
When the Navaho returned from Port Sumner to tnat portion

of their old land allotted them by the Treaty 1868, trading post« 

were soon to play a vital role in their lives« By the early 1670s 

Horman traders w»re coming down from Utah establishing contacts for 

trade at the San Juan and Colorado Aiver«. John D* Lee initiated 

a ferry, crossing the Colorado not many miles above the Grand Canyon« 

Long is use, this ferry, bearing his name, was not abandoned until

ihe bullddMBthe Navaho Bridge • Unking the Navaho Country

with that of North-Central Arizona and Southern Utah. Licensed by 

the Government Agent at Port Defiance, traders began to appear as 

the Navaho produced wool and blankets. Few in number at the be­

ginning, traders Increased in proportion to the volume of Navaho 

production. Strict regulations were imposed by the G&verament 

when licenses were Issued, and with but few exceptions, the trader 

has never owned his land«

The pioneer trader was a rugged individual, able to survive in 

remote areas under primitive conditions. He had to build what he 

needed, to learn the Navaho language, to stock his atcnfe and to 

become a shrewd business man in #<rder to exist« There are many 

legendary personalities among thise first traders to the Navahos 

Kearns* the Hubbells, the Wetherllls, Sam Day; later McSparron, 

Coolidge, the Newcombs, and others whose names are synonymous with 

the posts they located. As the Navaho in past years seldom had 

cash with which to make his purchases, a credit system was devised 

whereby a Navaho could place certain items of his possession, chiefly 

his Jewelry, in pawn until that time of year whene wool or sheep 

were sold.
Built of stone, adobe bricks, occasionally of logs, the old trading



posts consisted of one or more buildings with sheep and horse corrals

and watering tanks nearby. In addition to the stove» there was

usually a barn, a store house, sometimes a visitors’ hogan for the 
•! rv

use of Indians who lived far away. As' old posV.tHwaakiy had only 

one room with a ,dlrt floor. Around three walls were shelves reaching 

to the ceiling, stocked with goods of all Mndslptlons, In front of 

the shelves and separated from them by a passageway, were high, wide 

counters built for protection as well as use. Beneath the counters 

were shelves for an assortment of articles, tools and a weapon or tw© 

in case of need. In the center of the room a large old fasqJLoned 

iron stove gave warmth in winter, and there were benches along the 

remaining wll. Hanging from the ceiling were coils of rope,lanterns, 

buckets, bridles, harness and other items of trade.

Bach trading post is a center, like the hub of a wheil, the outer 

circumference being perhaps twenty miles away. To these peats the 

Bavaho have been coming to trade for ««fistfea» ninety years | bringing 

their produce to exchange for goods they desire or need. They bring 

wool at shearing time, sheep at fall roundup time, hides, pinon nuts, 

hand crafts of blankets, rugs, and silver Jewelry. The trading post 

became a place of meeting, the place for gathering and dispensing 

news, the local post office, a place to obtain water, for all posts 

had to be built where there were natural springs, or good wells.

The trading post is where government notices are posted, where officials 

come to set dates for spring branding and dipping of sheep, for farm 

demonstrations. It has also been a place from which to obtain help 

in time of need, for many a trader has traveled miles in good weather 

or bad, by day or night, to take sick Bavaho People to the nearest 

hospital. The trader



experience. People will come in to the poet and sit on the benches 
for a long time* considering wh at to buy. One will finally go up 

to the counter« and pointing to an artlole, put down the noney for 
that one item. Poliowing another long interlude» this will be re« 

peated. Always there is purchase of tobaeo, ( in early times loose 

tobaco was free)«the purchase of candy for children, of pop, as the 

business of the day prooeeds. Sometimes Individuals will stay at 
the post all day before the final lot of merchandise has been pur« 

chased. They observe everything, listen to all conversations, de­
liberate. When they go home they will remember everything that has 

transpired/
In every post there is a speolal plaoe, sometimes a vault, often 

a whdle room, where pawned Jewelry is kept. Items are ticketed 
with the owner's name, the date, and the amount owed. Jewelry is held 

for as long a perlot as three years for the owner to redeem it. Then 
it may be placed in a case as "dead pawn" for sale fax to any who will 
buy. The traders are more than fair about this transaction. I re« 

oall an Instance when I had been requested to buy some dead pawn for 

a shop. One piece was a particularly fine oonoho belt. It had been 
dead pawn for over two years. Six weeks after I had bought it, the 

original owner had ridden over fifty miles to this post to redeem his 
belt. He was crestfallen to find it gone. The trader took the time 
and trouble to write asking if it had been sold and requesting its re« 

turn. This was done and the ^avaho redeemed his prized possession.
Probably the most famous trading post on the reservation is the 

Hubbell Post at Ganado, Arizona. Thismis one of the exceptions where 
the land was homesteaded by the original Don Lorenzo Hubbell, for at 
that time, 1876, this land was not a part of the reservation. Don 

Lorenzo, the son of a Connecticut Yankee and a Spanish mother.



purchased a store built six years previously. This majr have..VS'gn

thevezyf iretpoatoa-the-reaervatlon. When Don Lorenzo bought

the post, he also homesteaded a' one hundred and sixty acre tract

of land. He erected a number of fine substantial buildings during

the course of his life. His post became a Mecca for anthropologists

archaeologists, writers, and a host of noted visitors, who were all

received with the gracious hospitality of a Spanish Don. His family

still maintains the post. Here is Bon Lorenzo’s treasure room,

with his grandson, Homan Hubbellmdiscusslng the merits of a rug just

brought in to be sold. Here on the wlls are many relics of the past,

Kit Carson’s gun scabard, a fine old gun collection, water containers

of many different types, a superb collection of Indian baskets from

many tribes, archaeological specimens from a nearby early Pueblo ruin, 
a

Piled high along Whether wll of the room were stacks of Navaho rugs 

all of top Quality for which the Hubbell Post was noted. The 

Hubbells, Cozy McSparron, and later the Lippincots at Wide Ruins, 

did much to restore the use of native dyes in rug making. This 

is one of many instances where the traders’ influence has counted most, 

and to-day certain areas of the reservation are noted for rugs of 

widely different types. Other traders of note whose interests lay 

beyond the trading counter, were John Wetherill at Kayenta, Sam Day, 

the Newcomb brothers, at Nava and Crystal, Bruce Bernard at Shiprock, 

to name but a few. Mr. Bernard had one of the finest pawn rooms on 

the reservation and an excellent system for recording the pawn. The 

room was a spectacle of turquoise, coral and silver. The wives of 

these traders played an equally important role in their respective 

areas, teaching many useful household arts, aiding many families, 

learning much of Navaho ways. The hey day of these posts is gone 

now, and modernization if fast taking over, though there are still a



few smaller posts In remote areas which still have some of the flavor 

of the early years. It will not be many years before these too are 

changed and with their passing will go one o the most colorful phases 

of western history, one so closely bound to Navaho, the Pueblo, the 

Apache and other tribes who first inhabited this western land.



We pulled off the road to stop a while and enjoy the beauty of 

the scene. Soon the sheep came closer to us, the little boy 

watching from a distance. We were so absorbed with this scene in 

one direction that we did not see a young man on foot coming from 

another direction. Then up out of the wash appeared a lone 

horseman who stopped to talk with the young man on foot. After 

a while each went their separate ways, as we watched each disappear 

The sheep moved Slowly on, the little boy with them. We spoke 

to no one, they paid no attention to us wnatsoever, yet I doubt 

not that later in the day, they knew who we were and a surprising

lot about us
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