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Conducted in 1969 by 8 Navajo students, this study
E 1nvestlgates the Angilo trader in terms of his sociogronomic influence
on the Ameérican Indians of the Navajq Reservation. Limited to 30
randomly selected trading posts located in the central and eastern
portions of the Navajo Reservation, this study reflects findings
derived from personal observations, personal interviews, and
hlstorlcal research. Emphasizing the trader's economic control over .
the Navajo people, this report déals with the following areas of -
concern: (T) History (cites treaties, laws, and sanctions govetnlng
the trader«Indian relationship); (2) Rold of the Trader in Navajo
Society (banker, creditor, pawnbroker, special claims agent for the
. Railroad Retirement Board, and interpreter of hoth mail and phone
/ communications); (3) ‘Attitude of the Trader Toward Navajo Clientele
s (mental and physical abuse, paternallsm, econamic exploltatlon). (4)
. Effect of the Multiple Boles of the Traders (control over. Navajo
money, employment, and communication); (5) Sanitation and Safety
(cites poor conditions in the older tra&ing pests) ;tand (6) Price
— Survey (compares trader's prices with wholesale prices). The report
‘concludes that control of the trader is'the responslblllty of the
Secretary of the Interior, the Commissioner of Indian Affalrs, and
. the Bureau of Indian Affalrs. (3c)
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r uthwestern Indian Development, Inc., (SID) is solely:

responsible for the contents of this report and it is redpon®-
sible for the editing and the final' copy of the report.
4

B The many unfounded assumptions that aie being made by
Ang{o busigessmen and Congressional delegates as to the origin
of tNls reportsprompts thissletter of introductory-

The, DNA Legal Services program on the Navajo Reservation
is creditedsas the author of this Ind?an Trader report.; This =
is not true. Credit is also being given to outside Ang}p
agitators, having no Knowledge of the Rese¥vation situation
and enviromment, for conducting the investigation. This also
is not true. . o -

In”%he summey of 1969,.Qight Navajo College students
conducted, the invdstigation and compiled the documentation
P ¢through action-research. In every case, the- trader was N
interviewed. His customers werge likewise interviewed and the -
result is the report you are about to read. .

* { Mr. Peterson Zah, Executive DiYector, and myself/us
Prgsident of Southwgstern Indian Developmént, Inc., Board of
D¥rectors want ta thank the many individuals who so unslf-
ishly coptributqd their time and ideas -to make this report

possible. Special thanks go to thg eight couragenous students

who did the investigatgon and, r%ght on! s
. . * ; ¢
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B Charley John, Fresideng
- . Peterson -Zah, Executitve l'izector
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_ The trading post, onesf the oldest institutions on the

vajo Indian Reservatien, has exerted over the past 160 years

* !such a distinct infduence ‘on tﬁéﬁﬂavajo people that this “
N “Ipowerful Anglo intrusion has“hecdmg an integral part of Navajo
life. A " -
[~ " - i 'l 4 - i

) Introduced to the Reservation inpl late '1860's and .
1870's, the trading post, in many instancys, affgrded the
Navajo his sole contact with the Anglowogld. A ‘the Nawvajo ¢
became increasingly depemd on erican [saciety, thei

endency on the:commurty trade indxgzsed proportiongiiy)
“Today's tradegs exercise a social @nd-e onomie control over 4
their.clienteie,measuredﬂnot only by the lattgr's 'reliance on ,
them but on Anglo godiety in general. , o . . .
3 - . F . . C 4
Tribal officialt estimate an average annuai\income of

¢ $20,.000,000 for the more than one hundred federally licensed .
traders opexating todayi throughout the vast ‘Navejo Reservation,

omgarable in’size,to the State of West Virginia.: Yet Navajos -~
who patronize these trading posts and who depend on-them for
the.essentials in food and commodities, live under ‘Gonditions
representing the most extreme poverty in the United States.

- [ ] L] - , .

- The annual average ‘income for a Navajo famfiy is*$1,500,
far below the normal subsistence leyel. The Navajo %ead the
nation- today in unemployment,.wi smates running as high

“ as eighty percent. ‘These, combined with alhigh illiteracy
rate, low educativbnal lewvel, malfhutrition, alcohdlism and a
cycle of perpetuatineg poverty provide the backgroupq against ., .
which the tfadeg thrives. The Navajo, once caught 1in the

. common prackice of credit sa;pratiogk,aad irrevocably in debt,
are then under the. economic controlof the trader.’ They have
no choice but to trade at his stori{ reqardless of extravagant .

. price markup. One.only has to logkl at gny reservation trading

‘. post, with its 30% to 120% markup on items, to understand why ¢ .

- the traders can realize a gross annual income of $17,223,338

(as in 1968) from the 121,000 Navajo' Indians who regain caught

in a substandard economy. .

“

The establishment ofa.a trading post determined the focal

int of the community and today- halds the function not only

of general store, but serves as a social”cente¥, post office,
bank and employment office. -The trader's role is multiple - J
merchan%;'cqshier, pawnbroker, creditor, livestock purchaser, .
and emplgyment agent. A

o ! Throyghout the years, due to poverty and lack of formal.
education, Navajos were conditioned to depend onwthe local
‘ trader as a liferline td the Anglo world. The trader, in
‘turn, practiced a form of paternalism worse than the Bureau of
Indian Affairs, feeling a responsibility towards. "his"
community, “his" Indians, only to the extent that it favor-
ably affected his economic welfare. )
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There is no need for our people to remain prisoners of
. this archaic system, to iive their lives constantly in debt
and a'pawn-of the Anglo trader. The stranglehold of the
tradgxr on our communitie:s must be diminished, ‘and federa} and
tribal regulations to coatrol thestrading post system on the *
reservation must be systembdtically enforced.

This repo¥t on tne‘bradlnéupbst~system as it éxists today
on the Navajo ReServation is andattempt to bring th focus on
one of the gut issues affecting the lives of our ople. 1Its
composite author is Southwestern Jndian Developmenit, Inc.,’
{ID), & non-profdit, privately funded Arizona cor ora¥ion. *
S5iD is one of the few qrganizations on thé Reservdtion today
which, independent of any government, eithex. state, federal, or
tribal, has the‘necessary freedom to investigate some of the
basic issues confronting the Indian people. e
% . i - *
- - Conducted in the summer of 1969 by eight Navajo college-
students supervised by a workshop director, this study was
funded by a grant from the United Scholarship Service of
: The final report was written by thé students®
in conjuncti®fn with the SID Board of Directors, Executive
«Director and workshop director. - - \\
= : B s - “ »
4 kimited-t& ithe central and ‘eastern portjons of the Navajo .
Reservation, to ftrading posts licensed under federal authority,
the random selecftion also included community stores in nearby
towns as a basig for price comparisons. SID workshop students *
investigated over thirty trading posts, an® from obsgrvation,
research and interviews with~fTFaders and Customergs pieced
together a substantial amount of information. Initially, ’
‘ studentS’peban by feading literature on the history and role
~,0f the_trader on the Navajo Reservation and familiarized them--
selves“with federal and tribal regulatiens governing trading
posts. They also talked with welfare workers, "attorneys,
tribal officials, wholesale merchants and federal government
employees. ~ !

[3

Anglos, Billing themselves as Indian exper%s, for the

"past century got together and detided Indian policy. " Today, ~
the young Indian is saying that this can ‘no longer be, that

" Indians must decide Indian policy and exerciee the right Af
self-determination and the responsibilities it entails. This
action-research on-traders and, trading posts i§ written by
Navajos fqr the Navajo people. It is hoped that this report
will be seen as an effort of respon$ible self-determination on
the part of Indian youth.

—
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'The»importance of commerce with I'ndian tribes played so

-
significant a role that the United States Constitution
* Al N 3
empowered Congress to: .
x4

"regulate commerce with foreign Nations .
\ * . .+ . . . andmwith Indian Tribes.'

]

. -

Tradimg posts on the Navajo Reservation date back to the
2 A"
b Treaty of September -9, 1849 between the Navajo Tribegand the

Unlted States. This agreement provlded no reservations as

such, but promlsqd»to authorize trading houses to be located

‘“ﬁn Navajo Territory at th& discretion of thé government.
Iin 1865, after a decade of raiding, the Navajos were(

conqueled by a larqe‘hllltary force ;ed by Colonel "Kit"
. .

Carson. H1s soldiers swept through Navajo ‘1and, sIaughterlng
sheep and horses (9. 6% of the sheep and 93 4% of the hbrses)
- and laying waste to their fields and orchards. “"They were
- relentlessly pursued rounded up, and dr1ven to a wretched

o drsease rldden reservatlon on the banks of the Rio Pecos, in

eastrcentrgl New Mexico - the infamous Bosque Redcndo, wd .

)

hwelte, as-the Navajps called it.

S . .

\d

)

1The Constitution of the Unlted States, Article I, Section
8, Clause 3.

s ’ .

2 .
. Act June 30. 1834, c. 161, Section 2.

. 3L. R. Baiher, The Long Walk, (Los Angeles: Westernlor
Y ° Press, 1%4), p. 232, 233.

A41pid, p. vii.
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There followed four terrible years of imprigonment at

Fort Sumner, xears’which'crushed the independegce, self- N
4 '
confidence ‘and mgrale of those whg had endured the inhumad™ .

treatment of that long Qalk.» Many Navajos did not suivive

this period because their numbers were depleted by disease fnd )
13 ‘ . -

“
Y
® ~

The Treaty of 1868 between the Navajo and the United

starvation.

States established a reservation for the Dine located in

&

\
northeastern Arizona and northwestern New Mex1ico, thus ending ,

the ordeal of Fort Sumner. The first contigent of captive

Navajos started the long joufney back to their homeland on

r
June 18, 1868. ) .

§ - -
The Nawvajos had not only been defeated, but were a

J ,
demcralized and subjugated people. Thus, the way was opened

for the establishment of white trading posts on their
reservatidn. e

Rk

In contrast to earlier itinerant traders Who‘transported

whiskey, rifles, ammunition and trinkets to Iadian camps, the

trader came among-cdnguered Indians confined to reservations

r
.

sand Lullt his trading §03t near a dependable wafer supply.
The tfading post became one of %he most necessary and
influential institutionsiof reservaticn life. It was the
Anglo trader under the imagé of the "Creat White Father," who
preyed upon thg needs’of the Indian people and thus Lecame an
influential figure in the ecénomy of the tavajo Nation.
4 The Act gf August 15, 1876, which is now codif}edaas
Section 261 of Title 28, United St?tes Code, provides:

.

L d
"The Commissioner of Indian Affairs shall have the . 1
s8le power and authority to appoint traders to the
Indian tribes and to make such rules and regulations
as he may deem just and proper specifying the kind
o .

-2-
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and gquantity of goods_and the prlces at Whlch such
goods shall %e sold to the Indlans.

.
-~ £ . -

Few of the existing problems, and malpractices of the trading
post system would eXxist today if this and other governing
statutes and ‘regylations were effectively enforced. g

N ’l’“ L , -
1t ‘would seem, "taken at face value, that this statute

would be sufficient to prevent any malpractices by'traders.

But there is no sanction to this law. Even if enforced, how

would it be enforced and what wouId be the penaltles. The

»

Navajo ReServatlon 'is so vast and isolated that the .government

‘\ and the Bureau of Indian Affairs have had very little contact

w1th the trader and hax& left him te operate as he wished. As

- ~er

a resqlt, trading statutes aud regulations are not enforced

and trader practices have become stagnant and qpcontrolledﬁ

leading to exploitation of the highest maqnitudewof\the Navajo
N . .

peop‘le . v

-

o 8 ¥

. ) ‘
519 stat. 200, U.S.C. Title 25, Sectidn 26l.

-
O
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OF THE TRADER .

ROLE

] IN N§NAVAJO SOCIETY
-

- the reservation trader of’today is not merely a general mer-

{ late to his personal beneflt. He 1s banker and creditor,

- .

ment Board. AHe purchases Navajo wool, llvestock, rugs; has

: ™
the only telephone for miles around; Operates the only gas

"station; and acts as intefpreter for 'the Navajo in both mail

and phone communications with the“Anglo world.
. Governmegtal agencies, including the Welfare Department,.
utilize the trader as an. jintermediary to contact or confirm

" .
facts about Navajo familie#. He acts,. too, as -agént between .

; " , -
eméloyer and employet in migrant or railroad work. Occasldn-&

ally, the traders will take it upon themselves to act as law

e

. enforcement offlcers. The trader has, because of these many

. roles, the power to control’the Navajo people in "his"

-

community. : -

;- _?uttié%larly‘conduciveito the trader's business Are the

» lon§ distances Hhé the remotenegs of manpy trading posts
coupleq w1th bad ;eather,and primitive roads’ making travel to

— to%n by the” Navajos extremely dlfflcult. There are approxi-

mately 1,435 miles of paved roads on the Resesvation, while

in comparison, the S{ate of West Virginia, comparable in size

to the Navajo Reservatlon, has 32 0816 miles of road. In the

i

A

6The World Almanac: and Book of Facts, 1968, editor Luman H.
Long, (Newspaper Enterprise Assec., Inc., New York City, #.Y.,
1967), p. 573, - ) .

k)

)
. i > [
. !
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The trading post has evolved into a multlpurpose concern-
chant, but has a variety of roles which he 1s\a?le to manlpu- N

pawnbroker, and spec1al claims agent for the Railroad Retire- ..
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harsh winter months most Reservation roads are practica\ly

impassable, 1eaving'the'Navajos oniy the trading pgst-to

% L

secure goods_and food. -~

Sub31st1ng on a meager and unpredlctable inccme, the A
Navajo easily becomes indebted to the trader, who, through a
pplicy known as "eredit saturation,” encourages his customers

K]

to buy goods on book credlt up to the amount of~known future

W

;ncome. However, once this limit is reached,. the trader

promptlyArefuses any  further credit, regardless of need.

=

As it 1s common for many Navajos to receive their checks

or otheg income in caré of the l1ocal tradlng post, the trader

" has an%?ccurate method of est1mat1ng an 1nd1v1dual s 1income.

By w1thhold1ng the check upon arrival, he can force his ‘
c11entele to charge at the store, thereby assurlng himself of
a large portion, if not all, of the check.

E

‘The*Commissgoner of Indian Affairs, as previougﬁg stated
has sole authority to -1censevtraders and control their
practices. Federal and »Tribal regulations governing the tra-
ding progession are quite explicit, and if taken at face value
would appear tq.be adeguate in preventing the existing situ-,
ation. Yet the reservation trader escapes regulations because
there are no clearIy'defined channels of authority through
which enforcement should be made .

There is a dual responsibility atmosphere generated by
theé% regulations. Enforcements the BIA concends, lies with
the Tribe; the Tribe contends it Yies with the BIA. "Buck-

. passing" stifles any progress and in this instance has created
apjthy and neglect. * .

The procedure for placing a formal complaint is unclear

»

and ill-defined, especially to the non- English speaklng.Navajo.

b4

4
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One Tribal employee, when asked about such procedure, said
that Navajos can use both Chapter representatlves a;: the
Trading Committee of the Navajo Tribe to lodge a complaint. .w
History has proven both channels are confusing and ineffeétive
in obtaininé results.

‘In fact, the Tradlng Post Commlttee of the Navajo Tribal
Council does not understand its re;pon81b111t1es and has been
inactive in the past four ‘years. " When active, ‘the authority of
this Commlttee has been used to gain selfish 1nterests of some
Committee membors, thus nmullifying its effeotiveness. ff)

If by chance an investigation is begun, it must be”routed
through so many different agéncies, involving so much byreau-
cratsc red tape, that the complainant becomes qulckly dlscour—

aged by théﬁcon31stent pattern of referrals. The trader,

untouched,ﬁcontlnges his exploitation of the Navajo people.
.

* ThuS'™™ BIA Area Director Graham Holmes feels confident in
stating: "In my three years I have been here there has been
only one minor complaint reach my office . . . . I attend

chapter meetings and meet dozens of Navajos every day. All

they would have to do to complain about any trader is just

LAY
mention it to me."

-

7"BLA and Trlbe Won't Protest, The Gallup (N. M.)
Indegenden (May 10, 1968),. p. 1.

>
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ATT I TUDE O F TRADER TOWARDS

NAVAJO CLIENTELE

Navajo trade;i§\the\only retail business in modern
America in which the customer is always wrong. "If you‘don't
like it you can go to the store across the street,"8 jokes the

trader. There is no store across the street; the fnearest

trading post may be 15 to 50 miles distant. In major disputes
regarding tradiqg, it is the trader who is usually right; the

dustomer wrong -~ for the trader is a white man, and trading is

L]
a white man's game. ¢

1

|
. When dealing with the Navajo, the trader will maintain a 1
certain attitude of aloofness, Ehereby forcing the customers 1
to come to him with the character_of the supplicant. He |
treats his clientele as if they were children and infers that
he knows best how to manage their financial affairs. In 1
Névajoas?ciety, the t;aderf'in that he is Angld ?nd has an
economic stranglehold on the community, commands a position of
respect and fear - mainly fear. . S ,;?

thle conducging this survey, many of the traders fkﬁ

interviewed were defensive or suspicious and asked us many
times for whom we worked and the-purposg of our rgsearcha
Some were upset when we recordedxprices and oneagaid "Leave my f(
prices glone!" The traders appe;red significantly displeased o
with the interviews and our questions - questions.goncerning

the geﬁeral organization of the trading post; its history and

the trader's'relations with the Navajo clientele. One trader : -1

in ﬁ%rticular became so incensed he told the interviewers to

.8 - A

Shonto, The Study of the Role of the Trader in a Moderan
Navajo Community, by W. )Y. Adams, (U.S. Government Printing
?ffice, Washington, 1963), p. 210. )

\‘ w v
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leave his property, after first asking for their identification .
and recarding their license plate number.

The.majorit§:;f traders interviewed indicated that they

were interested in the affairs of their customers, the Navajo
people, to the extent that it effected their own business and
¢ e ¢
economic stability. "Their problem is my problem,% a trader

said, "because it reflects on business. I try to solve their
problems to where they will be better customers." Here, as T
" well as in the area of Navajo arts and crafts, the trader's
conéern for the problems and traditions of the Navajo is ‘
primarily economic.
Through the course of this study, when interviewing

Navajo cuétomers, we heard again and again that the traders

were mean. Many of our peSple never publigally complain for <
. fear of retaliation by the trader thiough pard deallng or

actual physical abuse. ;¥ ‘4 *
One woman cited an incident where the trader tore-Gff heih

4

blouse when she attempted to get her welfare check, instead of

the credit Sllp he usually gave her, which was valid only at

"

his tiadlng post.
Another womary told us a trader had violently grabbed her o

and broke her strand of bead§~B§caﬁ;e{sQe had left the post

forgetting to pay the deposit on a bottle of pop.

b} In this §aﬁe trading posg, which also serves as a mail

distribution ienter, the trader takes the Navajo customer alone

in the back room, opens his check for him, and gives him the

B

check for endorsement, reclaiming it immediately thereafter.
;?e trader does not ask if the customer wants to pay o# his
bill but credits the check to his account, leaving the Navajo

- little or no cash. The .trader is aware of his domination over

W

Q o, —g-
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the people and exerCises it to such an extent that the

L 4

community is terrified of him. At a different trading qut a
sign was conspiciously placed outs@de the store, "The follow-

ing people are DAMN LIARS AND CHEATS and ran off with their ”‘
oy .

- - -
check," followed by¥three rows of names. ‘ ; o

’ i —

Interviewers recorded an incident in Whlch a arader pulliﬁ.

on a Navajo womag in her home and told her to "pay her ,

-

a gun

Bill or .else."- This action resulted because she had been .

v
-

unable to pay on her adcount for that month, although in the

" past she had always kept her credit up to date. This game .
individual was reported tovhave‘thfown an eldegly womah abodt 3
his trading post because of her credit.

. Admittediy,-not all traders behave ig%gris manner, but . 1

»

. ,' K .
, quri'ﬁ the course of our investigation, w%E%;aré of sufficient
i

incidents inVolviné fear'of traders by Navajos for us to

. conclude that it was a significant aspect of the relationship(
’

between trader a;’nd customer. . ﬁ .
- ) ‘
f .
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THE MULTIPLE ROLES OF TRADERS
- bi
POSTMASTER '

Post Office or mail distribution facilities are said to
be worth $10,000 or more a year to any reservation.tradiqg N .
center, and the p:lmary access to checks in.the mall is conguzi
sidered essentlal by the trader as "a basis for credr} exten- -
sion. Some traders have contracted with the U.s. Post Office
ép handie mail, others receive mail regularly as an extra
service for their customers.

When asking for cre?it or loan, Navajos are often
required by traders to endorse an official change-of—address:
card issued by the Post Office so that all future mail {ould
be received at the’ tradlng post, though it is printed on %?e
envelopes of many governmént chbcks that they are not to be
forwarded. cher traders simply give a list of names to the
local postmaster, who illegally delivers the listed in@}vi:
duals' chegks to the trader. People coyblain that their mail,
partlculaZiy checks, has been opened without their consent in
flagrant violation of federal postal laws.

Thus, by ;nterceptinqwand opening the mail, the traders

. i . . . -
know who in the community receives a regular income, in what

amount and on what date. He uses this knowledge to withhold

“checks from these people, telling them their check has not

L

Aruiext providea by enc ||m Provided

arrived: This tactic usually forces the Navajo to ask for
¢redit, which the trader allows until he can claim a substan-
tial portion of the check. N

By these means, ' the traderﬁﬁan also weed -out as bad

credit risks those people who have no regular income or receive

their mail elsewhere since he has no control ever their cﬁecks.

- - =10~ 4 .
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One woma;NEB?eq'that the arrival of her check was! very

j' irregular, although it was. mailed on the same date each month.

'Often the tradér told her to buy more grocegies on credit.

Hex dnqu}ries about the check hagbened so many times, that the

trader nowlcalls her  "Mrs. Check," a name which to her is very

*insulting.

We noted in our investigations that although mail was

.

generaldy placed in cigar boxes, shoe boxes or other similar
containé;s on the counter fo; the publié to thumb through (or

. in trading posts with post office*fagilities, placed behind
the counter for distribution), checks seemed to be handled
separately. -. / K ;

B Ygérs'ofssuch practices have condig;oned‘the Navajo to
fhezdegree that it is "understood" that part i{\not all of
their check is to be returned to thettraéer. Peple today
still do not completely understand that the ‘check is their
personal broperti) and as one SID'student commented: “They
think the traders are doing them a favor by allowing them a
trade slip or a fedfdollars cash whenever their welfare check
comes in." »

* MAfter“endorsing ‘the cﬁeck over to the trader, who applies
mostjof it to the customer's account and returns the balance

~in scrip form,9 there is little choice for the Navajo but to .

use the scrip at “that paréicular trading post.

3

9A form issued by a trading post to an individual which
__.~authorizes the individual to purchase goods only at that store
up to'a certain set value. Analogy: A customer cashes his
' $60.00 che purchase $20.00 worth of groceries. Instead
of receg#ing the $40.00 balance of his check in .cash, the
. customer is given a.statement which says he can take $40.00
worth of goods at this.partigular store. It is rather like
paying for goods that you haven't yet decided tqﬁbuy.

L -
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In severai cases Navajos have made it clear that they
were unwilling to endorse their checks to ‘the trader. 1In one .
. ¥
. . wd .
such instance, a trader came to a woman's home with her wel-

fare check, waved a knife, grabbed her hand, and forced her to
10, 11

Y

4
endorse the check with her thumb. (It is common on the

\#. “
Navajo Reservation‘forlthe Navaio;)to make a valid endorsement
of a check w1th the rlght tnumb print on the back rathﬂfythan
] Loy

a 31gnature, as some NavaJo: do Qot know how to write.)
5

. Desplte the fact that federal law spe01f1cally states '
;‘thaﬁ (tYhe acceptance of gash, merchandise, or credit for
govgfnment checks shall .,be at the option of the Indian in all

\ cases:"12 reports by welfare officiadls of m?nipuiated;ana b
. . ‘ ¥
withhel | checks, and numerous statements and affidavits of

Navajo people indicdte that reservation traders are VlOlaglng

t¥#ading and postal regulatlons.

BANKER AND CREDITOR
Trading on tép Navajo Reservation is considered a "boom
or bust" proposition for fhe Anglo trader. He must know more

than how to sell merchandi®e, but must know his glients, - their
kY

families;® incomes and W{e seasonal cycle of Navajo life.

Tgé Navajo's mgin source of income stems from his salelof
b Ch ‘ B 3
New i
lambs, wool, rygs, a*d handmade jewelry, with seasonal off-

reservation labor ang government éubsity as supplemental. The
¥, 3 .

-

N
!
¢ {

trader knows how many lan{@ each family will bring to him; he

,/r

1014w In Aftlon, DNA Lé al Servxces, "Trﬁder Problemsxln
District 19 Are gelng Solved " Vvol. I. No."2, p. 1, Septy 30,
1969. F ‘ - o

Wpor subseglent development of Lhis pagﬁicular infident,
see Appendix. - AR
- e — L“ - .

225 C.F.R., Section 252.18. .
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knows how much wool theixr sheep will yield and can make a fair

s “
guess at the number and quality of rugs, a woman will weave each

year. On this basis he is able to estimate the amount of
exténdable credit per family or individual.
As one trader of long experience on the Navajo Reservation

stated: "what it takes to run one of these places is a credit
213

. 1 .
This statement accurately reflects

~

the view of most traders to the effect that, due to a protected

manager, not a salesman.

consuﬁer market, sales take care of th?mselves. Whatever -
income that is received in_the community ;nevitably comes to
the trading post, so that thegjtrader's main concern is not to
prghote the outflow of goods tomthe highest level which can be
sustained, but rather t?yhold it down to that level through-

credlt restriction. A skilled trader is able to estlmate

community earnings Vlth such accurac& as to be able to tie up
r

75% in advance credff. \ -

. As Nayajos receive {hcome on a bi-annual or monthly basis,
money fast becomes scarce and people are compelled to seek
credit agalnst futuge earnings - next sprlng S lambs or ‘next
month's -welfare check. This practice of credit extension (for

0

whatever reason, withheld checks or lack of income) is'bad’ in

v

that it leaves the Navajo no freedom of managing his own money.
Customers receive little or no cash to apply to other

- . .

needg. As one person said: "when I receive my welfare check

it¥is already spent and I have no money to pay my utility bill."

Another said: "It }ﬁ hard, because you run out of things

‘before your check coméi and must -turn to credit or pawn."”

~

13Shonto, The Study of the Role of the Trader in a Modern
Navajo Community, by W. Y. Adams, (U.S. Government Printing

Office, yashlngton*\T .C., 1963), p. 180.

b
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Federal law states "All traders may extend credit to the

‘Indians, but such credit will be at thé traders own risk. All

payments to Indiang’ for products or labor must be made in law- -

ful state money or in credit on the traders' books, at the

“option of the Indian.{ffl4 "At the option of the Indian.™ This

“a Navajo fails to understand the Anglo—based concepts of credity

ERI

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

option is not given today, and it is still common for weavers
to ;eceive Bredit or script, not cash, for their rugs.

Many Navajos, indebted to the trader because of credit,
have spent a 1ifetimevattempting tq free themselves from this
bondage, with no overall improvement in their étanderd of
living. If they try to rebel against this system, their Lredit
is cut ofﬁ - a crﬁel blow especially in an emergency situation.

The process of credit and monetary activifies can become

. .

easily mismanaged, intentionally or not, because in many cases

interest, debt and receipts. - o .

The Navajo has little cheice but to believe the traaer and
to%trust him to be honest in his accounting. If the trader is
L * w
lax in his records, many mistakes creep into the books. The

»
W

customers have no record of their own expenditures even theugh
the trader is required by law to issue receipts.15 ’
As the trading post is usually the only institution in a
communlty w1th a ready supply of cash, many Navajgs are conse=-
quently forced to cash their checks with the trader. A fee is

commonly charged for this service, ehd;in some qlaces checks

were cashed only with a minimum purchase of goods. "It's hayd

14,5 ¢.r.R., $252.18.
\1525 C.F.RSN, §252.16.

.




to get money out here," commented a trader when asked about his
[ 2 il
check cashing fee.

Research uncovered that traders are hesitant to make cash

i

1oans$ But when Navajos need money, a cash loan is the only
alternative to pawa. The interest rate for cash is usually a L

flat 20% and the loan is, in most cases, figured into the N .
s i ’

credit balance to bé paid off at the end of the month. One

trader, however, when asked about the rate of interest on loans,
conceded that there was interest, but that the information was

"confidential."”
v,

Since the passage of -the Truth in Lending ‘I‘aw16 - to’
foster inf%rmed use of crediz by consumers’— in July, 1969,
many traders have refused to accept pawn or make loans .
because of the time ,and trouble involved in complying with the¢
full disclosure clause. Reservation traders approached the
Advisory COmmittee of the Nava;o Tribal Council, and asked
their support in urging the Council to pass a resolution
stating that the tr;ders be excluded from adhering to the
pfbvisions of the nation-wide Truth in Lending Law. The

Tribal Council, fortunately, has no authority to circumvent

.

federal law.
The trader can, as a resglt;of lax procedures and H
fegulations, become very carelgss - as in the case of the

elderly Navajo, who-after receiving his 0}d Age Assistance - .

.check from the trader, attempted to purchase some c{garettes
but was refused pecau®e he had already reached his limit, the

amount of his monthly check. 1In actuality, another party had

rl6Act offMgy 29, 1968, P.L. 90-321, 82 Stat. &%, \‘y
. \J‘\~
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3 . ¢
‘charged items to this man's account, without his knowledge, i
consent or permission. Still, as far as the trader was
-

concerned, ' the bill was for the old man to pay, no matter what

the circumstances.

PAWNBROKER

; Pawn is one-of the foundations of Navajo trade and\ﬁye ]
dzly basis for credit unti}] the present centiry. A trader )
does not need a license to take pawn, nar are therevéqy tnibal
of federal restric;ions“reguiating maximum interest rates or
k\ markup on the pawn once it has becomé dead. The trader employs

haphazard bookkeeping methods - running accounts on pawn are
never recorded in c;nventio;al sélesbooks, but merely scribbled
wherever space allows on the pawn ticket..

Unfortunately, the most frequent users of loans by pawﬁ

. : .
are those who are least able to afford credit costs - welfare .
clients, social secufity recipients, seasonal wa;e workers
and familie; with small livestock holdings. )

Trade;s on the Navajo Reservation are réquired to hold
pawn for six months. If one fourth of the amount is paid
before five months, they must hold the paWnueight moni%g,} An
additional two month holding period is added for each addi-.
tional 25% of the amount due that is paid.17 Interest rates
v&ry, from a flat 10% to 20% fee or a 10% per month of the
unpaid balance - this last figure is equal to an anqual rate
of 120%. 1In the course of our survey we encountered monthly

interest rates as high as 30%, equal to an annual rate of

360%. .

) 1
N
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The Code of Federal Regulatlons requires traders to

r

include the follow1ng information on the pawn tlcket date of
transaction, nature of pawn ogtpledge,~amount loaned thereon,
and market value of item (as .agreed upon betweeﬁrNavajo and
‘trader].l® Today, under the Truth In Lending Law, traders are.
requiredvfo include tpe true annual rate of interesf. However,
we did not‘find one trader during our survey who supplied all
of the required information on the pawn ticket - the market -
value of the pawn and the rate of interest wefe oftén missing.
In the course of our -investigations, we heard of a Nava]o
woman who, during the severe snowstorm of 1968, was forced to
pawn her saddle w1th a nearby- trader for ;he sum of $20; the
saddle was worth considerably more. In May, the woman trled
to redeem her saddle and gave the trader $20,‘but it appeared
that in a period of five months eighteem dollars in interest
had accrued and the trader sald she must ‘first pay this. 1In
June when she tendered the $18 in full, the trader told her to
pay her grocery bill of $29 as well, before claiming thevgaddle.
The woman went to DNA (an OEO Legal Services Program) iﬁﬁ
Window Rock; Arizona in October and asked their help im retriv-

ing the saddle from the trader. Again, the trader.refused to

give the woman her saddle until she paid her grocery bill and

y

told her that she now Owed $69 on the saddle. He added $20 to
the pawn, he said, because she had gone to DNA for help.

The Na;ajo who has a credit account, plus an item‘in pawn
with the same trader, is frequently told *that his pawn wilﬁf\

not be released until the account is also pai%. These two

business transactions are, by law, totally separate, and

" d -

1835 c.F.R., §252.17.
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cannot be considered’Fs one account. Yet, the trader is in an

excellent position to manipulate all monetary transactions to
2 -~ , P
his benefit and thus exert total economic control over a

community. T

* EMPLOYMENT -AGENT
The tradlng post acts as an information center for

community people, and in this area ‘the trader performs the
role of an employment agent,for men seeking jobs Tn migr?nt or
: " -
railroad work. "

»

The trader serves as Special Claims Agent for the Rail-
4

A%

R
‘?J,
o} e agencyc and in tHis . &

! .,

road Retirement Board, a federal lal
Y ) "
capacity has gyet ancther means of co trolling‘the lives of -

the Navajos in "hls" cammunlty. The extent of his control-
- ?
become§<ftagger1ng, 1n that he has the rlght to choose who w111

get rallroad emplo%ﬁEht and who will not. . 'p'
¢ s .

He Literally prcks #nd chooses from the available men of LA

the area, and he chooses those people who have unpaid a “ounts

1N

j.

transportation of many Navajo families and charged exorbitant
& - .

at his store. As all welfare benefits ;and unemploymen .chec¢ks
afe sent to the trader, he thus guarantees himself pa

past and present debts incurred by the potential worker

J

family. ; 4
We have heard reporte that certain traders, acting as

Special Claims Agehts, have taken“advantagk of the lack of

amouﬂts (SEO to $100) for transportation of selected railroad
employees to shipping p01nts off-reservation. +This debt is
then transferred to the Navajo's “account at the trading post.
If a Navajo.attempts to voice an objection against this
practice, he is threatened;by placement on the "Not Accept-

. o ' '
able" (for railroad employment) list and thereby deprived of

-18~
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future em?léyment and/or refused credit at the trading post,

. € . .
thus affecting his entire family. =

N

As a basis for credit against unemploymefit checféi the

o

role of sSpecial Claims Agent is thought by traders to be
desirable and almost nearly a necessity for any trading post

0perating in the more isolated sections of the Navajo
3

Reservation. o
Yet, employing a trader as a Special Claims Agent is a
violation of federal law:

; "Whoever, being an officer, or agent of the U.S. or
any department or agency thereof, has any ifterest,
direct or indirect, in any contact made or under
negotiation with the government or with the Indians,
for the purchase or transportation or delivery of

‘ "~ . goods and supplies for the Indians, or colludes with
* any person’ attempting to obtain such contact shall
be fined not ‘more-than $5,000 or imprisoned not mois
than six months or both; and removed from office."

Most trading posts have a bulletin board which lists e

events and employment openings. Often\ﬁigrant labor jobs are
posted and the trader acts as an employer in signing up poten-

. - . R \
tial workers. Once the job is secure, he can extend more

. credit to the employee's family and can charge the transpor- <
- —
tation fee to the job site to the‘ravajo's account, thus .
insuring his share of the migrant'@ wages.

~

198 y.s.c., §437.
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SANITATION AND SAFETY

i

The Environmental Health Services section of the U. S. |
Publi; Health sService is charged‘yith periodic inspection of
trading posts, in accordarce wiEh the standards established by
the U. S. Public Health, the Food and Drug Administration and
the Navajo ' Tribal Sanitation Regulations.

Annual inspections are conducted by sanit;tion echnicians-
who "...try to get tp it every six months. It depénds on the
number of men wh; are available to do the work."

The average reader might cohclude that tfe PUblic Health

Service is fulfillin¢ its functions by inspecting the trading
posts, but we have founQXthat the traders are forewarned well
in advance by theAinspeéfing agency thatbit intends to inspect,
their premises on a given date. This gived th trader an
-opportunity %o bring his establishment up to éar with health
standards so he can pass inspection. Desﬁite this, some still
fail to meet the standards. But, theré are no surprise
inspections.

g Theﬂgnspectors submit their reports to superv1sors who
then review them and send the-reports to the Economic Develop-
ment Department of the Navajo Tribal Council where the appro-

priate action is supposed to tdke place.

g

¢ However, if sanitation is the main issue, the report is - o7

‘then rerocuted to another office of the P.H.8wEpvironmental

3 . )
Health Service which sends out yet some more field personpel
\L’ \
. - e AN
to investigate the matter. There is no system for the.gfading -

of trading pouts and apparently no rechecking of facilities,

O ’ - ~20-
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(due to lack of "avaflable men"”) to assure that regulations are
adhered to.once the traders are told to come up to staﬁaard;
/7 Personalivisits by SID rfesearchers shéwed that Ehe sanitary
(/‘and safety conditions of most tra&ing posts need iq;}ovement.
VBuildings are generally old*and some were beginning £o‘crumble.
' Several had broken windows. Premises were often badly littered
witlr broken glass, paper wrappings and tin cans. -
Older trading posls were generally unclean inside, with
grimy floors, dusty and‘littered with trash, with eharp and
dangerous merchandise hanging from the ceiling which could
result in serious injury. In one post a pick was hanging frem
the ceiling. Evidently the trader in that particular post had
little regard for the safety of his customers . 20
| A few stores, located in larger communities and catering
also to.Anglo trade, were ;ew or recently remodellgﬁ well
organlzed, air~conditioned, and had adequate refrlgeratlon of
keats and vegetables. #

Adequate facilities for the preservation of food seemed
to be lacking in almé/erlty of trading posts Many'of the
fruits and vegetables were spoiling with visible mold because

T of poor or no refrigeration, and we noted in many instances
that the meat, in display cases, was 1ighted by pink or flor-
escent lamps to give it a healthy appearance. Many Navajos
complained of the poor guality of food available in the trading
posts, with the meat often bad and the milk scured.

. o

There were flies in and-around the trading poéts, hovering (
ovéer uncovered fruits and vegetables. In one post a goat o)

g

20See 25 C.F.R., $§252.19, which obllges the traders to keep
their premises and places of business in a clean, sanitary and
presentable condition at all times.

- .
-




. )
wéﬁdered around inside. In another, a cat walked‘along the
meat counter. We also obsgrved a dog enteir}he store and |
urinate on flour which was stacked in the corne;.

It gppeared to us th;%‘ihe upkeep and cleanlgness of the .
trading post; as well as the qu&lit?“and conditions of food and
goods for sale, was a matter of little concern on the part of

- the~trader toward his Navajo clientele.

4
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"PRICE SURVEY

- > .
B basic principle of modern Navajo trade 15 that profit be

—— ——

based entirely on retail markup - a markup in this case exces-

. i
sively high for a<gopulat10n subsisting well below the national

poverty lével. A survey of goods most commonly purchased by ~

the Navajo people fndicate that very few items are sold at \

reservation. trading posts for less than a 30% markup oveq/
’ '

.wholesale price.

The 30% to 1%0% price increase on various items sold

throughout the Reservation reflect, the traders say, high
. 4
freight costs and high credit risk. Several wholesalers were

contacted in the course of this study in regard to the cost of
transporting food and other merchandiss from their place ofﬂ

A business to the Reservation. Most stated that ,hey do not
charge for delivery, and only one said his company charges from

1-1/2% to 2-1/2% on the amount of the order and the distance of

- delivery.
This by no means justifies a thirty to one hundred and
twenty percent markup, nor does the cost of credit extension

warrant such a degree of brice“increase. The trader, through

his socio-economic control of the community, and his knowledge

of the fihéncial status of each customer, is able to success-

£

fully eliminate any risk of credit losses . ) .

Contrary to state law, many tradﬂng posts do not price
items indlvidually but practice group pricing - prices marked
»

on the shelvéds below the specific items. Federal regulations

~»

require that traders mark the price of all merchandise by

Q R ~23-
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"Plainly and visibly.“21 Like other federal regulations on .

traders, this is not ehforced. Consequently, many Navajos are

-

unaware of the actual price of the goods for sale.
At one of the reservatiog,tradiﬁ§ posts, we noted that a
"“one pound can of coffee was priced at $2.85. “Because this

seemed to be an outrageous price, we went back to the trading

-

Iﬁt' three times to verify“thid fiqure, an?" each time our” .

B i
observation was ionfirmed. We spoke to tHe trader regarding
\ )

.y L
this matter and he appeared a little puzzled. Several days

! |
. later, this same Xrader called the President of SID and
. 4 ,
* -

informed him that 'there was a mistake’ in the pricingwof this

item. The trader explained that the $2.85 price was errone-
N -
ously stamped on the one pound can of\ coffee, while actually

R . b .
this is the price of the two pound can. He apologized for
"\-\\
this error and requested that we not include this matter in our

-

v
3

".7 “

report. We cdn only wonder how long practices of this nature
~ ' .
s

haye_been going on. R Y W
£ - Q ¥ .
* f'.
x" )
o .
. *
T
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.
i
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3 (* 21.’ ! I
ﬁ 25 C.F.R., §252.7(b).
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WEIGHTS AND MEASURES
. ]

No provisions are made on the Navajo Reservation for the
inspec#on of weights and measures usedvby traders at the
trading post. As a ¥esult, Navajo customers are unabile to
ascér;ain whether tﬂey are receiving just quantity for the
amount’ paid and gfe unable to determine whether they are paié

I}

'full value for lambs, Qools, pinon nuts and other products

which they sell to the trader. .

Traders tend to keep prices static, by st¢cking one brand
of an item and ignoring wholeéélers' discount s ecials,'alihough >
these are clearly marked on the label.

'S SID researchers priced fifteenm}tems common*fq the Navajo
d;Et at trading posts throughpout the 'Reservation, noting that
only. five of these items sold at 1255 than a 30% markup wh}le
the remaining ten products were listed from 30% to 120% above
wholesale cost. For example: i

(1) a 25 pound_ sack of Red Rose Flour was purchased
wholesale by a trader in the Chinle area at a cost of *2.00 and
sold to the customervfor $3.10, representing a Eifference of

_$1.10 in price and a 55% markup;
(2) Marketed by the wholesaleg#for $1.57, a two-pound
'

can of toffee.is sold at Reservation trading posts anywhere

%

from $1.98 to\§?.85, representing a 26% to 82% markup; \

i

(3) The percentaée of markup on a 26 ounce carton of
e o
" salt varied in tradi&g posts from 39% to 122%, whereas sugar,

- wholesalinglat $l.21.%br‘ten ppuﬁds, differed in price from

22 2

$¥.65 to $1.95, a variation of 37% to 61%.

“
22506 attached appendix for other percentage markups and
prices of Reservation traders. y
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CONCLUSTIONS
7 x /) -

There are several solut@onﬁwto some of these questions and

N

problems posed in this report whlch could,effectlvely combat
the monopollstlc powe;\of Reserv ioff traders. These will be

dlchfsedhgnder separate cover since it was anh still is the
o . . .
philosophy-~of SID that the recommendations should come from the

"grass roots" Navajos. Therefore, one of the additional pro-

12

jects this doming summer is to conduct a continuing survey with

emphasis on the recommendations of local peopl®e directly

s

i & N

‘involved in business with the trader.

%in this age of so‘cailéd enlightenment and civilization,
it is revolting that a group of people should Le kept dependent
upon a small ndmber of greedy individuals (and intruders) who,
dt;e te opportune c1rc‘1mstanc,es, have the thance to: jlentlessly
pursue their own Levenous materlal dvancement-at tHe others’'
expense. . " ﬁt
Admittedly,ythe ‘institution of the trading post has played
an essential part in the development of modern Indian society
in its role as mediator betweep the Navajo %nd Anglo world, yet
this does not give them the unquestioned right to exploit and
dominate toithe fullest exteng those very qéople who provided
their livelihood. : S
It seems tragic that tﬁose that possessywards?ip powers
over us have done virtually nothiﬁé since 1886 to prevent or
elimina*e the unmitigated economic and social mohopoly of the
- trader and increase economic freedom and strength of the
/Navgjo people. - ) |
It is apparent that the Blﬂ‘won't admit its viousg

. €
istakes since it attempts to shove the responsibility of
\ . ’

>
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enforcement of the tradip regulations onto the Navajo Tribe.

The Tribe, in turn,lcontends that this responsibility lies

with the BIA, and fu;thei contends that the BIA will not give

the authority of enforcement to the Tribe. This rather sad
&

condition is further aggravated by the passing of sanctlonless

regulations with little &r no substantive meaning.

e,

The primary gesponsibility, nevertheless, lies with the

Secretary of the Interior, the Commissioner of Indian Affairs,

\11

and the BIA - whether theyrhave the intestinal fortitude to
adnit it is another matter. The voice ef the Navajo, through
their ybnng, has to be heard and changes made so that the Navajo
people would have a clear responsibility to enforce the regula-

tions as recommended by themselves.

e .
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: ~Wu!ungton Merry-Go-Round . PV

" Naygajo Plight Contiriues .

o

By JACK ANDERSON hd

WASHINGTON — Thix colume owes yn

. apology Le the white Indian traders. white

. tribal lawyers and federal agencies
dealing with Thdians. For goed measure,
we'll include the “Uncle Tomahawks” or
: *“Uncle Tvkn - Tyms," as those who do the
<, . white bidding are called on the reser-
* : vations.

We apoiogise for urfdmtatinx the pase
agrinst them when ye wrote about !zeir
ebuse and neglect of the downtr
Navajos, Papagos and other dirt-poor

‘Jndiass. * -

¢

TAKE THE CASE of M.J. Tanner, a
« ‘white trader of Tocreon, N.M. We wrote
earlior how he waved & knife at a 62-
yeargld Navajo woman, then forced her
to thumbprint-endorse her weifare check

to him in settlement of a debt.
Poverty Corps lawyers stepped in. and
Tanner paid the woman, Mra. Lucille

prosecute for assault and battery.

his assistant, Winsten Marks, 15 miles to
Mrs. Ignacio’s hogass to fetch her. Marks

. breught hee te Tanmer’s stoge to make 2
Statement,
ahe signed a2 uometarized statement which
Tanner and bis attorvey, J.A, Palmer,
passed off a8 an “affidavit” and eir.
culated,

Marks then flew her all the way o
Gallup, N.M._to giva a statement to the
USS. Railroad Retirement Bdard, whith
pays Tanner claims-agent fees. Again, the
fedecd agency didn't botber to have her
lawyer presimt. -

Nrs. Ignacio has now told of the faar of

< the Indian trader iz & gevuime affidavit )
/ ..
. N .
\)4 . - ’
ERIC -
. .

“Ignacio, $100 when she agreed not to /
Aftec sur story appeared, Tanner fent

, without her lawyer, °

witnessed and subeetibed befers
netary. A cepy obtpined by this column
saya: “Thave fear ofMr. Tanner because
I heard mistreatinggithe Navajo around
here.” -

SHE DESCRIBED how Tanner came
with her welfare check, declaring: “I
was scared at the time when Mr. Tanner
take out the kaife sut of his pocket.”

She said the plane trip te Gallup was
bee first, and I was so scare that (my)**
beart almoat came out.” Because of her
fear, she *‘make up story which I did not
intend to say.”

Women like Mrs. Ignacio are caught
between their lifelong fear of the while
{raders’ enormous pewer and the hope
given them by younger Indian coliega
graduates and the Peverty Corps
lawyers.

31 M
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