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The Antelope Valley Indian Museum interprets the California Indian Cultures of the Western Great Basin, East and Southeast of the Sierra Nevada Mountains.  This would include the Kitanemuk, Mojave, Halchidhoma, Quechhan, Kawalisu, Southern Paiutes California and Arizona Indian Nations.

Declaration of Purpose

10/2000 – General Plan Policy Committee 

The purpose of the Antelope Valley Indian Museum property, in Los Angeles County, is to preserve and protect the project’s historic structures, its important collections of prehistoric and ethnographic cultural materials, and the natural and scenic resources of Paiute Butte.  The museum building itself is an outstanding example of early twentieth century American folk architecture and is listed on the National Register of Historic Places.  The museum’s collections serve as the Regional Indian Museum for the Great Basin Indians, as well as containing materials from other cultures on other continents.

The Collection

The Howard Edwards/Grace Wilcox Oliver Collection forms the nucleus of the holdings of Antelope Valley Indian Museum (AVIM) and consists of 8,000 Native American artifacts from the Southwest, California, Northwest Coast, Alaska, Mexico, and South America.  The collection also includes Native American material from a private collector, Irvin S. Cobb, which consists of pottery from New Mexico Pueblos of Santa Clara, Acoma, and Maricopa, as well as Hopi pieces from Arizona.  The Betty Goshay collection represents 30 artifacts from the Southwest including Hopi Kachinas, Acoma and Zuni pottery, and Hopi and Papago basketry.  The Goshay collection was donated to AVIM in 1988.  The Barrel Springs collection has been on permanent loan from the University of Southern California, Department of Anthropology since the mid 1950’s.  The University of Southern California (USC) Anthropology Department closed in 1962, part of the collection was transferred to the Los Angeles County Museum of Natural History, and part of the collection remained at the Antelope Valley Indian Museum.  The collection consists of 2,000 pieces of artifacts from the Barrel Springs site near Palmdale.  The AVIM also serves as a repository for three other collections from archeology investigations in the Valley and a road project near Palmdale.

Facility

The home and seven cottages on 160 acres on Paiute Butte, outside Lancaster was built by a self-taught artist named Howard Edwards.  A unique structure evolved: a Swiss Chalet style building that incorporated large granite boulders as an integral part of the building both inside and out.  It was designed so that the visitor climbs up these rocks while ascending from the main floor to California Hall, on the upper level.  This unusual upper level was designed by Mr. Edwards as a display area for his collection of American Indian artifacts.  The building also contains unique furniture constructed by Edwards of redwood planks and Joshua Tree branches, as well as many of his original paintings, drawings, and dioramas depicting Indian life.  In the 1970’s, this folk art structure was listed on the National Register of Historic Places.  In 1979, a very reluctant California State Department of Parks and Recreation (DPR) acquired the Antelope Valley Indian Museum.  A letter from the Office of the State Architect to the Department, dated April 10, 1979, indicated that “the building is near the point of failure,” and “restoration of this very flimsy structure does not appear feasible.”  The letter further stated, “The Indian art and artifacts housed in this building appear to be valuable,” and recommended their removal to “a more substantial building.”

Staff

Ms. Edra Moore, Curator, Director of AVIM, is the only full-time personnel.  There are two part-time seasonal Park aides. One directs tours on weekends and the other is a grounds keeper whose function is shared within the district.  None of the staff is of Native American or California Indian heritage.  

Volunteers

Of thirty active volunteers, only five sit on the friends of AVIM board.  There appears to be a lot of interest but not much participation.  There is little or no California Indian participation.  The reason may be found in a quote from Ms. Moore’s letter, “ In terms of interpretation, the American Indian community’s perception of the museum was that this was a white guys operation which emphasized the collectors rather than the collections, and promoted stereotypical (and often inaccurate) western European views of the native cultures.”  

Programs

AVIM has had interactive programs with other museums in the past. AVIM displays with the Pasadena Library, local colleges and Lancaster museum.  AVIM works with many other organizations across the state sharing baskets and other artifacts, as needed; however, all the exhibits in the museum are permanent.

There is a Docent interpretive training program with six weeks of basic training, one day a week.  AVIM trains them specifically to make sure each one is telling the true story with regard to the materials that are exhibited.  The complete docent training involves eighteen weeks, one day a week.  In that training, AVIM includes the materials that appeal to third and fourth graders.  AVIM invites college students who come to do research, especially with regard to the coastal collections and has had a couple of interns who have worked in the museum.  AVIM is trying to involve high school students in training programs to help interpret the museum.  The docents lead the tours throughout the week in Inter-active programs.  The AVIM web site is an electronic catalogue of the objects in the collections.  There will be interpretive material intended for teachers and students.  This project was funded by the Getty Museum and should be up and running in 2003.

Events

AVIM has had many events in the past that included Native Californians; however, due to of lack of funding and little or no interest from the Indian community, all events were discontinued.  However, this writer had the honor to attend a one-day symposium sponsored by the AVIM entitled “ Bridging Gaps in Understanding: A Day of Sharing American Indian Cultural Insights.”  This symposium featured Southern California Indian speakers who shared their stories and songs with AVIM docents and DPR staff in attendance.  This event has been a dream of AVIM Director, Ms. Edra Moore, since first taking the AVIM leadership in 1989.  She hopes this type of event is the first of many to come.   
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