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COMMENTARY

When History Is Myth: Genocide and the
Transmogrification of American Indians

CHIP COLWELL-CHANTHAPHONH

One afternoon, in August of 1881, the Sixth Cavalry of the US Army was
nervously setting up camp along Cibecue Creek after arresting
Nockaydelklinne, a medicine man accused of stirring unrest among Apaches
newly settled on small reservations in Central Arizona.1 Ordered to “capture
or kill” Nockaydelklinne, the soldiers had boldly entered Nockaydelklinne’s
quarters and told the old man that he would come with them.
Nockaydelklinne acquiesced—but soon hundreds of Apache warriors
surrounded the cavalry, incensed that he was seized without cause. Shots were
fired, and men fell on both sides; a soldier shot Nockaydelklinne point blank.
Later, seeing the medicine man still miraculously alive, a soldier decapitated
him. The Eastern press reported that Indians massacred 117 men.2 The final
count was six. For months afterward, Apaches broke from the reservations,
reoccupying their traditional lands. They were incessantly hunted by the
army—killed or forced to return. The citizens of Arizona were outraged that
these Indians dared to exceed the boundaries of the land assigned to them. A
century later, scores of texts chronicling the battle of Cibecue have been
published. Yet nearly every article and book simply recounts the story from
the standpoint of the Euro-American participants.3 The voice of the Apache
victims, their experiences and perspectives, has been utterly and almost
completely silenced. 

* * *
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The colonial occupation of North America is one of the greatest known
land thefts in human history. In 1491, Native peoples in the area that now
comprises the United States controlled more than 3,500,000 square miles; by
1981, they controlled less than 79,000 square miles.4 The acts of removal and
assimilation entailed in this dramatic shift include a range of stratagems, from
the overt methods of warfare and slavery to the veiled practices of boarding
schools and religious missions.5 Among the first to define genocide, Raphaël
Lemkin conceived of such undertakings as the coordinated annihilation of a
group of people through “a composite of different acts of persecution or
destruction.”6 These attacks, from Lemkin’s view, involve deadly means as well
as nonlethal violence that threaten social and political institutions to subvert
the security, autonomy, and dignity of a people.7 Certainly, the vast story of
North America’s colonial past is made up of a multiplicity of stories—a
complex tale of local adaptation, triumphant and failed alliances, idiosyn-
cratic personalities, greed and hunger, and everything else human.8 But the
ultimate result was a staggering loss of land and the collapse of a way of life
formed over the millennia.9 Thus genocide in North America became the
means to achieve dispossession—the implicit and explicit aims of territorial
appropriation. Murder, however, is rarely accomplished with a clean
conscience. 

Those who perpetrate genocide need an explanation for their actions, a
system of justification to provoke the social machinery of brutality and amelio-
rate the collective guilt that follows.10 While murder, the deliberate execution
of another, entails annihilation, killing can serve as a peculiar form of purifi-
cation if the victim is not blameless. A vast gulf stands between the untimely
death of a saint and a tyrant. The devices of genocide therefore transform
innocent victims into culpable predators—the oppressed are made the
oppressors. When this transformation occurs, victims become the source of
violence while simultaneously providing a solution to rage. That is, through
their death, victims of genocide resolve the unrest they are believed to have
created.11 However, inverting positions is not unproblematic; it requires the
transmogrification—the radical and fantastic alteration—of the innocents
such that their deaths serve a just cause. Their murderers are then only
fulfilling a sacred duty. 

The genocide of American Indians over the last five centuries has been
documented by the persecutors themselves in myriad historical media:
diaries, audiotapes, autobiographies, photographs, books, essays, and news-
paper accounts. Although many authors may believe their stories merely
convey an objective reality, recent scholarship has illustrated that writers
construct history more than uncover it. Writers who describe the past actually
fashion history by modifying a chronicle of real events into an intelligible
narrative prose; writers must necessarily include and exclude incidents, high-
light certain causes, and conceal certain effects.12 Yet first-person texts,
completed by the very people who participated in murder and dispossession,
are rarely simple narratives of self-defense, confession, or entertainment as
one might expect. Instead, it seems, colonialist histories seek to establish a
mythic narrative that gives order and meaning to the world. Through real
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events these myths of genocide craft heroes and villains, delimit good and evil,
and explain the genuine depths and imagined ideals of humanity.

* * *

One morning, in April of 1871, a confederacy of Euro-Americans,
Mexican Americans, and Tohono O’odham warriors killed and enslaved
scores of western Apaches who had surrendered to the US Army at Camp
Grant, situated in the San Pedro Valley of southern Arizona. The total
number of those massacred is still not fully known but probably reached
more than one hundred people—almost all unarmed women and children.
Eight years after the slaughter, a principal leader and participant, William S.
Oury, published an account of the killings in Tucson’s local paper, the Weekly
Star.13 Then, in 1885, Oury gave a lecture on the holocaust to the Society of
Arizona Pioneers, Tucson’s fledgling historical society. In both of these
essays, Oury explains that he instigated the killings because the Apaches at
Camp Grant had not in fact capitulated but were using the fort as a cover for
raiding and depredations. 

Although Apaches were killed at a rate of thirteen for every one soldier in
southern Arizona during this time, Oury contends that “the Indians had held
a carnival of murder and plunder in all our settlements until our people were
appalled and almost paralyzed.”14 Oury lists the deaths of a handful of citi-
zens, and then argues that since these people were clearly—although today it
is not clear at all—killed by Apaches, killing any Apache is an act of just
vengeance. Noticeably, this discourse is tied to settling Apache country. Oury
observes that because settlers in the San Pedro Valley so feared for their lives,
they “at last resolved to abandon their crops in the fields and fly with their
wives and little ones to Tucson for safety”; these events, in turn, led “to that
glorious and memorable morning of April 30th 1871, when swift punishment
was dealt out to those red handed butchers and they were wiped from the face
of the earth.”15

Through writing this history, Oury has consequently sought radically to
transform his victims into the aggressors. Native peoples become invaders
while colonialists become indigenes. Oury was not alone in these attitudes, of
course—dozens of writings from his time take an identical line. For example,
a week after the massacre, John Wasson, the editor of the Arizona Citizen, wrote:

This slaughter is justified on the grounds of self-defense. At the rate
San Pedro, Sonoita and Santa Cruz valleys were being depopulated, it
was either this course, or death to the remainder of the farmers, team-
sters, and mail riders. . . . To say this instance shows a spirit of
barbarism in our people, would be a gross slander, and we trust that
the weekly reports of murders for, we may say, years agone in Arizona,
and their number increasing, will be enough to convince all beyond
our readers, that the wonder is not so much that this killing occurred
now and as it did, as that it was so long delayed. There never was a
murder committed in self-defense with stronger provocation or better
grounds of legal justification, than in the case under consideration.16
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In contrast to Wasson’s piece here, Oury’s essays come not a week after the
massacre but years later, in 1879 and 1885. In other words, Oury’s writings
are not impulsive; they are not merely a self-defense and certainly they are
not an apology.

As the years passed, writers of this history adopt and reiterate Oury’s
thesis of justified murder and Indian savagery. Francis H. Goodwin,
presenting a paper to the Society of Arizona Pioneers in 1887, provides a mali-
cious attack on Haské Bahnzin, an Apache leader who was still farming on the
San Pedro River at the time—although a mob from Tucson ran him off his
land a year later.17 Goodwin fallaciously accuses Haské Bahnzin of nearly every
murder in southern Arizona, and concludes, “We feel like doing to him as he
has done to so many of our friends in the past. His victims are countless. The
widow and the orphan, still mourn for the dear ones slain by him. Whilst he
in all the pride of his savage manhood [no] doubt recounts around his
wigwam fire the deeds done by his mighty arm.”18 Over the decades rafts of
books, articles, and essays have appeared, yet almost every single text recycles
the events from the perspectives of the Euro-American participants.19 Even an
article published in 2002 in the popular magazine Arizona Highways absurdly
frames the massacre at Camp Grant in reference to a murder Haské Bahnzin
allegedly committed in revenge after witnessing his family and band ruthlessly
slaughtered at Camp Grant.20 While we might tolerate writers’ dependence
on biased sources if they were the only ones available, in fact, an array of
Apache oral traditions and histories are known.21 But these are not used; they
are not referenced. The event is only told and retold from the viewpoint of
the Euro-American murderers turned victims.

* * *

In writing about the massacre, Oury did not engage in telling an objective
and dispassionate story. Yet, as mentioned, his essays were not really a self-
defense because they came years after such a defense would have been most
necessary. Oury, too, was not writing a confession because plainly he did not
admit any guilt and he sought no absolutions. And in writing about his partic-
ipation in death, Oury was not engaged in an act of entertainment or amuse-
ment; both the length at which he wrote about these things and his sense of
morality, however skewed, suggest that even he recognized the massacre as
grandly terrifying. Surely even he read in the local papers a month after the
massacre that President Grant labeled the attack “purely murder.”22

Instead, Oury was forging a myth to order and understand the world.
Using real events (the massacre) and the channels of history (a local histor-
ical society), he sought to establish a narrative that could explain how thou-
sands of Americans could displace thousands of American Indians and, by
extension, how he himself could kill. Later writers, using Oury’s myth, which
itself was based on the myth of manifest destiny and Euro-American entitle-
ment, could then recount the narrative in a kind of ritual telling to reinforce
the beliefs that Americans are good and those who impede them are evil.23

This, after all, could explain why so many Americans swim in affluence while
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Indians suffer on reservations. The history of genocide is a myth to
transmogrify the oppressed into the oppressor—to discover heroes and
villains, to fix good and evil, to justify our place in the world. The historical
text becomes the very site at which these radical transformations take place
and the rituals of myth are repeated.24

The irony, too, should not be lost that generations of scholars and critics
have said that Native people’s histories are only myths. Remarkable, then, that
historical texts should suffer from the same disorder.
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