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Along the Arizona border with Mexico lies the Sonoran desert, a dry expanse where rain is scarce and unreliable. It appeared so forbidding that early white settlers bypassed it for more fertile land and left the native peoples who lived there alone. Yet for thousands of years the Tohono O'odham (formerly known as the Papago) called this desolate place, between the Gila and Santa Cruz rivers, home. Here they thrived, adapting to it so much that in their language their name means the “Desert People”. 

Today, descendents of the Tohono O'odham, a native people of Arizona, are spread all over the United States, some with better knowledge of their family backgrounds than others. Those who wish to learn more of their ancestors and the culture from which they came often turn to family history. Family history is the detailed study of the common people overlooked in most histories, the faceless masses of farmers, immigrants, and others whose individual lives make up the sum of history but whose stories are rarely told at an individual level. Native American family history, and in particular that of the Tohono O'odham, presents difficulties due to cultural and historical issues and requires resources beyond those normally utilized in family history research. By examining a Tohono O'odham family, changes in society, religion, and politics can be shown directly influencing the people within the family, presenting a microcosm of the time period. 

The Tohono O'odham Narcho family is an example of a family missed in most traditional sources, such as census records and birth registries. Because most individuals tracing their ancestry do not have the resources to search old records in person, the average researcher must rely on records available online, narrowing potential sources of information further. Beginning with a search of reservation census records made by the Bureau of Indian Affairs, dicentennial censuses of the United States government, vital records from the state of Arizona, and the results of the Papago Population Register, the lineage of this family will be documented as far back as possible. 

A Brief Historical Overview

The history of the Tohono O'odham people begins around 8,000 BCE with the first evidence of habitation in the area they eventually called home. Much later, around 100 BCE, a people known as the Hohokam moved into the area. They shared many traits with groups from further south in Mexico and may have originated there. Around 1300 CE, the Hohokam were joined by another group called the Salados, who built large, multistory homes before vanishing. Researchers believe these two groups are the ancestors to the modern Tohono O'odham based on cultural and archeological evidence.
 With the advent of the field of genetics, researchers have been able to confirm this link between the Hohokam and many Native American groups of the Southwest, including the Tohono O'odham and their closely related cousins, the Akimel O'odham (formerly known as the Pima). Additionally, genetic research has shown the Tohono O'odham have fewer non-native genes than the Akimel O'odham.
 Linguistically, the Tohono O'odham speak a dialect of Uto-Aztecan, a family of languages found among Native Americans predominantly in the Western United States and Mexico.
 In recent years, there has been an effort to revive and preserve the Tohono O'odham language, as its use declined as contact with Spanish and English speakers increased.

First contact with Europeans, and thus the first written records of the Tohono O'odham, came during the 1500s, but was limited due to lack of Spanish interest in a desert without fertile land or gold. One thing they did leave behind, which the Tohono O'odham embraced, was wheat. Because of its planting cycle, the addition of wheat allowed for two harvests per year instead of one, and the Tohono O'odham began trading with their southern neighbors for metal tools and seeds.
 While other tribes to the south and east were invaded by Spanish miners, little of mineral interest was found at this time in traditional Tohono O'odham lands, and they were once again spared. 

In late 1686, a Jesuit missionary named Father Eusebio Francisco Kino established a mission on the San Miguel River near the settlement of Cosari. While this mission was later abandoned, Father Kino founded dozens of missions in the Sonoran region and the one at San Xavier del Bac, on the Tohono O'odham reservation, is still active and a center for the community. This is the furthest back that any Tohono O'odham genealogy is likely to reach because the church kept the first records of Tohono O'odham individuals. The Catholic Diocese of Tuscon maintains an archive of sacramental records from the churches and missions in its area, some dating back to 1741. However, the records are not online and must be searched in person. Father Kino brought with him a variety of domesticated animals, including cattle, that were adopted by the Tohono O'odham. He described the people he found as friendly and enthusiastic and he was welcomed as he traveled around the area, visiting different villages and homes. Due to his good relations with the Tohono O'odham, he was able to provide a moderating influence during conflicts between the Natives and the Spanish.

Spanish customs slowly migrated north through interaction with southern tribes as well as the influence of the missionaries, but compared with their southern neighbors, contact with the Spanish among the Tohono O'odham remained relatively less extensive and they were able to maintain their cultural integrity.
 

In 1853, the region of Southern Arizona was purchased by the United States from Mexico through the Gadsden purchase, depriving the Tohono O'odham of their Mexican citizenship while not granting them United States citizenship in exchange. Politicians in the United States and Mexico created their new political boundary by following a  river, and in the process split the lands of the Tohono O'odham into two pieces, one in the United States and the other in Mexico.  This division did not greatly affect the Tohono O'odham until later in the twentieth century when border security became an issue; until then, they simply crossed their traditional lands in and out of Mexico as they had for centuries before. Illegal immigrants crossing through Tohono O'odham land often were given food and water after the long journey through the desert, however, in recent years there has been a massive upsurge in both illegal immigrants and drug runners crossing the reservation. In their wake, they have left behind mounds of garbage, abandoned vehicles, drug violence, and the corpses of those who die of dehydration and exposure before making it to the United States.
 For family history researchers, the division of tribal lands between nations means records will often have to be searched both in the United States and in Mexico. 

After the Gadsden Purchase, ranchers in the United States moved into Tohono O'odham lands and claimed springs and wells. While many Tohono O'odham lived in the desert areas and were not affected, those who resided near the San Xavier Mission saw their land taken from them by the newcomers. In 1874, as a result of settler and rancher encroachment, the United States government established the first Tohono O'odham reservation near the Santa Cruz River totaling 70,000 acres.
 Later reservation additions include the areas around Florence Village, San Lucy, and the main reservation around the town of Sells, Arizona.

In contrast to many other Native American groups, exposure of the Tohono O'odham to United States institutions has been relatively recent; the first government school wasn't established until 1917.
 Prior to 1930, life on the reservations changed slowly as contact with whites increased. New wells were dug by the United States government and some of the Tohono O'odham began to take up permanent residences rather than migrating with the seasons as they had done before. Cattle ranching became a mainstay of the reservation economy with the new water supplies. The agents of the Bureau of Indian Affairs tried to enforce regulations on the Tohono O'odham, such as compulsory schooling and curfews on traditional night dancing, in an effort to “civilize” them as they saw it, but encountered resistance and were often simply ignored.
  

Fifteen Tohono O'odham men served in World War I and in 1919 they were granted citizenship by Congress with a law extending citizenship to Native American veterans. In 1924, the United States government finally gave citizenship to all Native Americans. However, despite this new recognition, Arizona did not grant them the right to vote until 1948.

In 1935, the Tohono O'odham voted to accept the Indian Reorganization Act and created their first tribal constitution. Under the Act, all of the Tohono O'odham reservations were combined into a single tribal government that operated out of the town of Sells. Local autonomy was preserved with a system of thirteen district councils.
  In the years that followed, the Tohono O'odham slowly regained much of the lands they had lost and began to use the courts to their advantage to fight for their rights. 

Around two hundred and fifty Tohono O'odham men and women served during World War II
, including a woman named Ella Gloria Narcho, a member of the aforementioned Narcho family and a well known community activist. These young people, as well as those who left the reservation to work in the wartime economy, acquired new skills and greater knowledge of the world. In the post war years, many young adults, such as Ms. Nicole Narcho's grandfather, left the reservation to pursue other opportunities either occupationally or with education. Contact with life outside the reservation increased and the old ways were slowly lost. Small villages were abandoned in favor of larger towns like Sells, or even Tuscon and Phoenix.
 

Descendents of the Tohono O'odham who left the reservations in the post-war years are now often left with questions about their families. For those who grew up with little contact with their Tohono O'odham relatives, such as Nicole Narcho of Twin Falls, Idaho, knowledge of their heritage may be limited to as little as knowing the tribe's name. When descendents begin their family history search, they face a lack of traditional resources as well as cultural and language barriers. However, the first step is the same as with any other group: speaking with relatives and recording the oral history of the family.

Raymond Narcho, Sr.

In a perfect world, all families would be intact and communicating. Unfortunately, due to migration, the passage of time, or family dissolution, this is not always the case and can make family history more difficult. In the case of Ms. Narcho, her father is Tohono O'odham on his paternal side and Ojibwa on his maternal. She knew her paternal grandfather's name was Raymond Narcho, Sr., as her father was Raymond Narcho, Jr. She also knew her grandfather was born around 1939 in Arizona on the Tohono O'odham Reservation in Pima County and was still alive. She had a vague recollection that her grandfather's father was named Augustine. More information from the family was not forthcoming.

Beginning with her grandfather's name, approximate birth date, birth location, and the name of his father, the search began for more information on the elder Raymond Narcho. Given his supposed date of birth, the 1940 United Stated federal census seemed a reasonable place to start. As stated earlier, the Tohono O'odham, like all Native Americans, did not officially become United States citizens until 1924. Prior to this, it was normal for Native Americans to not be counted in the dicentennial census. The 1870 census was the first to indicate if an individual was Native American while the 1900 census had a special questionnaire for Native Americans and was the first to count them on reservations. This special census continued in 1910 and had a column to indicate if the individual was “civilized”, and therefore living in a permanent structure and location, or “aboriginal” if the individual lived in a traditional way. The 1920 census continued this trend, but with fewer questions, while the 1930 census only indicates tribe and percentage of Native heritage. The 1940 census dispatched with questions about Native American ancestry altogether.
 An additional downside the the federal census is that it often missed individuals who lacked a year round, permanent residence. Many Tohono O'odham in the early twentieth century still migrated with the seasons for work or agricultural reasons.

Those Tohono O'odham who lived off the reservation, when recorded by the Census Bureau, were not always identified as Native American, let alone as Tohono O'odham.
 However, Raymond did live on the Tohono O'odham reservation in 1940 and was enumerated along with his family in April of that year. Listed as a one year old child, and therefore born in 1939, his father was Augustine Narcho and his mother was Isabelle, both of whom were said to have been born in Arizona. Also listed are Raymond's two older brothers, Ambrose, age six, and Bernard, age three.

From the 1940 census, additional information can be gathered about Raymond Narcho's family. Father Augustine was twenty-nine years old and mother Isabelle was twenty-six. Both had finished no more than the sixth grade. While their residence location was defined as “rural”, they did not live on a farm and Augustine owned the house in which they lived. Augustine's occupation is listed as a mixed metal miner and he worked fifty-two weeks a year for $490. Isabelle was a homemaker while eldest son Ambrose was in school.
 Taking into account inflation, in 2013 this family's income would be $8,125.81.
 

Augustine's consistent employment was an anomaly amongst the Tohono O'odham of this time period. Only a small portion of the labor force was steadily employed and making a living wage in one occupation even as late as the early 1960's.
 More often, income was derived from a series of unskilled and poorly paid jobs related to the seasonal migration of the Tohono O'odham. Most adult members of the household, male and female, contributed throughout the year to the household's income and the general occupational categories usually listed for individuals are oversimplifications.
 Even the term “housewife” or its derivations conceals the contributions of women to the household, as many were employed in home based occupations, such as basket weaver.
 

A further clue to this family's location are the enumeration and supervisorial districts listed on the 1940 census. In this instance, these are enumeration district 10-72 and supervisorial district 2. This corresponds to the Baboquivari grazing district, an area on the Eastern edge of the reservation that contains the Baboquivari mountains. Written into the street number section of the census page is “Chiuli Shaik Village”. A village by that name did exist within the Baboquivari district in the foothills of the mountains in 1940, but by 1974 it had been virtually abandoned, most likely because of the closure of nearby mines.
 About one mile north of the location of Chiuli Shaik was the tiny village of Maish Vaya (also called Covered Wells), comprised of three houses. Settled around World War I, Maish Vaya was founded by members of the Narcho family on the slopes below a gold mine. Its principal inhabitant was Jesus Narcho. In 1974, his widow was the only permanent inhabitant of the village.
 Today the area of Chiuli Shaik and Maish Vaya have been absorbed into the greater Tuscon area.

From looking at Raymond Sr. and his family, we can see an example of how the concept of a single farm inhabited by a nuclear family and surrounded by unrelated neighbors is not the norm for the Tohono O'odham. Instead, an extended family resided in a compound of several houses. Two or three compounds might comprise a village. Therefore, it can be assumed that individuals with a common surname within a village are likely related.

Raymond Sr. eventually left the reservation as an adult, like many of his generation, and moved to the Midwest. His own son, Ramond Jr., was born in Chicago, Illinois, and his descendents live in Idaho.

Augustine Narcho

Based on the 1940 census, it was now known that Raymond Sr.'s father, Augustine Narcho, was born around 1911 in Arizona. Since he was likely to have passed away before his one hundredth birthday, a search was made of the Social Security death index. There is only one Augustine Narcho listed in the index and his birth date was February 11, 1911. He died February 23, 1991 in the town of Sells, Arizona which is located on the Tohono O'odham reservation. His middle initial is given as “L”.
 

Having discovered Augustine's dates of birth and death, a check was made of the 1930 census to see if he could be found prior to his marriage, however, no Augustine Narcho was listed in the 1930 census or any prior federal United States censuses. Due to the migratory nature of Tohono O'odham life, this was not uncommon.

The state of Arizona department of health services has made available online birth records from 1855-1937 and death certificates from 1861-1862. While Augustine was not listed in either of these databases, two of his sons were. Elder sons Ambrose and Bernard were born before the 1937 cutoff. On  Ambrose's 1934 birth certificate, his father is listed as Augustine Narcho Lopez, age 25, while his mother is simply Isabel, age 19. Ambrose is listed as the couple's first child. Both are listed as living in Fresnal Canyon and were born in the town of Sells. Fresnal Canyon is located in the Baboquivari District of the Tohono O'odham reservation. The village of Chiuli Shaik, the 1940 home of Augustine and his family, is located within the canyon, and may have been known by the name Fresnal.
 

On Bernard's 1936 birth certificate, his parents are Augustine Narcho, age 26, and Isabel Montana, age 24. They are both still living in Fresnal Canyon, but now their birth location has also been changed to Fresnal Canyon. Augustine is listed as a bus driver. Both children were born at the Indian Oasis Hospital and strangely, neither certificate lists the child's first name. 

That his children possess birth certificates while he and his wife do not likely indicates that Augustine and Isabel were born at home. In the years between the births of the two generations, the customs and circumstances of birth among the Tohono O'odham changed. Indian Oasis Hospital was completed in 1921
 and provided obstetrical and maternal care. Children born in this setting were part of the government system and received birth certificates. Previously, Tohono O'odham women retreated to specially constructed huts at the onset of labor and remained separated from the community for thirty days before being ritually cleansed by a medicine man. During this time, her family brought her food and helped her care for her child.
 The Tohono O'odham considered the reproductive aspects of a woman's life, from menstruation to birth, to be dangerous for men, requiring segregation and ritual purification. A menstruating woman who touched a man's bow would cause it to no longer shoot correctly. If she touched him, he might die.

Since Augustine was missing from all but one of the federal census records, a secondary source must be consulted. Agents of the the Bureau of Indian Affairs submitted near yearly compilations of the residents of their reservations to the federal agency from the years 1885-1940. Some of these records have been microfilmed and are held by the National Archives.
 In the Indian Census taken April 1, 1933, Augustine Narcho, age 22, and wife Isabelle, age 18, are listed as being of full Native American blood and living on the reservation.
 

The next Bureau of Indian Affairs census that he appears in is the one taken June 30, 1926. This is prior to his marriage and he is listed in the household of his presumed parents, Jose Garcia Miguel and Marie Cholia Narcho. There is a slight discrepancy in his birth date, as this record lists him as being born in 1910. Also listed with Augustine are siblings: Juliana, born 1908; Clemencia Lupe, born 1912; Anita, born 1913; Lena, born 1916; and an unnamed girl, born in 1918.
 The family was listed as living in Topowa Village, a community in the Baboquivari district.
 The 1925 record matches the 1926 record in all but one detail, Maria Narcho's middle name is spelled Cholis.
 

Jose Garcia Miguel Narcho

Now knowing the names of Augustine's parents, the federal censuses were once again consulted. Jose Garcia Miguel was not located in the 1940 federal census nor, initially, in the 1930 census. In the 1920 census, however, he is listed as Jose Miguel Miguel married to Maria Chelis Miguel. Both are listed as being forty years of age and therefore were born in approximately 1880. The children listed with them are: Juliana, age 11; Frank, age 9; Clemencia, age 7; Anita, age 5; and Angelita, the previously unnamed child, age one year and six months. All are listed as having been born in Arizona. Jose could read while Maria could not. Of the children, only the eldest, Juliana, was attending school. Jose was a farmer who owned his own farm and while he and daughter Juliana could speak English, no one else in the family could. Missing from this family grouping is Augustine, who would have been about the same age as Frank. The record does not list a specific location but is the same enumeration and supervisorial as the 1940 census record of Raymond Narcho and indicates the  Baboquivari district.

With one federal census and two Bureau of Indian Affairs records, there were now two possible surnames for Augustine's father, Jose, three variations on his mother's middle name, and Augustine himself was missing from the family in the federal census. According to the late Dr. Robert Hackenberg of the University of Arizona, the Tohono O'odham, at least up until the mid-twentieth century, considered names to be impermanent. While nearly all of the Tohono O'odham he studied had Christian given names and Spanish surnames, some went by multiple names while others simply decided to change either their given names or surnames as they saw fit.
 Turning back to the Bureau of Indian Affairs, records for years 1919 through 1926 and 1928 through 1933 were located and sifted through. Immediately, the issue of Jose's surname is explained. In the 1933 record there is a notation where Jose Miguel and his family should be listed that reads, “Miguel, Jose and family moved to N section under name of Nacho”. In addition, it lists their previous census numbers for confirmation.
 A second 1933 record lists Jose Miguel Narcho and family. In the notes, it says, “Formerly shown as Jose Miguel”. This record also includes son Augustine and his new wife, Isabelle, listed separately from his father's family while son Frank is listed with his father, thus verifying that Augustine and Frank are two separate individuals, not one individual going by two names.
 Information on why Jose changed his surname to one that may have been used by his first wife was not forthcoming.

Another change is that, starting in 1929, Jose's wife is listed as Theresa. It appears that between 1926 and 1928, Maria either passed away or the marriage ended and Jose remarried. Divorce was not uncommon among the Tohono O'odham, despite their conversion to Catholicism.
 Traditionally, there was not a marriage ceremony, the families arranged the marriage and the girl moved to her husband's family's house.
 Divorce could be accomplished simply by a woman returning to the home of her birth family.
 Ella Narcho is now listed among the children and appears to be Jose's stepdaughter by his new wife.
 The 1924 record indicates that Jose's daughter, Anita, had died sometime since the last Indian census was taken in 1923.

With this new information, the 1930 United States Federal census was reexamined. This time Jose Miguel appears listed with wife Theresa and three of the children: Frank, Angelita, and Ella. In 1930, Jose and his family were living in Arivaca, a town on the Tohono O'odham reservation. He owned his own home and was a farmer. His wife Theresa was a basket weaver. The two girls were attending school, but Frank, then 17, is listed as being unable to read or write, along with his parents. According to the census, there were only seven houses in the town of Arivaca and all of the male residents were either farmers or miners.
 Unlike previous patterns of traditional village life, none of the residents of Arivaca share a surname and there is no indication that any of them are related. In addition, some of the names are not Spanish in origin and may show the presence of white residents.


After the 1930 census, Jose Garcia Miguel Narcho disappears from widely available records. He does not have a death registered with social security. He is not listed in the 1940 census nor in any records from the Bureau of Indian Affairs after 1933. A check of Arizona death records also turned up nothing. While his death record may have been overlooked or inaccurately recorded, it is also possible he passed away at home and was buried by his family without involving the local government. He appears to have been still alive in 1934 when his wife, Theresa, passed away in the town of Fresnal, as she is listed as married, not a widow.
 She is buried in Fresnal Cemetery where her gravestone lists her name as Mollie Teresa Lewis Narcho.
 Also buried nearby is Mollie Clemencia Narcho, one of Jose and Maria's daughters. A check of the death records held by the Arizona department of health revealed that Mollie Clemencia had died in 1940, but for ten years had been suffering from tuberculosis. Her step-mother, Teresa, is listed as her mother and her father is listed as Miguel Narcho, born in Mexico. The informant on the certificate is listed as “Julia Kisto, sister”.


The 1940 census lists Julia (Narcho) Kisto as the wife of Phillip Kisto. In that year, they were living in the village of Sells with their first child, Geneva, as well as two individuals listed as Julia's brother and sister: Frank Narcho, age 27, and Anora Narcho, age 17.
 Anora's age corresponds to that of Ella Narcho, leading to the possibility this may be the same person given the previously mentioned habit of Tohono O'odham using variable names. That both Frank and Anora were living with their sister's family may indicate their father had passed away by 1940. According to the 1940 census, Phillip Kisto was a truck driver while Frank was a general laborer. Both worked for Indian Services and made $92 a year, or the equivalent of $1525.66 in 2013 after adjusting for inflation.
 Frank's level of education is listed as the second grade, while Julia reached the tenth grade and Anora had finished 12th grade.
 That Anora graduated from high school may be another indication that she is Ella under a different name. Ella lived in San Miguel with a Presbyterian minster's family while receiving an elementary education, a common practice among the Tohono O'odham at the time as local schools were not always located in their communities. She then attended the Phoenix Indian School in Phoenix that her nephew Raymond would also someday attend. Upon graduation, she attended a local community college for two years before joining the Army.
 At that point, she would have been the most educated member of her family.

No other records were located that indicate Jose Narcho's date of death, nor were any found that conclusively proved the names of his parents. One remaining location which may have these records is the Catholic Diocese of Tuscon, which has maintained sacramental records for the missions and churches of the Tohono O'odham reservation. However, at this time these records are not available online and must be searched in person. While this may be a potentially fruitful area of investigation for the future, it was not within the scope of this paper to travel to Tuscon. 


Maria Chelis Narcho

The mother of Augustine Narcho, Maria, also vanishes from the available records. There is no record of her death with the Arizona health department. The name “Chelis” only appears one other time in the BIA records for the Tohono O'odham, with a woman named Juana Chelis married to a man named Sivayo in 1919. However, she lived on the complete opposite end of the Tohono O'odham reservation.
 No records were found for either woman indicating their parentage. Again, records pertaining to her may be available through the Diocese of Tuscon. 

Isabel Montana Narcho

The wife of Augustine Narcho, and mother of Raymond Narcho Sr., died January 2, 2005 in the town of Sells according to the Social Security death index. Locating Isabel's parents, Jose and Felicitas Montana, turned out to be simple thanks to the attention to detail exhibited by a Bureau of Indian Affairs agent. In the 1933 BIA census, she is listed twice: once with her parents and once with her new husband. An annotation beside her listing with her parents indicates she was now married to Augustine Narcho. The same record stated that Jose had died in 1931 and Felicitas had remarried to Ramon Padilla.

However, what at first seemed to be a cut and dry matter of parentage turned out to be far more complicated after the United States federal censuses were examined. The BIA census records rarely indicated which children were born to both parents and which were stepchildren. But according to the 1920 and 1930 federal censuses, Isabel and six of her siblings were the children of Felicitas by a previous marriage. Their original surname was Robles and they were born in Mexico. The 1930 census also lists an immigration year for Felicitas and her children as 1915.

As was mentioned before, when the United States purchased Southern Arizona from Mexico, it drew its new border through traditional Tohono O'odham lands. However, it was still common for Tohono O'odham to cross the border without much fanfare until recent years, when border security and drug trafficking became a concern. 

Isabel was about four years old when her mother married Jose Montana and, like the rest of her siblings, adopted his name. On BIA records and her children's birth certificates, she is listed with the surname Montana. This turns out to have been a common practice even up to the middle of the twentieth century when Dr. Robert Heckenberg noted in the Papago Population Study that, “A child generally takes the surname of the family in which he resides, regardless of true paternity or the legality of the union from which he was born.”
 

More information on Isabel's father was not forthcoming from the information available online at this time, however, a search of the records of the Mexican state of Sonora may prove useful. After 1933, Felicitas also vanishes from the available records. There is no death certificate on file with the state of Arizona for her. A search of Tohono O'odham cemeteries is not possible at this time, even in person. Don Stowell, a volunteer researcher with findagrave.com, stated in an interview that a councilman for one of the reservation districts had recently contacted him requesting he remove all records for a cemetery in the district from the website. Many of the cemeteries, including the San Xavier cemetery, are now closed off with signs prohibiting photography every few feet.

Issues in Tohono O'odham Family History

As the Narcho family history demonstrates, at least until the early 1960's when the Papago Population Study was conducted, names could be changed at any time and a child's surname depended on who he or she lived with. The mercurial nature of Tohono O'odham names makes tracing individuals over the course of their lives difficult without consulting multiple sources unless a document recorder was particularly diligent. In addition, the use of European style names did not begin until the second half of the nineteenth century. Prior to this, traditional Tohono O'odham names and naming conventions were used. These names often changed over the course of the different stages of an individual's life. This makes tracing Tohono O'odham genealogy before this time period nearly impossible.
 In Ruth Underhill's biography of a Tohono O'odham woman named Chona, who was born sometime in the 1840's, Chona describes how even though she and her husband had been named by a medicine man, when her first child was born they let a Catholic priest name him, because they were modern.
 Under these circumstances, it is unlikely the Narcho family can be documented further back than the generation born in the late 1800's.

Another issue is the lack of recorded state vital records. While some members of the Narcho family do appear in these records, especially further into the twentieth century, more often their births, marriages, and deaths were simply not recorded with state officials. There was no official marriage ceremony and many individuals were born and died at home, where records were not kept. This indicates that their interaction with the world outside the reservation and its traditional systems was limited. As members of the family, and the Tohono O'odham in general, became integrated with the wider community outside the reservation and adopted non-traditional customs, their interaction with state bureaucracies increased, resulting in better vital records. Cemeteries, which could offer information on birth and death, as well as clues to family relationships, are closed to the public. One potential source for this information is the Catholic Archdiocese of Tuscon, which possesses sacramental records for the Tohono O'odham parishes and missions dating back to 1741 in its sacramental registers. However, this information is not online and may only be searched in person, an unlikely opportunity for Tohono O'odham descendents who live outside of Arizona. The archdiocese is willing to search these records on an individual's behalf, for a fee, provided enough information is already known about the ancestor being searched for. Additionally, these records are not complete and are only available those Tohono O'odham who participated in the sacramental life of the church. Also of concern is that a name used for church records may not be the same as the one given to the Bureau of Indian Affairs or any other governmental agency at that point in an individual's life.

United States federal census records are also hit or miss. In the case of the Narcho family, the earliest census records of use were from the 1920's. While they are a wealth of information and provide insight into the life of a family, they often missed individuals owing to the migratory nature of early twentieth century Tohono O'odham life. Bureau of Indian Affairs records can help fill in these gaps, especially since they were conducted nearly every year, but they provide substantially less information about the lives of the people recorded. In addition, not all of them are readily available online. Of those not online, some may be ordered as microfiche through the National Archives for a fee, provided a researcher knows which roll to examine.

For individuals researching Tohono O'odham family history, either for academic or personal reasons, cultural and historical issues can present roadblocks for finding information and interpreting the data found. By examining an individual family in its historical context, in this case the Narcho family, these issues can be brought to light and examined. In doing so, a better understanding of the family and their people can be gained.
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