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History is Dangerous

Nancy Marie Mithlo

I'mnot a historian. I don't remember dates well,
I grow bored quickly in history museums, and the
little I did learn in high school and college about

world history has been lost. I particularly dislike
studying wars. Once, caught daydreaming out a win­
dow in my high school history class, I was forced to
admit my disdain for war stories. The history teacher,
a tall balding man in short sleeves, lectured me se­
verely about the value of history for avoiding the
repetition of past mistakes, "It is only through the
careful study of the past that we can direct our future
wisely." "If that's true," I countered, "then why did we
fight in the Second World War? Would we not have
learned better from the first one?"

As a displaced Chiricahua Apache, I was raised
outside of the Oklahoma plains my relatives call
home. In the Deep South where I was born, the Civil
War dominates everyone's thoughts, even today. No,
the Second World War just was not a concern of mine.
The only images I can conjure up from memory are a
strange combination of Hilter's face, bomber planes,
and concentration camps. Later, it was the concentra­
tion camps that finally made that war real for me.

Like many visitors, I went to the United States
Holocaust Memorial Museum in Washington, D.C.
because it was new, it was talked about, and I had the
feeling it would be a powerful experience. I entered
the museum in the early afternoon with my family
and we did not emerge until after closing. My daugh­
ter and I read every text we could, we watched all the
footage; we looked at the artifacts, the clothing, the
photographs. In all of this, what affected me the most
was the interpretation of the death camp experience.
We heard the voices of survivors, we saw camp bunk
beds, and we smelled the rotting shoes on display.

As I left the museum, walking through a meditation
room that was so elegant, so sparse, it was religious
in nature, I recognized my affinity to this horror. It
was my family too, my relatives who were hunted like
animals, who were shipped in freight trains, and who

were herded into small camps to die. The holocaust
belongs to Indian people too, except that we don't talk
about it. We live in denial, we celebrate our victimi­
zation. Our history is dangerous.

The second event which made war real for me was

my first visit to Apache, Oklahoma. I went with my
father, leaving my daughter and husband behind. I
was in my early twenties and new to most everything
that makes an Apache person Apache-Mountain
Spirits, community, fry bread, and Fort Sill. After all
our tribe is named after the place of our imprison­
ment- The Fort Sill Chiricahua Warm Springs Apache
Tribe of Oklahoma.

On this first visit to Fort Sill, my uncle, who works
on the base, took us to the places Apaches know best,
the Geronimo guardhouse, the museum, and the
cemetery. In the cemetery, my relatives are buried
with other members of the tribe who died while being
held as prisoners of war. That afternoon, my father
and I located the grave of my great-grandmother
Tah-Tzil-Toey.

Born in 1864, Tah-Tzil-Toey's life spanned a period
of great upheaval for our tribe. As a young woman,
she would have known what it is like to speak her
language and occupy her people's land. By the time
of her death at age 41, she had spent half of her life
as a prisoner of the United states government. Tah­
Tzil-Toey was buried far from her home in a place
where her children's children would never speak their
language. I felt strangely at home and at the same
time lost in this setting, surrounded by family; memo­
ries and death. My father took a picture of me beside
Tah-Tzil-Toey's grave. I am looking off into the dis­
tance.

Answering the past
"Now mam, do you know where you're at right

now? This isn't Lawton."

, It is more than a decade since my first Fort Sill visit.
Armed 'with my curiosity about the holocaust and

Museum Anthropology 19(2): 50-57. Copyright © 1995, American Anthropological Association.



risoners of war, I have returned to Fort Sill. My life
as changed a great deal in the interim. I finished my
octorate; I divorced, married, and divorced again;

my daughter is a teenager, and this time I travel alone,
without my father or uncle.

The bus driver who brought me to Fort Sill this
evening does not really want to drop me off. I am
loaded down with a suitcase stuffed with my camera,
tape recorder, and quantities of clothes and books. My
fellow passenger, a petite blonde wearing a jogging
outfit decorated with sequins, seems unsure of her­
self. A curling iron hangs from her shoulder bag as
she waits to ask for instructions to find her man. I

grab my belongings and stride towards the nearest lit
building, lost in a flat plain marked only by stark
looking dormitories, parking lots, and marching sol­
diers. It is not long before I let a passing recruit in
fatigues pick up my suitcase and carry it to the com­
missary down the road.

I have come to find some recollection of home, yet
the feeling of alienation and the surreal permeate my
every move. While I wait to catch a van which will
carry me to a housing unit for the evening, a young
man stops and asks if I have a ride. He seems more
sure of himself than the anxious fatigue-clad soldiers
crowded in line waiting to buy candy and cokes. The
man's name is Skip-he's a drill sergeant on base.

"You know, I don't mean to be rude, but you stick
out like a sore thumb around here. See, this side of
the base is for basic training and these guys don't see
many women this way. If you stayed standing here by
yourself, some of these guys would start saying things
to you. And they wouldn't be polite."

I find out from Skip that basic training recruits
from all walks of life and backgrounds arrive at Fort
Sill (''The second-largest base in the free world") as
the first stop on their WilY to becoming a true soldier.
Lines of marching recruits file by in mass, led by a
sergeant who sings a chorus to which they reply. I can
only make out a few words-something about "the
best in the U.S.A." and "Yaba Daba 000." I watch a

young Indian woman selling beadwork on a table
outside of the store. As she quotes prices to curious
soldiers, I wonder if anyone cares about her safety
here among the herds of men.

Once I make it to my lodgings (Skip ends up giving
me a ride over) I check into a building which is in
definition a hotel, but which is known as a Billeting
Office. My status is as a ''Transient," my arrival time
is logged as "19:00 hours" and my quarters are "as­
signed."

1. Gravesiteof Tah-Tzil-Toey,Fort SillCemetery,
1994. Photo: Nancy Marie Mithlo.

Not many people understand why I chose to sleep
on base ("Lawton is just down the road, and why
aren't you renting a car?"). I make the excuse that the
Fort Sill Museum where I am doing research is nearby,
so its easier to stay on base. The truth is that it is very
difficult to be here. Fort Sill never sleeps. The sounds
of helicopters, planes, tanks, cars, and people are ever
present. At night the bed shakes from the artillery war
games going on out on the plains.

Fort Sill was established in 1869 as an outpost to
battle Southern Plains tribes. My tribe was not among
those being fought. Unlike the Kiowas and Co­
manches that allowed us to settle on their allotments

in 1897, the Chiricahua Apaches are not a plains
people. Our original homeland encompassed large
areas of southern New Mexico and Arizona and ex­

tended into Mexico. Due to displacement from this
area in 1886, when members of the tribe were taken
as prisoners of war, we no longer have a land base.
Our identity today stems from our biological and
spiritual connection to our ancestors. A sense of an­
swering to the past permeates everything about us.
Like the museums that portray our history, we are
confined to a specific time when the whole world
knew who we were.
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A type of cultural shorthand exists in which tribes
can be easily identified by association with an event
or person. For example: the Menominee-termina­
tion, the Cherokees-removal. For us the equation
is-Chiricahua Apache-Geronimo. The longevity of
Geronimo's reputation is amazing. Two feature films
on Geronimo were aired the fall of 1993. A parcel of
our homeland, Warm Springs, is currently up for sale
by landowners who, in the past, have advertised it as
the place where Geronimo bathed his war wounds.
The whole town of Truth or Consequences in southern
New Mexico sponsors an annual Geronimo days ex­
travaganza and recently, local papers have issued
articles on the tribe's gaming efforts in Arizona titled
"Geronimo's Tribe Hopes to Open Casino" (Albuquer­
que Journal 1993).

This one-dimensional personality of the tribe is all
the more confusing when we realize that Geronimo
was not a "Chief" and at the time of his surrender to

U.S. troops in 1886, the majority of the tribe was not
in support of his activities. Chatto, leader of the U.S.
scouts who pursued Geronimo, stated, 'We continue
to object to having been and being considered on a
level with Geronimo and his band. We, the faithful

portion of the Chiricahua tribe, serving as scouts, did
hard work and good work, but of this, very little is
known" (Chatto n.d.)

Even the Director of the Fort Sill Museum, Towana

Spivey (1990), is cognizant of the emphasis on
Geronimo glamour at his facility. Stating that he
wants to "get off the Geronimo kick," nevertheless, he
concedes that you can't talk about prisoners of war at
Fort Sill without talking about Geronimo. One of the
museum's visitor brochures titled "Fort Sill Lives With

History" describes a building called the "Geronimo
Guardhouse." It reads:

Known in earlier times as the "Geronimo Hotel,"

through its portals have passed Geronimo and many
of the famous war chiefs of the Southwest (Anon.
1975).

Instructions are likewise given to Geronimo's grave,
where a monument is situated. Oral history of the
tribe maintains that neither was Geronimo held as a

prisoner in the guardhouse, nor are his remains actu­
ally interred at the monument site.

The Fort Sill Museum stands in a unique situation
relative to the Chiricahua Apaches. The museum over-

2. The "Geronimo Guardhouse" flanked by historic artillery, 1994. Photo: Nancy Marie Mithlo.




