and agricultural skills. Administrators used student labor to build 
campus dorms, offices, and industrial shops. And private agencies that 
had contracts with Sherman outsourced students to work low-wage jobs 
in Riverside and other nearby communities. Although the labor practices 
were meant to push Native students into the lower rungs of a racialized 
working class, the wages were often an important support line for their 
families and communities back home.20

In the arc of a typical three-year term at Sherman, students’ reception 
of US culture varied. Some willingly adopted American views and rejected 
their traditional upbringing. Others were happy to forget their accultura-
tion when they returned home. Most students selected things they liked 
about the experience and wove it into their tribal identity. Hopi scholar 
Mathew Sakiestewa Gilbert points out that, although boarding schools 
had negative aspects, there were also positive outcomes. Many Hopi stu-
dents saw their schooling as an extension of their Native education and 
used what they learned in ways not intended by the government. Students 
also learned valuable skills they could use to succeed in life. In these ways, 
Hopi students’ education at Sherman reflected the agency and continuity 
of Hopi culture.21 The boarding school experience also forged inter-tribal 
bonds among Native students that would have been unfamiliar to many of 
their parents and grandparents. Naquayouma attended Sherman for only 
two years, but his experience at the school reflected these larger patterns.22

The “Legends of the Hopi” Tour

While Naquayouma was attending the Sherman Institute, the Hopi 
community was contending with an attack on their ceremonial life led 
by a group of protestant missionaries and OIA officials known as “re-
formers.” In a historical episode known as the Pueblo dance controversy, 
assimilationist reformers sought to end Pueblo ceremonial dances, 
viewing them as immoral relics obstructing Indians’ progress toward 
civilization. In 1921, OIA Commissioner Charles H. Burke issued Cir-
cular No. 1665, which restricted Pueblo ceremonies including the Hopi 
Snake dance (part of the Snake-Antelope ceremony). From there, re-
formers lobbied Congress to pass legislation that would ban the cer-
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emonies entirely.23 The issue was a pressing concern for Second Mesa 
traditionalists, including Naquayouma’s family and the Second Mesa 
Snake society. To make matters worse, the villages of Second Mesa were 
experiencing intense poverty from the impact of the changing political 
economy. These combined ceremonial and economic concerns soon 
converged in a series of events that threw Naquayouma into the middle 
of a national debate about American Indian rights.

Enter M. W. Billingsley. Billingsley (Euro-American) was a vaudeville 
actor and producer. Originally from Iowa, in an unusual backstory he 
had been visiting Second Mesa off and on since he was a young man. In 
1921, after serving in World War I, he bought a ranch on the outskirts of 
Phoenix and started a printing business downtown. He visited Second 
Mesa often and developed close ties with some traditionalist families. 
The nature of their friendship was complex. Billingsley’s romantic under-
standing of American Indians drew him to Second Mesa. Second Mesa 
traditionalists welcomed his presence for the practical purpose of having 
a contact in white society who was not associated with the OIA. In this 
context Billingsley helped the families procure goods, he helped them sell 
their livestock to white ranchers for a fair price, and he mediated between 
village leaders and OIA officials.24

In the summer of 1923, with financial backing from an Arizona booster 
named Ralph Murphy, Billingsley recruited six Hopi dancers from Second 
Mesa’s Snake society to dance in a regional vaudeville tour promoting Ari-
zona tourism.25 The Hopi dancers saw this as a means to earn money. On 
the final leg of the tour, Billingsley and the Hopi troupe joined an anthro-
pological expedition to Mexico sponsored by the Smithsonian Institute. 
While in Mexico, they were invited to perform at the National Palace and 
were official guests of President Obregón. Later that year, Billingsley and 
the Hopi troupe travelled to Chicago to perform at the Field Museum 
by invitation of its curator, who likely learned of the Hopi performers 
through press coverage of their Mexico visit. The diplomatic overtone of 
these performance tours was not lost on Second Mesa traditionalists back 
on the Hopi reservation.

After the Hopi performers returned to Second Mesa, traditionalist 
leaders—including Naquayouma’s father—met to discuss news that the 
assimilationist reformers were lobbying Congress to impose a ban on 
Pueblo ceremonies including the Hopi Snake dance. The Hopi troupe (I 
henceforth refer to them as the Second Mesa cohort) brought Billingsley 
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as their guest. After hearing the Hopi council’s concerns, Billingsley offered 
to get help from his local Shriners chapter in Phoenix, which included 
some very well-connected individuals. The traditionalist leaders agreed.26

The Shriners were a fraternity founded on principles of recreation and 
philanthropy. Their nationwide organization included influential figures 
in American society, including politicians and business magnates. After 
the Second Mesa meeting, Billingsley met with the Phoenix Shriners and 
convinced them to take up the Hopis’ cause, which he described in terms 
of cultural preservation and religious freedom. This framing of the Hopi’s 
situation appealed to the Shriners’ romantic and paternalist view of Amer-
ican Indians—a view that was informed by the liberal-progressive turn 
to the idea of cultural pluralism, and the unfolding Congressional debate 
about American Indian citizenship.27 Having gained the Shriners’ interest, 
Billingsley devised a plan for a national show tour that would perform 
at Shriner temples throughout the country to generate public support 
for the Hopis’ cause. For the tour, he drew up a three-part play based on 
Hopi oral traditions and called it “Legends of the Hopi.”28 Billingsley then 
arranged a meeting between the Second Mesa cohort (representing Second 
Mesa traditionalists) and Arizona Senators Henry F. Ashurst (Democrat) 
and Ralph Cameron (Republican). Both Senators were Shriners. After 
meeting with the Hopi group, Senator Ashurst promised legislative help 
going forward. The plan for a Hopi advocacy tour was now set. Sixteen 
Hopi performers joined the tour including an eighteen-year-old Ernest 
Naquayouma. Other key members of the group were Guy Kolchoftewa, 
Clyde Soloftoche, and Viets Lomahaftewa.29

The first performance of “Legends of the Hopi” was on January 26, 1924, 
at the El Zaribah Shriner’s temple in Phoenix.30 The backdrop for the stage 
was painted by a Phoenix artist who rendered a scenic landscape of the 
village of Walpi, which many Americans recognized as a famous ancient 
Hopi village. The theatrical production began with Billingsley giving a 
lecture on Hopi culture to an all-white audience. After presenting details 
of Hopi history and folklore, he informed the audience about the govern-
ment’s unjust attack on Hopi ceremonies like the Snake dance, which he 
framed in terms of cultural preservation and religious freedom. Explaining 
the esoteric meaning of the Snake dance (an agricultural prayer for rain 
reflecting Hopi beliefs), he emphasized that it was a form of prayer that 
Christian American audiences could relate to. Then the three-act play 
commenced. The Hopi actors portrayed a sequence of Hopi folk tales with 
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moments of humor and drama, mixed with traditional dances, songs, and 
dialog done in the Hopi language. The play was followed by a truncated 
version of the Snake dance that used real snakes and traditional regalia.31 
The tour went on to travel the country performing at Shriner venues and 
theatres. The Hopis soon expanded their performance by adding other 
ceremonial and social dances. Billingsley added a travelling museum of 
Hopi artifacts for audience viewing, and the Hopi performers began selling 
hand-made goods. Often billed as “historical and educational,” the show 
tour blurred political activism and cultural diplomacy with entertainment 
and Hopi entrepreneurship. The show tour traveled continually for six 
years, returning home to Arizona during winter months.32

The character of the tour changed in 1926 when Billingsley’s new wife, 
Edyth Sterling, joined the outfit. In her previous career, Sterling was a 
well-known actress in Western films. Her contribution to the “Legends” 
program was as an actor-persona, interpreter, and co-manager. As an 
“Indian expert,” she also gave lectures on Hopi culture to white audiences. 
Her presence brought a wild west show atmosphere to the program.33 As 
the tour continued to evolve, the group expanded its audience and began 
performing at school gymnasiums, universities, and city parades in addi-
tion to theater venues. In the press the tour generated, Billingsley gave 
statements criticizing the authoritarian character of US Indian policy.34 
As the relationship between the Second Mesa cohort and the Shriners 
strengthened, senior members of the Hopi troupe began “adopting” Shri-
ner potentates in public ceremonies that were publicized in the press. The 
adoptions appear to have been a kind of syncretism between Hopi practice 
(political adoptions) and Shriner practice (political adoptions), with a 
complicated set of mixed interests behind them. Mayors, governors, sen-
ators, and prominent businessmen were given Hopi names, and through 
the spectacle of these affairs, the story of Hopis fighting for their religious 
freedom against an oppressive federal government became national news.35

The ultimate goal of the “Legends of the Hopi” tour was to rally enough 
public sentiment to gain an audience with government officials in Wash-
ington, DC. This goal was achieved on May 16, 1926, when the Hopi troupe 
performed the Snake dance, Buffalo dance, and Katsina dance on the cap-
ital plaza before a five-thousand-person crowd that included President 
Calvin Coolidge, Vice President Charles Dawes, “innumerable” Congress 
members, and some Supreme Court justices.36 The grand exhibition gener-
ated world-wide attention and garnered support from the American pub-
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lic and US government officials. Arizona senators Ashurst and Cameron 
voiced their support for the Hopi cause from different sides of the aisle. 
In the wake of the media coverage that followed—and in concert with a 
separate cultural diplomacy effort organized by the All-Pueblo Council, 
the Federation of Women’s Clubs, and social activist John Collier—the 
effort to ban Pueblo ceremonies fell apart.37

The Hopis’ performance on the capital plaza led to future exchanges 
between the Second Mesa cohort and high-ranking officials in Wash-
ington.38 By this time, the cohort represented a broad coalition of tradi-
tionalists from all three Hopi mesas. Back on the Hopi reservation, Hopi 
traditionalists and Hopi accommodationists (now known as “progres-
sives”) had established independent tribal councils and were competing to 
represent the tribe in its dealings with the US government. In this context, 
the traditionalist coalition used the Hopi-Shriner network to circumvent 
the OIA and Hopi progressives, and engage with Congress directly on 
issues like federal aid, infrastructure development, OIA corruption, the 
removal of protestant missionaries, Hopi self-governance, and the repa-
triation of lands lost when the Hopi reservation was created in 1882.39 
Now an experienced young man with status among Hopi traditionalists, 
Naquayouma had a central role these diplomatic efforts.

On April 10, 1929, when the “Legends” tour returned to Washington, 
DC, for a second time, the Second Mesa cohort (including Naquayouma), 
Billingsley, and Sterling met with Vice President Charles Curtis to discuss 
the issues outlined above. On the vice president’s request, Naquayouma 
and his Hopi counterparts wrote a petition outlining Hopi traditionalists’ 
concerns. Citing historical wrongs and appealing to American political 
principles, their petition was couched in the discourse of freedom, sov-
ereignty, and self-determination.

Our chiefs and fathers tell us that in a time long ago which is re-
corded by white man’s recounting of time as the year 1863 that a 
promise was made by the white man’s chief and brother that our 
people were to retain their present homes and territory surround-
ing same as their own without molestation from any source what-
soever. Shortly after this so-called treaty, began our oppression 
from many sources.

Referencing their petition, they continued,
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Do these things for our people now. We have waited many gen-
erations for these things. When other things you want to do for 
our people, ask us how things to be done before you do it. It may 
be we can make valuable suggestions. White Man will look at our 
reservation and say the land isn’t worth doing these things upon. 
We love this place because it is our home always. Your govern-
ment said long time ago it was good for us. Maybe now they think 
it waste of money to fix it up. We don’t want to move away from 
home. Help us keep clean the homes our forefathers built. Let us 
live among ourselves in the place we love and give us these things 
we ask in the name of a free-born people.40

Curtis forwarded their petition to Secretary of Interior Ray Wilbur and 
asked him to give it “careful consideration.”41 The Second Mesa cohort 
and other Hopi traditionalists later returned to Washington, DC, in 1932 
to testify before a Congressional subcommittee on Indian Affairs on the 
issue of Hopi land rights.42 Naquayouma was not present at the Congres-
sional hearing, however. By that time, he had moved to New York City.

The outcome of the Hopi traditionalists’ diplomatic effort was mixed. 
The Second Mesa cohort succeeded in drawing Congressional attention 
to OIA corruption at the Hopi reservation and secured federal aid for 
infrastructure development. The effort to strengthen Hopi land rights 
forestalled a 1932 Congressional bill that would have dissolved the Hopi 
reservation and integrated it into the Diné (Navajo) reservation that sur-
rounded it.43 While this was a significant political win for Hopi tradition-
alists, Hopi-Diné land disputes continued for many decades.

It must be noted that Billingsley and the “Legends of the Hopi” tour 
were and remain controversial in the Hopi community. In context, Bill-
ingsley was an Arizona settler with asymmetrical social power, and his 
involvement with the Hopis mixed exploitation and cultural appropriation. 
He does not seem to have profited financially from the tour itself, but his 
business ties to the Arizona tourist industry and Arizona commerce—
which benefited indirectly from the show tour—complicated his motives. 
Moreover, Billingsley’s commitment to Hopi traditionalists put him in 
opposition to Hopi progressives. His life-long friendship with Second Mesa 
traditionalists added yet another layer to the ethical knot he represented.44 
Naquayouma and the Second Mesa cohort also faced criticism. The fact 
that they truncated the Snake dance, removed it from its traditional cere-
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monial context, and performed it for the entertainment of white audiences 
was seen by some Hopis as a corruption of a sacred ritual, which, up to that 
point, had only been performed on Hopi land. Although the show tour 
had elements of public education and diplomacy, for the most part it was 
consumed by white audiences as a spectacle, and the vaudevillian aspects 
of the show perpetuated racist stereotypes. Moreover, Hopis “adopting” 
white Shriners into the tribe broke with cultural mores and undermined 
the bonds of tribal identity.45

While criticism of the “Legends of the Hopi” tour should be taken 
seriously, centering Naquayouma and the Second Mesa cohort’s reasons 
puts the story in a different light. In a precarious place in the rapidly 
changing political economy of the Hopi reservation, Second Mesa Hopis 
had few economic options: doing manual labor outside of the reservation, 
selling handmade goods to tourists, and performing in the entertainment 
industry. Combining the latter two options, the “Legends” tour was an 
opportunity for the Second Mesa cohort to bring income back home to 
their families.46 Thus, economic survival was an intrinsic layer to the poli-
tics of the “Legends” tour. The Second Mesa cohort’s material motives did 
not preclude other reasons. The evidence suggests their performances had 
a sincere ceremonial purpose despite the atmosphere of entertainment 
surrounding them.47 They were in fact traditionalist Snake society mem-
bers on a mission to defend their ceremony and cultural patrimony. In a 
closer ethnohistorical read, the oral history of the Snake dance included 
themes of travel, cross-cultural contact, and medicine; themes that may 
have resonated with the Second Mesa cohort’s motives and actions.48 Add 
that the politics of Hopi traditionalists was guided by Hopi prophecy.49 
These facts suggest that the “Legends” tour had a religiopolitical purpose 
that combined Hopi cultural logics with Hopi political agency.50 Although 
their performances presented compromises, conflicts of interest, and pos-
sible shortcomings, in a colonial context they did not choose, Second 
Mesa traditionalists organized and allied with Billingsley and the Shriner 
network and accomplished their goals. In the process, they helped build a 
Hopi-wide traditionalist coalition, gained a collective voice in Congress, 
and began an unprecedented diplomatic campaign for Hopi tribal sover-
eignty. It is also worth observing that, at the time, complaints about the 
“Legends” tour came mainly from Hopi progressives.51

Historian, Nicolas G. Rosenthal argues that critical assessments of 
American Indians in the entertainment industry often fail to consider 
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their lives and motives, “and the ways they worked to negotiate the terms 
of their performances.”52 Gerald Vizenor’s idea of “survivance” is helpful 
here. Theorizing the experience of Native modernity in the early-twentieth 
century, Vizenor describes survivance as a mode of survival, resistance, 
and tribal consciousness underlying Indigenous negotiations with colo-
nial culture. Expanding on this idea, Vizenor looks at vaudeville acts and 
wild west shows to analyze the ironies of such Native performances: i.e., 
performing “Indian.” He argues that, in many cases, the performances 
had a critical and subversive quality to them. They reflexively played on 
the image of the “Indian” and its place in white Americans’ cultural imag-
ination. By playing on these images, Native performers asserted a tribal 
presence in the place of colonial fictions. According to Vizenor, acts like 
these had a politics of sovereignty that needs to be recognized.53 Christine 
Bold addresses the same set of issues. She argues that, while these forms 
of mass entertainment were a part of an evolving settler-colonial culture, 
Native performers often repurposed the spaces for resurgent ends, forging 
counterhegemonic forms of modernity in the process.54 From these prem-
ises one can deduce that, from a compromised space, Naquayouma and 
the Second Mesa cohort used performance to manipulate white expecta-
tions and advance their political goals. Looking at the story in its entirety 
bears out this claim.

Supporting this analysis, ethnohistorian Richard Clemmer cites the 
Second Mesa cohort as forerunners to a larger Hopi traditionalist move-
ment that emerged in the early 1950s. Although this movement was “tra-
ditionalists” by creed, it was modern in its cosmopolitan character, in the 
way it mobilized dissent and critique to advance its political goals, and 
in the way it cultivated alliances with non-Native peoples.55 Clemmer’s 
study of modern Hopi politics highlights threads linking Naquayouma’s 
early activism to larger political currents.

Naquayouma in New York City

After the 1929 meeting with Vice President Charles Curtis, Naquay-
ouma moved to New York City with his cousin Morris Mofsie. Mofsie 
was the same age as Naquayouma. He was also a Second Mesa tradi-
tionalist and Snake society member.56 On a “Legends” tour stop in New 
York, the Hopi cousins met two Ho Chunk (Winnebago) sisters named 
Alvina and Lillian Lowery. Both were graduates of Haskell Indian In-



268 American Indian Quarterly/summer 2024/Vol. 48, No. 3

stitute in Kansas, and both worked as performers. Alvina’s and Lillian’s 
aunt was none other than Lillian Margaret St. Cyr, better known as the 
famous silent film star, Red Wing.57 The three women were living to-
gether in Manhattan at the time. It is likely that they all met through 
the social network of Native performers and may have met performing 
at the same event. Within months of meeting, Morris married Alvina 
and Ernest married Lillian.58 Lillian, the older of the two sisters, had 
two daughters from a previous marriage. She and Ernest had a daugh-
ter together in 1931 (and later, a son in 1937). The two families shared a 
tenement apartment in the Manhattan neighborhood of San Juan Hill, 
which was an ethnically diverse working-class community of migrants 
and immigrants. Red Wing lived nearby in the equally diverse South 
Harlem, then a key destination for Black migrants leaving the South and 
home to the Harlem Renaissance.59

Born in 1873, Red Wing was a graduate of Carlisle Indian Industrial 
School in Carlisle, Pennsylvania. She later became an actress in the silent 
film industry and developed her career through the self-molded charac-
ter, “Princess Red Wing.” The name Red Wing represented a persona she 
had cultivated since a young age to get by as an Indigenous woman in a 
racialized society. Working within the confines of the American cultural 
imagination and the film industry that dramatized it, Red Wing’s legacy 
was the way she shaped the stereotyped “Indian princess” stock-film char-
acter into a more complex persona with heroic agency.60 Although her 
character reproduced the racial stereotypes of the time, in a context she 
did not choose, Red Wing used performance to make a living, achieve a 
modicum of success, and influence US culture. Mentored by cultural and 
political figure, Luther Standing Bear (Lakota), Red Wing used her acting 
career to bring public attention to the real-life struggles of Native peoples, 
a politics that was reinforced by her off-screen work as a culture educator 
and Indian rights activist.61 Red Wing’s life-path resembled Naquayouma’s 
in many ways. Thirty-three years his senior, and now his aunt-in-law (or, 
auntie), Red Wing mentored Naquayouma as he established himself in 
New York City.

In the throes of the great depression, Naquayouma followed Red Wing’s 
lead and became part of New York City’s inter-tribal community. With 
historical roots in local tribes, by the 1930s the community represented 
around twenty tribal groups from across North America. Social networks 
and fellowship were especially important in metropolitan centers like 
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New York where American Indians—especially folks who had recently 
left reservations—experienced poverty, alienation, culture shock, and rac-
ism.62 The community was knitted together by social organizations like 
the Indian Confederation of America, the Indian Freemasons, and the 
Indian Unity Alliance (IUA). The IUA was an especially energetic group 
that promoted pan-Indianism, cultural pride, and tribal sovereignty. The 
group also highlighted the relationship between American colonialism 
and capitalism. All three groups demonstrated their civic engagement 
through public ceremonies and participation in civic parades. Red Wing, 
Naquayouma, and the rest of the extended family were actively involved 
with each of these organizations.63

Although some of New York City’s urban Indian community were 
white-collar professionals, most were part of the city’s working class. Many 
made a living doing menial jobs like domestic work, municipal work, dock 
work, and low-skilled industrial labor. Naquayouma’s wife, Lillian, for 
example, took work as a dressmaker in a Manhattan factory. Naquayouma 
himself held a part-time job as a municipal worker for many years. New 
York’s Native working class also worked in high-skilled industries, as in 
the case of the famous Mohawk steel workers who helped construct New 
York City’s skyline.64 In the Depression years, the “Indian” niche of the 
entertainment industry was an extension of this Native working class. It 
was in this niche that Red Wing, Naquayouma, and the rest of the extended 
family eked out a living performing at events, giving cultural talks, and 
selling handmade goods. For example, from 1933 to 1938 Naquayouma and 
Lillian worked seasonally at Indian Point amusement park located on the 
east bank of the Hudson River. They worked at a company-owned kiosk 
making and selling traditional craftwork (pottery, beads, weaving, tooled 
leather, and silver jewelry) to day trippers to from the city.65

While in New York, Naquayouma found one additional line of work 
he often depended on throughout the 1930s: being an ethnographic con-
sultant. His first job of this kind was with comparative musicologist, 
Helen Heffron Roberts. Roberts studied anthropology at Barnard Col-
lege, the women’s college at Columbia University. In the early 1930s she 
was a research assistant at Yale’s Institute of Human Relations, where she 
specialized in the psychology and aesthetics of “primitive music.”66 In the 
spring of 1932, Roberts was invited to give a guest lecture on “American 
Indian music” at the New School for Social Research in Greenwich Vil-
lage.67 Her lecture was part of the course, “Musical Systems of the World,” 
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taught jointly by comparative musicologist Charles Seeger and avant-garde 
composer Henry Cowell. To accompany Roberts’s lecture, Cowell hired 
Red Wing, Naquayouma, and Mofsie to sing Ho Chunk and Hopi songs 
for his class. The performers were given space to lecture on the music 
themselves, alongside Roberts.68 Leading up to the event, Roberts took 
notice of Naquayouma’s extensive knowledge of traditional Hopi songs. 
She arranged for him to travel to the Yale campus so she could record his 
singing using the latest phonograph technology.69

Naquayouma’s presence at Yale brought him to the attention of lin-
guistic anthropologist, Benjamin Lee Whorf. Whorf graduated from the 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology and was a chemical engineer by 
training. His day job was as a fire-prevention agent for the Hartford Fire 
Insurance Company. While maintaining his first job, Whorf developed 
a second career as a linguistic anthropologist. In 1931 he began attending 
Yale as a graduate student. His research included the study of the Hopi 
language.70 Historian Penny Lee notes that Whorf met Naquayouma in 
a Yale phonology class on March 17, 1932. This would have been Edward 
Sapir’s course. (Sapir was Whorf ’s adviser and Roberts’s supervisor at this 
time; hence, Sapir may have been an intermediary connecting Naquay-
ouma and Whorf).71 After their first meeting, Whorf followed up with 
Naquayouma the next day to arrange a work partnership. The two met 
several times that year to work on Hopi linguistics.72

Naquayouma continued working with Roberts and Whorf for several 
years. Roberts returned to guest lecture for Cowell’s “Musical Systems of 
the World” course multiple times between 1932 and 1935. Red Wing and 
Mofsie gradually fell out of Roberts’s orbit while Naquayouma gained more 
recognition. In the announcement for Roberts’s lecture in the spring of 
1934, Naquayouma’s name was listed next to Roberts’s name as: “Ernest 
Naquayouma, Hopi Indian, soloist.”73 That winter, Roberts was unavailable, 
so Naquayouma performed and lectured in Cowells class by himself.74 
During these years, Naquayouma returned to Yale several times to record 
Hopi songs with Roberts.75

Naquayouma worked with Whorf on Hopi linguistics until 1937. They 
usually met at the Yale campus or at Whorf ’s home in Hartford, with 
Whorf paying for Naquayouma’s train travel and hotel costs. Other times, 
Whorf met with Naquayouma in New York City when Whorf was there 
on business. In 1933, Whorf hired Naquayouma to help him edit the Hopi 
glossary of ethnographer Alexander M. Stephen’s Hopi Journal. Stephen 
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was one of the first Hopi ethnographers and lived on the Hopi reserva-
tion for several years in the 1890s (he died of the flu there in 1894). In the 
1930s, his ethnographic journals were considered significant enough to 
be published posthumously. Overseeing the journal’s publication, Franz 
Boas asked Pueblo ethnographer Elsie Clews Parsons to edit the bulk of 
Stephen’s journal. Boas asked Whorf to edit Stephen’s Hopi glossary. Still a 
student of the Hopi language himself, Whorf asked Naquayouma to assess 
the glossary. As Whorf wrote to Boas on April 2, 1934: “I have thought it 
better not to trust my own knowledge of Hopi, but to check over every 
word with my informant. Such checking shows the glossary to be chalk 
full of errors [of phonetics and meaning].” Whorf decided that the glossary 
was practically useless and needed to be rewritten with Naquayouma’s 
guidance. He paid Naquayouma with funds Boas had sent from Colum-
bia University.76 In print, however, Naquayouma was not acknowledged 
as a contributor.77

Outside of his contribution to the Stephen journal, Naquayouma was 
an important source behind Whorf ’s theoretical work. He is often asso-
ciated with Whorf ’s work on linguistic relativity: the idea that the uncon-
scious structure of language is linked to patterns of culture and thought.78 
Whorf ’s analysis of Hopi language, culture, and thought was a key case 
study in his writings on the subject, and Naquayouma was the primary 
consultant in his research.79 Whorf ’s work with Naquayouma extended 
into other parts of his linguistics research as well.

A pair of letters Naquayouma wrote to Roberts and Whorf on Novem-
ber 9, 1935, indicate his contribution to their research. The letters are a 
rare glimpse into Naquayouma’s life and personality. They also show the 
nature of his relationship to anthropologists. Having just returned to the 
Hopi reservation for the first time since his move to New York, Naquay-
ouma wrote separate letters to Roberts and Whorf.

Dear Miss Roberts, I guess you been wondering what became of 
me. Here I’m writing to you a few lines that I’m still alive. I’m out 
here at my reservation. I came about month and a half ago, just by 
myself. I left my family in New York, the first time since I’m been 
married. I get lonesome for my little girl Ramona but I’m just fine 
and happy with my folks and they are all well also. I hope you are 
well too. I had a letter from my wife couple days ago and saying 
that Ramona has been sick catching cold I guess, but she’s getting 
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better now little bit. So I’m little worried about her but I hope she 
get all well, as I intend to stay out here till next spring if I can, as I 
still going to that place up at Indian Point Park next summer but 
there will be different proposition as the company wants it. Guess 
they like us or our services [he and Lillian]. There is nothing much 
doing more around here, except few demands nothing much in-
terest. Say I wonder if you know that man was but here he came 
from Michigan U. [University].80 Says he saw you there some place 
some time ago but never took much notice of you. He knows Mr. 
Orchard at Museum of Heye Foundation [now the National Mu-
seum of the American Indian]. I’m trying to learn few things of 
my people so I can know more the next time when I go back to 
New York. Hope to hear from you soon. I will close here now with 
my best of luck to you, I’m your friend, Ernest Naquayouma.81

On the same date, he also penned a letter to Whorf,

Dear Mr. Whorf, Here I am the first time writing you a few lines, 
since I see you last this summer. I’m out here now at my reser-
vation. I just by myself now I left my family in New York as I’m 
coming back to New York soon or maybe next spring. I’m fine and 
happy out here with my folks. Hope you are well also. How are you 
coming with your work on Hopi language? Are you all finish with 
it or not? I’m trying to learn few more word, which maybe I don’t 
remember, and some other things what is hard to say, some old 
words. I know there’s lots of more words yet to learn if you if you 
still are working on that I’ll catch a few more words. I saw a man 
week or so ago from Michigan U. He thought he know Miss Rob-
erts when I was talking to him, but he’s gone now. He stay out here 
about month or so. I’m always busy helping my folks gathering 
corn, but now everything’s getting about finish now. So we are just 
taking it easy now. If anything you want me to learn let me know. 
Hope to hear from you soon, your friend Ernest Naquayouma.82 
[This letter is also cited by Penny Lee (2021)].83

Among other things, these letters highlight Naquayouma’s cosmopol-
itan worldliness and professional savvy. At a deeper level, the letters 
reveal the asymmetrical social circuits linking tribal communities to 
metropolitan centers and academic institutions.
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Naquayouma worked with other anthropologists during the 1930s as 
well. Between 1932 and 1934 he developed a relationship with visiting New 
Zealand anthropologists, Ernest and Pearl Beaglehole. The Beagleholes 
planned to travel to Arizona in the summer of 1932 to do ethnographic 
work at the Hopi reservation. When they stopped on the US East Coast 
to make travel arrangements, Roberts introduced them to Naquayouma. 
Naquayouma arranged for them to stay with his brother in Mishongnovi.84 
The same arrangement was made for the Beagleholes’ second fieldwork 
trip to the Hopi reservation in the summer of 1934. In 1938 and 1939 
Naquayouma worked with George Herzog and Gene (Regina) Weltfish 
at Columbia University. He recorded and translated Hopi songs for Her-
zog, and he made multiple appearances in Weltfish’s phonetics course at 
Columbia.85 Altogether, Naquayouma was a regular presence at Yale and 
Columbia Universities throughout the 1930s.

Naquayouma’s work with anthropologists raises ethical questions sim-
ilar to those surrounding Naquayouma’s involvement in the “Legends 
of the Hopi” tour. In this instance, the heart of the question revolves 
around Naquayouma’s sharing of Hopi cultural patrimony, the colonial 
and extractive nature of ethnography, and the economic, cross-cultural, 
and social power dynamics surrounding these issues (e.g., the history of 
salvage anthropology).86 This subject comes with its own complexities.87 
Like the “Legends of the Hopi” tour, one might come to a similar conclu-
sion that a critical analysis of Naquayouma’s actions should also recognize 
his circumstances, reasons, and goals.

Naquayouma had material reasons for taking the jobs. Work with 
anthropologists was a crucial job opportunity during the Great Depression. 
Naquayouma’s economic strain can be seen in his correspondence with 
anthropologists. Although his letters were warm and friendly, between the 
lines it was clear that he was desperate for work. For example, in a letter 
Naquayouma wrote to Roberts on October 13, 1932, he wrote,

Dear Miss Roberts, I’m writing you tonight to let you know I’m 
still moving around in the city and am fine and also my family. I 
was wondering how you have been since I see you last. . . . If you 
have any work for me let me know I will be glad to hear from you 
soon. Hope you [had] a good summer and enjoyed. Regards from 
the wife and kids. Best wishes and good luck.88

In a letter he wrote to Whorf on September 18, 1936, he wrote,
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Dear Mr. Whorf, how are you this days. It’s been long time since I 
hear from, so I’m writing you a few lines. . . . If you are still want to 
work on the language of Hopi, I’m not doing anything now. I may 
get some [other work] soon so if you can work with me again let 
me hear from you soon. Hope you are well. We are all well, and we 
had a very nice summer. Hope to see you again sometime.89

Beyond his material reasons, the narratives and songs Naquayouma 
shared with anthropologists and American audiences had cosmological 
meanings and purposes. At this point in his life, he clearly viewed such 
engagements through the lens of cultural education and diplomacy. He 
also used his connections with anthropologist to access academic stud-
ies of Hopi and American Indian history and culture. Altogether, he 
used his relationship with anthropologists to raise his profile as a public 
figure, believing his public engagement could help advance American 
Indian causes. By this time, Naquayouma’s politics had developed into 
something more complex. On one hand, he continued to actively sup-
port Hopi traditionalists’ struggle for tribal sovereignty. On the other 
hand, he became increasingly involved in the pan-Indian social move-
ment, which sought the rights of US citizenship while asserting cul-
tural pride and American Indian identity. Thus, while there may have 
been ethical dilemmas surrounding Naquayouma’s work with anthro-
pologists, the work also reflected his political agency. (Whether or not 
Naquayouma’s modern experience and political outlook were legible to 
anthropology is a different subject. I take this issue up further in my 
concluding remarks.)

Naquayouma’s work as a performer and cultural educator in New York 
City further strengthened his public persona. His professional connections 
led to his being hired to help design the exterior mural for the United 
States’ national pavilion at the 1937 International Exhibition in Paris. 
For this story, please see the article by art historians Davida Fernández-
Barkan and Phillippa Pitts, which I contributed to.90 Naquayouma also 
played a central role in organizing the Hopi exhibit for the 1939 New York 
World’s Fair. This was a subsequent chapter in the relationship between 
Hopi traditionalists, M. W. Billingsley, and the Shriners. The Smithsonian 
Institution was also involved. Like the “Legends of the Hopi” tour, the 
World’s Fair exhibit was a high-profile venue from which Naquayouma 
and Hopi traditionalists attempted to influence US–Hopi affairs, using 
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cultural diplomacy to advance political goals like Hopi self-governance 
and land repatriation.91

Naquayouma in Chicago

In the spring of 1940, Naquayouma and his family spent the summer 
in Columbus, Ohio. He and Lillian had accepted a job working at the 
Columbus Zoo working as tour guides and cultural educators. The day 
of their arrival was promoted as a major public event. Leading up to the 
event, a local newspaper described Naquayouma as “a Hopi chieftain,” 
and “a lecturer and singer of some note.” A zoo official predicted the 
day of their arrival would be “the biggest day in the history of the Co-
lumbus Zoo.” On a sunny May afternoon, Ernest and Lillian paddled 
down the Scioto River with their three-year-old son in a blue canoe, 
dressed in Lakota-styled clothing, to an estimated crowd of 15,000 peo-
ple.92 The Lakota-styled clothing they wore was common to the “Indian” 
niche of the entertainment industry. It was part of a spectacle curated 
for white audiences, but it also had historical and cultural links to Lil-
lian’s extended family and tribal affiliations (i.e., Luther Standing Bear; 
Red Wing likely made the clothing herself). The clothing style was also a 
signifier of pan-Indian identity.93

When the family landed on the zoo grounds, they were greeted by 
the president of the Columbus Zoological Society and a group of Girl 
Scouts, Boy Scouts, and Campfire Girls. The scouts helped them raise a 
tepee, and as the family posed for photos they were “swamped by a crowd 
of sightseers that pressed around seeking an opportunity to greet them 
personally and to ask questions on Indian topics.”94 That summer, Ernest 
and Lillian worked as zoo guides, lectured on their respective tribal histo-
ries and cultures, and held arts and crafts workshops with visiting youth 
groups. On the side, Lillian made and sold beadwork, and Ernest made 
and sold silver jewelry. This snapshot into Ernest’s and Lillian’s ongoing 
work as entertainers and cultural educators highlights the cross-cultural 
and political complexities of their public lives.

In the fall of 1940, as the United States began mobilizing for World War 
II, Naquayouma registered for the draft but was not conscripted.95 In the 
winter of 1940, Naquayouma and his family moved from New York City 
to Chicago. It is unclear what prompted the move. It appears to have been 
a combination of factors. Chicago’s emerging war industry created a pull 
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factor drawing workers to the city; however, defense industry jobs were 
also available in New York City. Lillian may have had family connections 
in Chicago. And they may have had other social connections to the city. 
Whatever the reasons for their move, as soon as Naquayouma arrived he 
began working at the Signode Steel factory, a war factory that specialized 
in steel strapping used for freight. He began attending night school at Lane 
Technical School to learn the welding trade. He also continued working 
as a cultural educator and performer.96

Like New York City’s intertribal community, Native Chicago had its 
roots in local tribal groups and its population expanded during the early-
twentieth century, largely due to colonial policies that left many American 
Indians poor, landless, and seeking jobs in Chicago’s urban economy. The 
economic migration was augmented by the Great Depression and New 
Deal jobs programs. By 1940, Chicago’s intertribal community represented 
between 15 and 20 tribal groups from across North America.197 Naquay-
ouma and his family lived in a small apartment on Chicago’s north side 
near the factory where he worked. Like the Manhattan neighborhood of 
San Juan Hill, Chicago’s north side was composed of an ethnically diverse 
population of working-class migrants and immigrants.98

Five years after relocating to Chicago, Naquayouma joined the Indian-
progressive society, the Indian Council Fire (ICF). The ICF had mixed 
membership of Native and non-Native members, but like many Ameri-
can Indian organizations at the time it was led by middle and upper-class 
white progressives. When the organization began in the 1920s, it promoted 
assimilation as the path to American Indian social equality. It became 
famous for an annual high-society dinner it hosted, which presented 
an achievement award to an accomplished Native American individual 
from the national scene.99 The messaging of the organization changed in 
the 1930s when an increase of reservation migrants to Chicago created a 
resurgence in American Indian cultural practices in the city, including 
Native arts, powwows, and informal mutual aid networks. This coincided 
with white progressives’ ideological turn toward cultural pluralism. In 
the wake of these events, the ICF softened its assimilationist stance and 
began promoting Native cultural heritage as part of its mission. Native 
members were invited to hold officer positions but remained marginalized 
in the organization. Naquayouma joined the ICF during this transitional 
phase and held an officer position working alongside other well-known 
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Native Chicagoans.100 Living a more comfortable working-class lifestyle 
now, Ernest and Lillian raised their family.101

Rosalyn R. LaPier and David R. M. Beck have recently offered a critical 
take on Indian progressive societies like the ICF. They argue that, although 
its Native members aimed to “educate the larger population about the 
place of Indians in modern society,” and thereby shape their own narrative 
against white society’s prejudices, they ultimately failed to alter American 
cultural views. And insofar as many of these figures were entertainers (e.g., 
Naquayouma), their performative appeals to white audiences perpetuated 
myths and stereotypes. LaPier and Beck also recognize the complexity of 
the context in which these figures operated.102

The end of World War II drove the rapid growth of Chicago’s Native 
community as veterans from the war—most of whom had grown up on 
reservations—made their home in the city. This nearly tripled Chicago’s 
American Indian population. Many were destitute, as exemplified by the 
so-called Indian skid rows that emerged on Chicago’s West and North 
sides.103 The demographic shift increased demand for Native-run spaces 
removed from the paternalistic oversight of white progressives. In this 
vacuum emerged organizations like the North American Indian Council 
(NAIC). This self-organized group held its own social activities and con-
nected newly arriving veterans to public services, alcohol counselling, 
and other social programs. Although the organization disbanded shortly 
after its first year, it signaled the rise of grassroots community organizing 
in Chicago’s intertribal community.104

The next major turn in the community was the OIAs urban relocation 
program, which began in the early 1950s. After more than a decade of a 
progressive-leaning US policy that aimed to strengthen the rights of tribal 
governments (i.e., the Indian Reorganization Act, 1933–45), US policy 
swung sharply back toward a conservative assimilationist agenda. The 
agenda was known as termination.105 “Termination” was a legalistic phrase 
referring to the termination of a contract. In this case, it meant ending 
federal recognition of treaty rights and the limited-sovereignty rights of 
reservations. The government’s goal was to bring American Indian peoples 
more fully into the US political economy and national body politic. Co-
opting tribal lands, mobilizing Indigenous labor, and decommissioning 
the OIA for budgetary reasons were related goals. One termination policy 
was an OIA program designed to relocate American Indians living on 
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reservations to urban centers. The program began in 1952 under the new 
OIA commissioner Dillon Myer, former director of the War Relocation 
Authority (cf. Japanese internment during World War II).106 That year, the 
OIA opened relocation field offices in Chicago and other urban centers 
across the country. The OIA framed the relocation program as an employ-
ment assistance program. Participation in the program was voluntary.107

When the Chicago field office began its operation, its goal was to recruit 
relocatees from select reservations and get them jobs in Chicago’s indus-
trial work force. To do this, field office staff visited reservations to pro-
mote the program and interview people willing to make the move. They 
initially sought out young men, hoping they could establish themselves 
in the city before other community members followed. Field office staff 
also met with Chicago’s business leaders, unions, and employment agen-
cies to arrange hiring quotas, so when relocatees arrived they could begin 
working immediately. The Chicago Housing Authority provided some 
public housing, which was supplemented by rented rooms at boarding 
houses and cheap hotels. The field office also arranged for public agen-
cies and private welfare organizations (e.g., churches and women’s clubs) 
to connect relocatees to public services and promote “Americanization”: 
i.e., individualism, protestant morality, industrial-capitalist work ethic, 
consumerism, and other white middle-class values. The program saw a 
series of setbacks in its first months as relocatees struggled to acclimate 
to life in the city. Although some relocatees endorsed the program, most 
people’s initial optimism was dashed by the poor living conditions and 
low-paying jobs the field office arranged for them. They also experienced 
racial discrimination and isolation. Many relocatees returned home and 
discouraged others from participating in the program. Relocation offices 
around the country faced similar setbacks.108

In Chicago, the head of the OIA field office, Kurt Dreifuss, led an effort 
to revise their operation. Under his authority, the office began relocat-
ing entire families at once to quell homesickness and improve retention 
rates. Dreifuss secured additional funding to hire more case workers and 
improve housing conditions. He also set up education and vocational 
training programs to improve relocatees’ employment prospects. Although 
the job training pushed relocatees into Chicago’s racialized working class, 
it also opened the door to social mobility. Thus, although the reloca-
tion program remained tainted by assimilationist values, relocatees took 
advantage of the program’s resources and opportunities to pursue their 
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own interests. As historian Douglas K. Miller argues, the urban migration 
prompted by the relocation program “amounted to more than a conse-
quence of BIA machinations.” Native peoples had their own aspirations 
and bent relocation to their own purposes. Moreover, the urban Indian 
experience was not one-dimensional or entirely negative. Cities were also 
places of opportunity, enrichment, and reinvention.109 Historian Renya 
K. Ramirez adds that the traffic between reservations and urban centers 
helped reinvigorate tribal communities.110 By January of 1954, the relocation 
program had boosted Chicago’s Native population to around 1,200 people 
representing at least forty tribal groups (these are likely low estimates).111

To strengthen the Chicago office’s links to the broader community, Drei-
fuss organized an advisory board of public figures from churches, women’s 
clubs, local businesses, and Native community groups. He succeeded in 
recruiting members of the ICF including Naquayouma. Former members 
of the grassroots oriented NAIC also joined the group. The structure of 
the advisory board was divided into subcommittees that dealt with issues 
from housing to public relations. Naquayouma and other Native board 
members advised Dreifuss that socialization into city life was key to the 
program’s success. On this front, Naquayouma was appointed head of 
a committee on leisure time activities. Benjmain Bearskin (Ho Chunk-
Lakota, former NAIC member) and Herald Schwamp (Oneida) worked 
alongside him.112

With help from the Chicago office, advisory board members, and the 
Chicago Park District, Naquayouma, Bearskin, and Schwamp started a 
recreational group called the American Indian Club (AIC) in the fall of 
1952. The club was organized around two meeting halls: Naquayouma 
was elected president of the North Side group, which held meetings at 
Chase Park Field; Bearskin was elected president of the South Side group, 
which held meetings at Ogden Park. Soon after, the club centralized its 
management structure and Naquayouma was elected as the first club pres-
ident.113 The club met every two weeks to socialize and plan events. In the 
following months it hosted a Halloween pow wow, a Christmas party, a 
spring pow wow, and a spring picknick. There were also arts and crafts 
workshops, a ballroom dance, and other activities. Some of these events 
attracted upward of one thousand visitors, most of whom were recent 
relocatees. Established Native residents also attended, as did some non-
Native Chicagoans. Bringing people from different tribal groups together 
in fellowship—some of whom had only recently been in conflict with 
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one another back on their homelands—required overcoming cultural, 
linguistic, and political differences. Cultivating relations with Chicago’s 
non-Native, predominantly white community posed similar challenges 
that were amplified by white Chicagoans’ racial and romantic biases. There 
were also complex class differences to overcome. The genius of the AIC’s 
Native organizers was to build community around a celebration of Native 
cultural heritage. Using OIA resources, the AIC printed a monthly bulletin 
called “A Little Indian Newspaper,” which promoted club events, listed 
other recreational activities to do in the city, introduced new relocatees 
to the community, and had a personals section with neighborly updates 
on community members.114

Encouraged by the AIC’s success, Eli Powless (ICF), Naquayouma, 
Schwamp, and Bearskin organized a Citizen’s Committee to discuss the 
creation of an All-Tribes American Indian Center (ATAIC): a commu-
nity center with its own building. Using money raised from club events, 
with financial backing from Chicago philanthropic groups, and with help 
from the Chicago field office and the advisory board, they chartered the 
ATAIC as a nonprofit organization. They rented a building in Chicago’s 
North Side to house the center. The center’s Board of Directors included 
Native and non-Native community leaders.115 Ted White (Lakota-Oneida; 
Loyola University graduate and social worker) was later elected as the first 
full-time director of the center. Naquayouma was the financial officer for 
a time. The main goal of the new organization was to become financially 
self-sufficient through fundraising events and philanthropic support.116

Essentially a Native led organization with non-Native backers, the ATA-
IC’s stated mission was to “make the center a means of expressing Indian 
Culture in Chicago; to help create bonds of understanding and fellowship; 
and to stimulate the integration of the American Indian in the community 
life of the city of Chicago; to foster the educational and economic advance-
ment of American Indian people; to encourage artistic and avocational 
pursuits; and to preserve and foster American Indian arts, crafts, and cul-
tural values.”117 After the center hosted a well-attended grand opening in 
November of 1953, members of the American Indian Club and the Indian 
Council Fire (with Naquayouma representing both groups) gathered for 
a symposium on the subject of “The Future of American Indians in Chi-
cago.” In that meeting, they agreed to disband the AIC and the ICF and 
focus their collective energy on the ATAIC (the ICF continued to host its 
annual American Indian achievement award dinners).118
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In the following months the ATAIC led an ambitious effort to expand 
its operations by organizing events, developing the facility, and hosting a 
slate of community programming that included dance classes, a bowling 
league, and a film discussion group. The center also participated in civic 
parades. The activities attracted large turnouts and helped relocatees adjust 
to life in Chicago, and many relocatees learned valuable leadership skills 
organizing and directing events.119 Rebranding the “Little Indian News-
paper,” a new monthly bulletin was created called “Tom-Tom Echoes” 
(later renamed, “Tepee Topics”). Naquayouma chaired a committee on 
arts and crafts and arranged for part of the center to be made into a stu-
dio for local artisans. On behalf of the center, Naquayouma and Powless 
worked with the Community Symphony Orchestra of Chicago to organize 
an American Indian Music Festival. The festival included tribal dances 
and a classical music concert, and highlighted contributions American 
Indians had made to modern American culture.120

As the ATAIC continued its development, it established its own relation-
ship with social welfare groups and city officials and worked to strengthen 
relocatees’ access to health care and housing. As part of this work, the 
ATAIC headed an innovative program through which relocatees could 
own low-cost homes. ATAIC efforts coincided with relocatees’ improv-
ing job prospects. With all its problems, the Chicago field office was now 
helping some relocatees (men and women) get hired into skilled blue-
collar and white-collar professions. Thus, from the combined efforts of the 
OIA’s field office and the ATAIC, relocatees formed a small but upwardly 
mobile Native community in Chicago that existed alongside the older, 
more established Native community. As sociologist Janusz Mucha argued, 
“The goal of both organizations was, to an extent, similar: to make the 
transition period of Indian immigrants to the city as smooth as possible. 
But the basic assumptions were different. The [OIA field office] wanted 
to assimilate Indians. The American Indian Center wanted to retain the 
tribal, and the pan-Indian identity of newcomers.”121

The relationship between the ATAIC and the Chicago field office began 
to deteriorate when the government’s termination policy became public 
knowledge in the fall of 1953. In response, national organizations like the 
National Congress of American Indians (NCAI) rallied Native commu-
nities across the country in opposition. Responding to the NCAI’s call 
to action, the ATAIC became a venue for Native community leaders and 
their non-Native allies to openly oppose the OIA’s termination agenda.122 
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Naquayouma was among them. The criticism drew the attention of Kurt 
Dreifuss, who described Native opposition as “militant.”123 He proceeded 
to surveil them and document developments in his official reports to 
Washington. In the following years, the ATAIC maintained its ties to the 
OIA office to access its resources, but relations between the organizations 
turned increasingly bitter. A complete break finally came in 1956 when the 
Chicago office refused to continue sharing information about incoming 
relocatees with the ATAIC. From that point on, ATAIC members still on 
the Chicago field office’s advisory board resigned, and the ATAIC began 
operating independently.124

The ATAIC became an important staging ground for American Indian 
activism in Chicago during the 1950s and 1960s. A staple in Chicago’s 
Native community, the ATAIC was a national hub for American Indian 
politics. As the first Native-run community center, it served as a model 
for other urban Indian community organizations around the country. 
In 1961, the center played a significant role in the American Indian Chi-
cago Conference (AICC), which helped launch the American Indian self-
determination movement and laid the seeds of the Red Power movement. 
As a valued member of Chicago’s Native community, Naquayouma was 
invited to participate in the AICC. There is no record of him attending, 
however.125 Nevertheless, he had a notable part in this larger story.

Rosenthal highlights that through the self-determination movement, 
relocation participants used urban community centers like the ATAIC as 
a platform to critique the OIA, influence policymakers, and bend policy 
toward their own interests. Challenging the government’s termination 
agenda was by no means simple, easy, or complete, but “by the 1970s, the 
relocation program had become remarkably less a policy of ‘Americaniza-
tion’ and considerably more one of ‘self-determination.’”126 The political 
significance of urban Indian community organizations like the ATAIC 
is heightened by the fact that, since the 1980s, the majority of American 
Indians have lived in cities.127

Critical assessments of Chicago’s history of Native activism include 
Anne Terry Straus’s and Deborah Valentino’s argument that, although 
Native women had always made important contributions to Chicago’s 
Native community, men tended to occupy the most visible leadership posi-
tions until the 1960s. They argue that the gendered roles were reinforced 
by mainstream, non-Native (white) institutional norms; though, tribal 
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norms were also to blame. In their case study, they point to the Ameri-
can Indian Club’s official leadership positions, including Naquayouma’s.128

In the various archives that reveal pieces of Naquayouma’s story, there 
are few clues illustrating the last decades of his life. He continued work-
ing at Signode Steel. At some point he was promoted to the position 
of inspector, and he retired in 1966. He remained part of the Indian 
Council Fire and the ATAIC until the mid-1960s. His wife, Lillian, died 
in Chicago in 1967. Naquayouma participated in the American Indian 
Festival 1968, which was hosted by the Chicago Field Museum of Natural 
History. Through the 1950s to the early 1970s he intermittently toured 
on the road and performed, sometimes independently, and sometimes 
with Billingsley and the Second Mesa cohort, all of whom were lifelong 
friends. Naquayouma moved back to Arizona in the late 1960s. In 1977 
he remarried. He died in a Phoenix hospital in 1985. A service was held 
for him in Mishongnovi.129

Returning to the initial claims of this article, Naquayouma’s biography 
illustrates three key features of the American Indian self-determination 
movement in the first half of the twentieth century: (1) the anti-colonial 
traditionalist politics of North American tribal nations; (2) the intertribal 
social networks that bridged reservations and urban centers across the 
country; and (3) the pan-Indianism social movement, which fostered a 
shared American Indian identity among diverse tribal groups. Although 
Naquayouma’s life was unique in many ways, these three features can be 
seen in the lives of many American Indian individuals living in the twen-
tieth century. Hence, the goal of this article has not been to emphasize 
how exceptional Naquayouma’s life was; the goal is to see a common set 
of experiences in the story of his life. These common experiences provide 
insight into larger themes in the field of American Indian history. Native 
modernity being the primary example.

It is also worthwhile to consider the historiographical significance of 
Naquayouma’s biography. The particular set of events Naquayouma par-
ticipated in throughout his life bring together historical contexts that are 
often arbitrarily separated by academic fields. This point grounds my 
initial claim that Naquayouma’s story is relevant to the fields of American 
studies and science studies, insofar as it provides insight into the settler-
colonial nature of US culture, and the subaltern politics of ethnographic 
consultants.
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To close, I want to expand on the implications of Naquayouma’s story 
for science studies. Naquayouma’s role as an ethnographic consultant has 
largely been ignored in the scholarly literature. His name is regularly noted 
in relation to Whorf ’s work. In these instances, he is described as Whorf ’s 
“informant”—a term anthropologists used to define Indigenous intellectual 
laborers. This token of scholarly recognition never ventures to consider 
who Naquayouma was. In this article I was deliberately brief when analyz-
ing Naquayouma’s relationship to anthropology because his historical sig-
nificance has often been reduced to his work with Whorf. As the research 
presented here shows, his legacy was clearly much more than his work 
with ethnographers, which, in retrospect, was something of a side note in 
his eventful life. Thus, one purpose of this article was to correct this histo-
riographical lacuna. With personhood returned to Naquayouma’s name, 
however, his relationship to anthropology is worth commenting on further.

I think Naquayouma’s positionality in the ethnographer-consultant rela-
tionship reveals an under theorized topic in the history of anthropology. 
There is an extensive body of literature addressing the colonial history of 
anthropology, and there are many studies that have addressed the work 
relationship between ethnographers and Indigenous consultants, but very 
few studies have discussed the subaltern politics of consultants. By “sub-
altern politics” I mean the anti-colonial or counterhegemonic politics of 
Indigenous subjects who worked with ethnographers. The emphasis of 
this particular topic is not on the ideological biases of anthropology, the 
scientific status of anthropological knowledge, the power dynamic between 
ethnographers and consultants, or the relationship between anthropology 
and state power (though these issues are of course relevant). The emphasis 
of this topic is on the historically rooted experiences and political inten-
tions of ethnographic consultants.

In the relational matrix of power, knowledge, and agency that the ethno-
graphic encounter represented, the perspective of consultants, the context 
of their decisions, and the stakes of their choices were, for the most part, 
erased in the ethnographic record. This erasure distorted anthropology as 
a field of knowledge. And to this day the erasure is regularly repeated in 
the historiography of anthropology, which is typically focused on anthro-
pologists and their theories.

The problem has been recognized. A cohort of scholars have used crit-
ical frameworks to reclaim the historical agency of consultants.130 Some 
emphasize that consultants actively contributed to ethnographic knowledge. 
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Some show how consultants used their relationship with ethnographers 
to advance their own goals. Some cite instances of ethnographic refusal as 
a sign of consultants’ presence and autonomy. In each of these cases, his-
torical and social power dynamics add nuance to the question of agency.

Despite these interventions, few scholars have considered the visions 
of sovereignty many consultants and performers brought with them when 
they worked with ethnographers. It is my position that there is a subaltern 
politics within the history of anthropology that has yet to see the full light 
of day. Anthropology created a colonial archive. Reading the ethnographic 
record against the grain (in concert with other evidence) can bring a new 
perspective to the history of ethnographic practice and anthropological 
knowledge—in a way that exceeds and resists the discipline’s own inten-
tions.131 In short, there is an American Indian history of self-determination 
hidden in the history of anthropology.

This was not the venue to unpack this topic at length using Naquayouma 
as an example. Nevertheless, I think his biography shows the promise of 
this line of inquiry.

Robert Edwards is a PhD Candidate at the University of California 
San Diego.
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