Berton Isaac Staples: Vermont Merchant—Indian Trader

By Susan Goss Johnston

e looks like a clerk—or perhaps a professor—tall, thin, gray-haired, wearing a fully-
buttoned suit and tie, stiff white collar, and prominent round glasses. Photographed with
him are three Native Americans in full dress. Is this a 1920s tourist photo? Or is there
another explanation?

Berton Isaac Staples, oldest surviving child of Guy Beckley and Helen Sarah (Lawrence)

: ‘ Staples, was not yet six years old when his father died in
| 1879, leaving his family in financial difficulties. Bert
and his brother, Don, were apprenticed to their guardian,
Pearl D. Blodgett, and both boys worked while they
attended school.! Bert, bright, hard-working, and
ambitious, completed his public school education and
continued on, attending Goddard Seminary, a private
preparatory school in Barre, Vermont.? At the age of
eighteen, he went to work as a clerk for H. Z. Mills in
Barre, and he discovered that he had a flair for design
and an excellent business sense.® He left Barre for a
decorator’s position with Lougee Brothers & Smythe’s
dry goods store in St. Johnsbury, Vermont, rooming
there in the home of Dr. Harry Bullard — and his sister,
Miss Rebecca Bullard.* Bert’s personal popularity, and
his marriage to Rebecca, made him a part of St.
Johnsbury society. When he opened his own dry goods
store in 1910, Berton 1. Staples’ Ready to Wear Shop,
his career as a successful merchant appeared assured.’
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Bert had asthma, however, suffering from attacks so severe that recovery took weeks at a
time. In 1912, doctors told him that if he remained in Vermont, he would die. His only hope of
recovery lay in a change of climate, specifically the warm, dry climate of the American
Southwest.® So, he and Rebecca left Vermont, and Bert took a job as assistant manager of a large
store in Fort Morgan, Colorado. His health improved, and in 1917, the Staples moved to
Thoreau, New Mexico, where Bert joined fellow Vermonter, C. B. Weeks, vice-president of the
McGaffey Contracting Company. Bert took over as manager of one of the McGaffey stores in
Thoreau.”

This store probably had little resemblance to the elegant dry goods store Bert created in St.
Johnsbury. He served as postmaster, dealt with loggers, miners, and railroad men, and interacted
with the Navajo Indians on the nearby reservation.® He became fluent in the Navajo language
and became fascinated with the ancient Navajo arts of sand painting, weaving, and silver work.
His metamorphosis had begun.

On a railroad siding not far from Gallup, N. M., there had been an accident. A Navajo
Indian was crushed between two cars, his legs were cut off near the hips. Because it was
only an Indian, nobody cared much except a Mr. Staples, employe of a lumber company.
The freight train continued its journey, Mr. Staples stayed with the Indian.

With barbed wire he bound the man’s amputated legs, and at the nearest station sent a
telegram, forging the name of an official of the railroad which stopped the fast train there.
The Indian was rushed to Gallup.

That night the Navajo died, but word of Staples’ deed spread swiftly over the reservation
by that word-of-mouth telegraph which among the Indians seems quicker than wires.”

The Navajo people had been watching Bert Staples ever since he came to New Mexico. This
action confirmed what they suspected: Bert Staples was that rare man who truly respected the
Native Americans. In fact, they believed that he “had been born a Navajo, but had been retained
in the East by the pale faces.”'? Berton Isaac Staples was initiated into the Navajo rituals and
made a full Navajo in a nine-day ceremony in 1923.!!

What do you see in this photograph? Three Navajo Indians and a Vermont merchant? No.
You see four Navajos: silversmith Hostien-Aulson-Begay-Utsida, weaver A-Heh-Bah, sand
painter Denie-Chili-Begay, and standing behind them is Chissie-Nez, “The Tall Apache,” “the
man who keeps his word.”!?
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